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Aurora






“Lazard, you’re a jackass!” Aurora narrowed her eyes and slapped her hands onto her hips as she faced her brother.
“‘You’re a jackass, Your Majesty’ is what I think you meant to say.” Even though Lazard’s voice echoed sharply off the gold, blue, and cream mosaic walls and floor of the piazza, a slight smile tugged at his lips.
Aurora refused to allow it to deflect her. She was right and he was wrong—and he knew it.
Or rather, she hoped he did.
“A walk on the beach,” she said, raising her voice both to make her point and because the evening breeze whipped at the fountain tinkling behind them. “That’s all I’m asking for. And right now, I’m talking to my brother, not my king.”
“And as your brother and king, I’ve said you can go—with Zandor.”
Zandor hovered a few feet from her, her best friend and bodyguard, who had not left her side since Mamma had been murdered five years before. Tall, lean, and handsome, he carried a bow and a quiver of arrows instead of a musket. In trials against the Able musketeers who guarded the palazzo, he always emptied his quiver before they could reload their weapons.
From beneath his tousled chestnut-colored hair, he frowned at her, his disapproval of her request obvious in his half-lidded chocolate-brown gaze.
She rolled her eyes—at both of them. “Alone. Why does that concept seem so hard for you two knuckleheads to understand?”
Zandor kept quiet—the bugger was letting Lazard fight this battle for him.
Lazard’s dark eyebrows knitted together as he studied her.
She didn’t look healthy, what with her skinny, lanky body—at nineteen she was still built like a gangly foal. It always came to that.
“You’re not strong.” His voice dropped as he glanced into the banqueting hall, where their courtiers and the Intelligentsia who helped rule Ryferia feasted. “They . . . I don’t trust that you will be safe.” A pause. “You know how they hate the Infirm.”
Which was what she was. What Mamma had been. And why Mamma had been murdered. Her murderer had never been found. And probably never would be, considering he or she could have been any one of the millions in Ryferia who hated the Infirm for no other reason than they were different.
Sickly.
Since that terrible day, Papà had refused to allow her a moment alone, and after his death, neither had Lazard. Zandor and his bow and arrow trailed her everywhere.
“Your charming Able courtiers and Intelligentsia are stuffing their faces,” she snapped back. “They won’t even know I’ve gone.”
Lazard brushed her wild, red curls—they had broken free from their restraint—off her face with a gentle finger. “No. And that’s my final answer.”
She swatted his hand away. What no one seemed to understand was that their cloying love was killing her just as surely—albeit more slowly—than the poisoned cup that had cut Mamma’s life short.
But before she could launch a counter-attack, Artemis stepped out of the banqueting hall. Tall, austere, with graying hair and an aquiline nose, he bobbed a bow to Lazard.
Artemis, Papà’s brother, stood second in line to the throne after Aurora.
A chill shot down her spine as it always did when she saw him. He was one of the Able, like Lazard and most of the courtiers and Intelligentsia. But unlike Lazard, Artemis despised her. Hatred laced his every look at her.
Because I’m Infirm.
She despised him with the same passion.
Lazard sighed, and his shoulders sagged. “Artemis. I said I would speak to you over dinner about the olive oil tax,” he said in clipped tones. Face now hard, Lazard dropped a hasty kiss on Aurora’s head. “I will go walking with you later. I promise. And you can go as far ahead of me and Zandor as you like.” He turned to the banqueting hall, paused, and then smiled at her. “Try not to annoy too many people tonight.”
She narrowed her eyes to mere slits. “Oh, trust me, by midnight they’ll all want to hang me.”
Another smile from Lazard. “I love you, little sister. Never forget that.”
And then he was gone. Off to his official duties.
“The hell you do,” she muttered as she stalked away across the piazza, hoping to put some distance between herself and Zandor.
He fell into step with her. As if her huffing, puffing steps could outstride Zandor’s long legs.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“I’m going to my room.” To prove the point, she marched through the archway that opened onto the main piazza, around which the gracious, honey-colored stone palazzo had been built. The villa she shared with Lazard was on the opposite side of it.
A smile from Zandor. “To sulk? That’s not like you.”
“To plot an escape.” She glared at him. “If you had a decent bone in your body, you would vaporize for a few hours.”
Zandor’s laughter bubbled up. It always made her smile, and she had to fight hard to keep her face fierce. “Tell you what . . . I’ll drop you off at your door and tell no one where you are.”
She hit his shoulder. “No great hardship, Zandor, seeing as you will be standing guard outside it.”
“Precisely. I’m the one who should be getting the pity here.” His eyes creased. “You’re getting in the way of my love life.”
She snorted—Zandor still managed to keep that part of his life covered—and then focused on negotiating the long walk across the uneven flagstones in the square. By the time she reached the bright-blue double doors of her and Lazard’s villa, she was out of breath and her legs ached.
Just one of the prices of being born Infirm.
Zandor swung the door open for her and, as he always did, offered her a hand to help her up the gracious marble stairs. Too cross with him and Lazard, she shrugged his hand away.
“You do like making life difficult for yourself, don’t you?”
“No, Zandor,” she wheezed. “Rephrase that—all I want is a life. No matter how hard or easy.”
Fine lines softened Zandor’s face. “And being with me, Niing, and Keahr isn’t life enough? I get that. I really do. But you’re precious, Aurora. To all of us. And you know the threats better than anyone.”
She wanted to scream and shout in her fury.
She didn’t have the energy. It took every ounce of strength she had to drag her sorry excuse for a body to the first landing, where she shared apartments with Zandor and Keahr, her lady-in-waiting and close friend. Lazard’s apartment was on the next floor up. She and Lazard had lived in this villa all their lives, and even when Papà had died and Lazard had become king, they had chosen to continue living together. They were that close.
Zandor strode ahead of her across the jewel-colored silk carpet to the green door that signaled her private space. He tossed it open. A quick smile. “If you change your mind, I’ll be here. We can always find Keahr. She would love to make trouble with you tonight at the feast.”
Any other night, she would have grabbed the opportunity to party with her friends. Not tonight.
She slammed the door on him.
Peckle, her tabby cat, almost as gangly as she was, looked up from his spot on her pillow with ageless green eyes. Lines of fur, like dark shadows, furrowed his face, giving him a permanent scowl.
She scowled back, then wobbled across the room and threw herself down on the bed next to him. Cautious fingers stroked the soft hair on his back. Peckle was known for his foul temper and thought nothing of sinking his claws into her if he didn’t want to be touched.
The cat’s taut body stilled, as if he were enduring the unendurable.
“I hate it,” she said to him. “They treat me like a prisoner. Like I’m the enemy, and not Artemis and the other Able.”
Peckle’s fur bristled; she had just moments before he struck. She pulled away. “So here I am. With you. Miserable company that you are.” She jumped up and stumbled into the middle of the room. “Wallowing in self-pity.”
The cat’s ears pricked, and the way his bright green eyes stalked her was unnerving.
“I swear you understand everything I say,” she muttered.
A baleful stare.
It was followed by a hiss as Peckle unfolded himself off the pillow. Graceful as he was ugly, he slid off the bed and sauntered to her.
If that wasn’t surprising enough, he rubbed his wiry frame against her leg and then looked at her, as if checking that she watched him.
She was. He always fascinated her, even if he was, largely, an unrewarding pet.
He loped toward a long, narrow tapestry Mamma had embroidered, a precious memento of her, and raked it with his claws.
She gasped. “Stop it! You’ve already shredded my drapes and my bedstead. You don’t need to ruin this, too.” She swatted him, but Peckle jumped away before her hand connected.
Yowling, he wriggled past her and dove under her bed.
The little troublemaker. He wasn’t getting away with this. She knew she was being stupid, but she crouched down on the carpet to shout at him. Hunched like a gargoyle, he sat too far back for her to reach him. That didn’t stop her trying to yank him out.
Amid the dust bunnies, her hand brushed an uneven lump under the carpet.
A loud purr from Peckle.
She patted it again. Definitely something hidden under her bed. But the only way to discover exactly what it was would be to shift the monstrous four-poster bed. She fell back on her haunches, breathing hard. “What’s there, Peckle?”
No reply. But the cat didn’t move, either.
Only one way to find out. She lumbered to her feet and pushed the bed with all her limited strength. It didn’t budge. She could ask Zandor for help . . . but if that lump was what she hoped and prayed it was—a means to escape her room—Zandor would be the last person in the world to help her.
She struggled on, aware of the squeals and rasps as the bed moved infinitesimally across the carpet. Perhaps it was a guilty conscience, but her eyes kept drifting to the door, expecting Zandor to come bursting in to demand to know what she was doing. Not that he ever did, but her excitement at the possibilities this lump offered was too great to risk failure.
It gave impetus to her pushes.
Still, her face was hot, her torso streaming sweat, and her breath mere gasps by the time she shifted the bed enough to roll back the carpet.
A dusty wooden trap door, with a frayed rope handle, winked up at her in the lamplight.
She gasped with delight.
She grabbed a candle off her dresser, lit it, and scrambled back to investigate. Shaking with excitement, fear, and delicious anticipation, she clasped the rope and tugged.
The door popped up—and with it, a cloud of dust that had her doubled over with sneezes.
She brushed the dust away and, holding her candle, peered down into the hole. Through a lattice of spider webs, silken in the golden pool of light, a short flight of stairs beckoned, carved out of rock, and then a passageway. She had no idea where it led, but that didn’t matter. If spiders the size of her hand dwelled down there, she couldn’t have cared less.
She would finally be alone.
Truly alone.
She clambered through the sticky threads and was halfway along a dusty, rubble-strewn passageway before it struck her that anyone coming into the room would see she had gone.
It lent haste to her scramble across the uneven ground.
Keeping low, trying hard not to sneeze in the powdery dust kicked up by her feet, she dodged the low ceiling and its jutting rocks—they were sharp enough to knock her unconscious if she stumbled into one.
On and on the passage curled. And with it, excitement and hope blossomed in her chest—more than she had experienced for many months.
It didn’t matter that her back ached from stooping or that her chest burned with the exertion, she had to reach the end before Zandor—anyone—challenged her.
It helped that she was used to dark, narrow tunnels from all the years she’d spent in the underground burrow where Niing, her tutor, lived. Most of her waking hours were spent underground, away from the smirking sneers of the courtiers and Intelligentsia.
Her candle had almost guttered when she rounded a bend and caught the gleam of moonlight ahead of her. Almost of their own accord, her legs broke into a shuffling run.
The closer she got to the tunnel opening, the narrower the passage became. Soon she had to turn sideways to squeeze along.
She caught a new smell above the dry dust—a whiff of salt.
Her heart danced with joy.
The sea. So close she could almost taste it.
If they came now, nothing would make her go back to her room. She gritted her teeth.
I’ll go down fighting before I let them take me back to that prison.
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The impossibly narrow passageway tumbled Aurora out onto a beach. On the hill behind her loomed the crenellated walls of the palazzo. The sounds of music and laughter from the feast in the banqueting hall faded to nothing.
In front of her, the inky sea shimmered in the ghostly moonlight. A stiff breeze whipped the candle flame. She dropped the holder on the soft sand and, face lifted to beam at the silvery moon, tuned a full circle of joy.
Freedom. At last!
She ripped her filthy silk slippers off her feet. A gentle wave washed ashore, coating her in cool, foamy water.
She stared with longing at the scattered islands beyond the breakers.
If only she could dive into the waves and swim to one of them, but her weakened body would never allow it. As it was, damp with sweat, her corset and dress clung to lanky body like seaweed to a rock, and her breathing was labored. It didn’t matter that she relished the sand between her toes; after her high-speed escape through the tunnel, lifting her leaden feet drained her energy with each step.
If I were Able . . .
She shot the thought down before it had time to fully manifest.
No. This is the way I am. I’m Infirm. I was born this way, and that’s okay.
She gave herself the same daily pep talk to reassure herself that she and half her kingdom were not broken, despite the way the Able treated them.
On a spit at the end of the beach, a Guardian, an iron mermaid mounted on a tower, turned on a spindle. On the land side, it was linked to a seven-foot iron wall that encircled the entire kingdom. On the seaward side, it attached to a chain-mail mesh that hung in the sea, blocking all traffic from entering—or leaving—Ryferia.
She had never been beyond it.
In fact, in the one hundred and fifty years it had stood sentinel there, no one in Ryferia had crossed it. To do so would defy Ryferia’s most inviolate law.
That didn’t mean she hadn’t always longed to.
“Tonight!” she breathed. “If I’m rebelling, I might as well do it in style! And damn them all.”
But even in her bravado, she knew if she were caught, not even Lazard could save her from the fury—the justice—of the Intelligentsia. They would demand her death.
Even as king, Lazard would have no choice but to obey.
It made her escape even more thrilling.
The sand stretched before her, silvery white in the moonlight. Only the gentle sound of the waves stirred, the back-and-forward wash perfectly timed with the mechanical creak of the mermaid’s tail. It swished like a whip.
Her pulse spiked, and she couldn’t resist looking over her shoulder as she drew closer to the mermaid. The beach behind her was deserted.
Ahead, the cogs in the mermaid ticked as it turned on its never-ending spindle. Heat radiated from the metal construct.
On she trudged. She was some hundred yards from the Guardian when her temples started to tingle, then burn.
So close to her goal, she wasn’t going to let a little pain thwart her. She forced her lanky legs and feet to plod on through the thick sand.
Pain shafted her brain like a hail of arrows. She dropped to her knees, gripped her forehead and squeezed—as if her puny strength could drive out the knives of agony slicing into her skull.
“Get yourself together.” She clambered to her feet and forced herself to keep moving.
Fifty paces.
Sweat drizzled down her torso and her legs quaked.
Forty paces.
Nausea curded her stomach. She clutched her abdomen, grateful she had eaten nothing.
Thirty paces.
A loud clang from behind made her jump. The palazzo bells pealed across the beach. They knew she had gone.
She swore. Long and loud. And tried to run . . . toward the Guardian.
Just fifteen paces.
They can’t stop me. Not now!
Hooves thundered on the sand.
“Aurora!”
She looked back.
Three riders galloped at full speed toward her. Zandor led the chase.
Just ten more paces, and she would be free—to die, if these men reported her felony to the Intelligentsia.
Zandor never would, but she wasn’t so sanguine about the other two. His horse spun in front of her, cutting her off from the Guardian and forcing her to stop. The horse kicked sand up into her face.
Zandor glared down at her. “Going somewhere, my princess?”
Chin stuck out defiantly, she crossed her arms. “It’s called walking, Zandor. You should try it sometime.”
How dare he come after her? She had as much as told him that she wanted to escape. He, of all people, should have known what this meant to her.
But she raked her gaze over the horse he rode. Despite seeming so hale and strong, Zandor was like her: Infirm. He couldn’t stand to be around animals; he’d be covered in bloody hives within the hour. A minor Infirmity as Infirmities went, it still marked him as one of them. Her escape had forced him to ride.
The other two riders hesitated behind him.
“You need to come home.” Zandor looked toward the palazzo. “It’s Lazard. He’s sick. Very sick.”
“If this is a trick to get me back—”
Zandor’s horse whinnied, raring to go. “No trick. He collapsed at the feast.”
Her mouth went slack. “What happened?”
He leaned down. “I think he’s been poisoned,” he whispered.
The blood rushed from her face.
Zandor grabbed her arm, and swung her up onto his horse. The pressure from his arms around her made her chest burn. Normally Zandor was so gentle with her. Something was seriously wrong.
As they galloped across the sand, the wind whipped the air from her lungs.
All she could think of was Lazard. She had argued with him, disobeyed him, and now? What if, like Mamma, he died from this poison?
Tears stung her eyes but were whisked away by the wind before they wet her cheeks.
Her fists bunched her dress, and her face hardened.
Lazard is not dead yet. And if anyone can save him, it’s me.
“Faster,” she gritted out to Zandor. “We have to gallop faster.”
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Aurora leaped off the horse before it came to a complete stop at the palazzo stables.
Pain shot up her legs, and every muscle in her body groaned in complaint.
Come on, get it together. Why do you have to be so damn useless?
Zandor dismounted. “Slow down, Aurora. You’re going to hurt yourself. Let me help—”
“I don’t need help. I need to see my brother,” she snapped, pulling away from his gentle touch. “Where have they taken him?”
“His chambers back at the villa.”
Her heart fell. That was a lot of stairs to climb to get to his apartment. “Let’s go.”
She ignored the hot coal in her chest, walking as fast as she could for the bright-blue door that signaled her and Lazard’s home. Unlike her apartment on the first floor, his chambers were right at the top of the building.
She pulled herself up with the aid of the railing, all too aware of Zandor close behind her, ready to catch her if she fell.
For once, she didn’t let it irritate her.
At the top of the stairs, she braced herself against the hunting-scene mural to catch her breath. Then she rasped at the musketeers guarding Lazard’s chamber, “Open the doors.”
The double doors swung open.
Lazard was hidden by the weak candlelight and the bustling masters and physicians crowding his huge bed.
“Move away,” she panted, stumbling into the room.
No one responded.
“Are you deaf?” she yelled.
The room went silent, all eyes turning to her.
A hiss of relief rippled through the men. They may have hated her for being Infirm, but none of them would deny that she was unrivaled when it came to potions and alchemy.
If anyone could save the king, it would be her. But first she had to assess him. A path to Lazard cleaved through the masters.
Stomach roiling, she trod on trembling feet.
Lazard’s handsome face, now gray and clammy with fever, looked far worse than she could ever have imagined. His wheezing breath was agonizingly slow and shallow. Sweat drenched his clothes and the sheets.
She wiped her sweaty palm on her sand-covered dress and placed two fingers on his neck.
His pulse was weak and erratic.
“Princess Aurora.” A master holding a glass bottle inched closer. “We believe his heart may be failing. When we brought him here, he was confused. Babbling about seeing flashing lights.”
She wanted to cry, but fought back any sign of weakness these men could use against her. “Has he vomited?”
Even as she asked, Lazard writhed and foul-smelling green muck bubbled out of his mouth and oozed down his cheeks. She snatched up a cloth and swabbed it away. If only that could stop the poison eating away his insides.
“It looks like digitalis poisoning,” she whispered, wishing it weren’t so. Digitalis was a small, unassuming white flower with a dark-green stem tinged with purple; it grew in shaded, moist areas—the marshes of Ryferia. Few ventured there, and a small white bloom in such places was no more than an unexpected greeting from a pretty face. But when the juice of its ripened berries was extracted, concentrated, and ingested, digitalis robbed its victims of their reason, torturing them with flashing lights as their bodies fought to expunge the poison through every orifice while their pulse raced their hearts to destruction.
“We are in agreement.” The master held up a bottle of liquid. “I was going to administer—”
She grabbed it from him and read the scrawl on the faded label. “This won’t help him. It’ll keep him going for a little while, but it won’t be enough to save him.”
She slapped the bottle back onto the master’s palm and then brushed experienced fingers across Lazard’s forehead.
He burned like a furnace, his face twitching beneath her touch. His eyes rolled beneath his lids.
“It’s okay, Lazard,” she whispered so softly only he would hear her—if he were conscious, which wasn’t certain. “I’m going to help you. You’ll be okay.”
Please, please don’t let my last words to him be a lie.
She pulled herself up, mind racing with theories and ideas. “Administer that antidote for as long as you can. Get his fever down. Buy him some time.”
She turned to Zandor and bit back her pride at having to ask for help. “Run me down to my garden. I’m going to make him an antidote.”
Zandor swooped her up and took off for the stairs.
As he jogged down with her in his arms, she planned her potion. Charcoal, definitely. Some willow, too. But as she mentally flitted through the collection of herbs and compounds at her alchemy bench, her blood chilled.
Whatever antidote she made would take hours to brew.
Hours Lazard didn’t have. She would have to cut the brewing time and pray it would still be enough.
She closed her eyes, refusing to consider that she might already be too late.
At last, they arrived in Niing’s cavern—a burrow linked to a string of tunnels carved out of rock beneath the palazzo. Candles on an odd assortment of wooden tables lit this section of the cavern. The tables—and most of the overstuffed sofas—were cluttered with books and her misplaced gardening tools. She loved tending her garden even more than she adored making potions.
From the ceiling hung bunches of dried herbs she used in her alchemy. The rough walls were lined with wood-and-glass cabinets filled with the precious stones her tutor, Niing, had collected during his long life. Like herbs and plants were her passion, Niing always gravitated to the base minerals and rocks for his potions.
In the center of the cavern stood a low table—her and Niing’s alchemy bench, with its burners, flasks, and vials.
Niing jumped up from the plush couch beside the pot-bellied fireplace, his short legs carrying him the distance to Aurora and Zandor. He peered up at them through thick eyebrows. The Able sneeringly called Niing a dwarf. It never failed to annoy her.
“What’s the verdict, my princess?”
She squirmed in Zandor’s arms, annoyed at the prolonged hold. He set her down gently.
“Digitalis.” She didn’t stop to chat. “I need a cauldron.”
“What can we do?” Keahr coughed as she jumped up from her chair. Her green eyes, set in a strikingly beautiful dark-skinned face, were strained. She glided to Aurora with a grace that belied her Infirmity. “Give me work.”
“Bring me what I need. I can’t be running around looking for ingredients.” Aurora half-marched, half-stumbled, to her equipment table. Exhausted from shock and all her exertions, she had to grip the side of it to keep upright. “Niing, you know what I need.”
Under any other circumstances, Niing would have scolded her for her sharpness, but tonight he didn’t. He turned to Zandor and Keahr, muttering instructions.
Aurora took a moment to catch her breath. It didn’t help that her vision was blurry and her head buzzed.
Niing stopped what he was doing and stared at her. A soft tsk, and then he pulled out his pipe.
Careful fingers stuffed the bowl with his mystery concoction of pipeweed. Try as she might, Aurora had never managed to extract the recipe for Niing’s blend from him. Her nose suggested it contained nettle, rue, and mistletoe, all useful herbs in the fight against magic hexes, but Niing would never be drawn to comment. She was sure he’d added a few pinches of his favorite minerals to it, too. And then he was puffing, filling the air with a sweet scent.
Instantly calmed, Aurora breathed deeply.
Some of her exhaustion lifted and, with it, the buzz in her head. She could do this. She could save Lazard.
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No amount of dripping candles could brighten the dark dining hall of Lorithian Castle. Even the weak sun shining through the tall, stained glass windows facing the capital city of Fueport couldn’t lift the gloom. Or Raith’s spirits.
He studied the glass at every meal, looking for one reason why it hadn’t been torn down years before.
He found none.
It depicted the fall of magic in Ryferia at the hands of the alchemist Nethric and his ragtag army. With their alchemical, steam-driven Guardians, those Untalented upstarts had routed his ancient family. His family had been forced to flee for their lives. In a timeline of the past hundred and fifty years, the window showed the split between his noble house and the last remaining members of the royal family that once held power in the most celebrated dynasty the world had ever known. A dynasty and a royal family now reduced to ash. Nethric’s descendants and their ugly mechanical Guardians and iron walls had taken the place of the rightful rulers of Ryferia, stopping magic from ever entering the kingdom again.
When Father, Duke Krall, finally did him the courtesy of dying, he would tear down the ugly glass and replace it with his own story of power.
Not that there was much to put up there.
“That’s what real magic looked like.” Father’s gravelly voice. A smoker’s voice.
Raith rolled his eyes at the interruption.
“Our ancestors were fire-breathers. They flew on wings of wind. They held the second form of dragons. They led the world in power.”
Not entirely true; as far as Raith knew, the Magical in his ancestral line had mainly been incubi, but he didn’t argue because he knew where this conversation was going. He’d had it many times before. This time, however, only his brother, Carian, was here to support him.
His sister, Trojean, was long gone.
Carian’s huge shoulders and big hands hunched over his wine glass on the opposite side of the table. He glanced up at Raith and let out a silent sigh.
Raith scowled at Father.
Face wizened and tinged with red from a lifetime of imbibing, Father’s shaking hand slopped goji wine from his glass goblet. His iguana, sitting on the table, licked it up.
“Now look what we have become.” Father waved his drink. The acrid smell lifted to Raith’s nostrils. “Hiding in a castle on the edge of the world”—his rheumy eyes settled on Raith, his disgust apparent—“with nothing but an incubus”—then fixed on Carian—“and a worthless human. Maleficent’s tits, the goddess cursed me.” He shouted insults about Raith and Carian to his iguana. She nestled closer, listening intently, then whispered something back that Raith didn’t understand.
Like shouting to reptiles is much better.
Raith lowered his fork and cleared his throat. “You used to have a succubus as well. Or have you forgotten her already?”
Father breathed in sharply and slammed his goblet on the table. What was left of the wine splashed, spreading like blood across the white cloth. “Your sister gave her life for you and your worthless human brother, while the two of you sit here under my roof, drinking my wine. And you have the gall to accuse me of forgetting her?”
Carian was the only member in their immediate family who was born human, with no magic to speak of. And if Father hated Raith and Trojean for the type of power they held, he hated Carian even more for having none.
Raith allowed the tip of his fangs to slip through his gums. “Trojean was equally as disgusting to you. Don’t you dare pretend you miss her.” His throat burned with anger. He was past grieving for his twin; that ship had sailed a year ago. Now all he wanted was revenge against the creature that had taken her from him.
“She may have been a disgusting succubus, but the girl had more balls than either of you.” Father’s hand drunkenly swayed between Raith and Carian. “Raith, you stay in this forsaken kingdom, using your disgusting power to take magic from our people. You’ve driven magic to extinction in an entire generation in Lorithian.”
“I never took from anyone. I took from animals,” Raith said, knowing how weak his argument was. He’d used it too many times before. How he longed to sink his fangs into Father’s iguana to prove his point.
He didn’t dare.
But Father was right about one thing. Trojean had been fearless. And pitiless. While he had taken minor trinket magic from animals, she had sought out the most powerful people she could, taking their magic and their lives from them like a pirate on the Northern Sea of Snakes.
“What would you have me do?”
“I’d have you grow some steel in your belly and do what she did!” Father leaped to his feet, swiping his plate from the table. The porcelain crashed against the stone wall. “Go to Warrendyte, to where real magic lives. Get yourself some real power. If you’re going to leech from others, then at least take something worth having.”
Raith’s chair squealed as he pulled himself up. Fighting with Father was always easier when he could look down on him.
“Trojean is dead.” Raith’s words cut the air like an iron knife. “Going to Warrendyte got her killed. I have no intention of following her into the crypt.”
Father plucked up his goblet and held it out, allowing a servant to silently fill it. “Your sister may be dead, but in her short life, she gained more power than you will ever have.”
Raith knew exactly what Father referenced. “Taking from Lila is why Jorah killed her.” He spat the name as if it were poison.
“Jorah,” Father grunted, lowering himself into his high-backed chair. “Now that is a man with true power. A man made of steel. He killed Trojean for killing Lila—and yet you remain here, breathing the sea air and whoring through every worthless woman in this Maleficent-forsaken city instead of avenging your own sister. He was more of a man than you’ll ever be.”
Cold wrapped itself through Raith’s insides, and a shallow buzzing pushed through his skull. He wished words would come out, anything to drive Father into the dirt, but his mouth remained limp.
Carian’s chair scraped against the stone floor as he rose. He placed his hand firmly on Raith’s shoulder. “Come,” he said under his breath.
Raith allowed Carian to direct him toward the door, trying not to stumble.
“That’s right,” Father snarled. “Run away. Let yourself be babied, you worthless boy.”
Carian pushed the great door open and shoved Raith through it. Carian was better at hiding his feelings for Father. But his shame at being powerless manifested in other ways. Carian was built like a mountain, with muscles showing through his fitted tunic. He made up for his lack of Magical power through physical and mental strength, although they both knew it would mean nothing against Jorah in Warrendyte.
Carian was partially the reason why Trojean had left for Warrendyte. In one of the many scrolls their great-grandfather had smuggled from Ryferia, Carian had found a piece of ancient magic that spoke of transferring magic to a human. Trojean had wanted more for her brother than the menial, mediocre life of a human and had gone to Warrendyte in search of answers.
Her quest had taken her life.
They reached Carian’s bedchamber. It was filled with shelves stacked with books and scrolls of every kind.
The door closed behind them. “Raith, you can’t let him get to you like tha—”
Raith pounded his hand into the wall. On the fifth hit, he finally felt the pain that shot through his wrist and up into his arm. He backed away, flexing bleeding fingers.
“Are you done?” Carian eyed him.
Raith wasn’t ready to say yes. So he said nothing.
Carian kicked a chair over to him. “Sit down.”
Raith obeyed. “I just can’t take it anymore. At least when Trojean was here, we could fight him together, but now . . .”
“That’s why I want you to listen. I’m working on a plan to destroy him, avenge Trojean, and defeat Jorah in one majestic move.” Carian cocked his head. “Interested?”
“Am I ever. Let’s hear it.”
Carian’s lips pulled up in a half smile. “Patience, brother. Unlike your whores, this will take time to bed.”
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Eyes taut with unshed tears, Aurora crouched at Lazard’s bedside. Fever had hit him like a summer storm while she had brewed a potion for him. She’d wanted him healthy and conscious again. She’d wanted to tell him she loved him and that she regretted their last argument with all her heart.
As desperate as she’d been for it to work, however, her hastily brewed antidote had proved worthless. Like embers through paper, the fever had burned on Lazard’s brow throughout the night before the calm finally washed over him and his eyes glazed over for the last time.
Shock and pain at his loss shuddered through her like a wave crashing on the rocks. Despite all Lazard’s efforts to keep her safe, it had been he who had stared into the eyes of a murderer—and lost. Nothing else could have stopped his heart as effectively as digitalis. And digitalis was not an herb consumed at a feast.
Lazard’s murder placed her and Artemis on a collision course over who would claim the Ryferian throne.
Knowing her uncle, Artemis would already have stacked his deck for the fight—a fight that started when he no doubt slipped Lazard the poison at the feast.
Who else would want—benefit—from Lazard’s death?
Certainly not her. The Able Intelligentsia would see her in hell before they willingly let her take the throne.
That left Artemis in the prime spot.
“You realize what this means?” Artemis asked.
He was already gearing up to tussle with her over the succession?
Unconscionable.
Still, a cold hand of dread gripped her—even colder than death, which now embraced Lazard.
She glared up into opaque gray eyes. As much as she hated Artemis, and as much as fear gripped her gut whenever he was near, she wouldn’t let him see it. She’d glare and snap until her eyes dried out and her tongue went limp.
“What does it mean, Lord Artemis?” She made a point of sneering his name.
Artemis sat in a wing-backed chair pressed against the leaded window. He had opened the drapes so that the early morning sun shone behind him.
She winced as pain lanced through her head. Lazard had told Artemis on more than one occasion that the sun hurt her eyes, but Artemis didn’t care. Giving her pain gave him pleasure. Almost as much as giving him grief gave her joy.
He stood, looming over her as she crouched at Lazard’s bedside. “It means that you are now first in line for the throne.” A snort of derision. “An ugly mere slip of a girl, one too sickly to navigate the stairs to her chamber, let alone walk outside with the other girls.”
Her skin burned. “I am not a girl. I am nineteen. And I doubt being pretty has anything to do with ruling. But I couldn’t know. I’m just a little, helpless girl.” Her vision burned red. “And it’s not my fault I’m Infirm.” Her voice spiked. “And I’m not alone in that. Half the people in Ryferia carry the same blight.”
That, sadly, was true, and no one, not even the best physicians in the land, knew the reason. It would be one of the things she would work on when she became queen—a goal she would pursue with wild fury despite Artemis’s plans to the contrary. It was what Lazard and her parents would have wanted. It was what she wanted, too, to be a caring monarch to all her subjects, both Able and Infirm.
Too soon to be thinking that. I haven’t even put the protectors on Lazard yet.
She lumbered to her feet. Her knees ached; she’d been at Lazard’s bedside since she’d administered the antidote. The pain was a small niggle compared to the hollow ache in her chest. She longed for the relief of tears, but not in Artemis’s presence.
He started to the door. “The Intelligentsia will need to be told of the king’s death.”
Yes, their nobles did need to be told, but not before Lazard had been warded against magic.
And Artemis would have known that. It fed his miserable soul to taunt her like this.
She grabbed his flowing cloak and yanked hard. “Not before we protect Lazard.”
He hesitated. “Very well. But get it done.”
A tiny smile threatened to break through her grief at the victory. She wanted to rub his nose in it, but this was not the time or place. And it did not serve her for Artemis to see her pleasure; it would just make him more vicious later, when she wanted to concentrate on Lazard’s passing.
Face neutral, she opened a small wooden chest containing the funereal protectors the servants had brought into Lazard’s chamber hours before, when it had become obvious that neither she nor his physicians could save him.
On a bed of red velvet lay two small chunks of coal, two coins wrought from iron, and a wreath of agrimony. The golden flowers had wilted overnight, but that didn’t matter. Combined with the coal and the iron, the agrimony would ward off any magic that tried to claim Lazard after death.
Everyone in the city, poor or rich, Infirm or Able, would be treated with coal, coins, and agrimony after death. Without them, not even the grave was enough to keep them safe from magic’s grasp.
She fingered each item, aware of Artemis watching her. All through her vigil, she had wanted to bring up the truth of his poisoning, but had waited until the physicians and masters had left the bedchamber to level her accusation. Now, she couldn’t stay silent any longer.
She glanced up at Artemis through slit eyes. “The physicians intimated that my brother had been poisoned. I happen to agree with them.”
“Of course they do.” Artemis’s voice dripped disdain. “A man gets ill at a feast, so that is their only answer.”
“I told you to have his plate set aside for me to examine. Did you do it?”
An impatient wave of Artemis’s hand. “Enough with this nonsense, Aurora. You are now heir to the throne. You do not have time for brewing potions and messing with herbs. Now, place the protectors so that I can meet with the Intelligentsia.”
“I asked you a question, Lord Artemis.” She wanted to argue. More than argue, she wanted to shout out exactly what she believed: that Artemis had poisoned Lazard to snatch the throne.
But she didn’t.
Not when she now stood in line to be queen—in line to have her food poisoned so he could take her place. To alert him of her suspicions would forewarn him. The only way to ensure her safety was to play dumb. Her fiery tongue and quick temper would not be an asset.
His eyes flashed with irritation. “Yes, Princess.”
She ignored his condescending tone and tore her eyes away to place the box on the ornately carved table next to Lazard’s canopied bed.
So different from her, Lazard was as beautiful in death as he had been in life. Whereas she had always been quick to anger, he had been thoughtful, careful, and courageous. She spoke without thinking, and Lazard had often told her that she didn’t know the difference between brave and stupid.
She kissed his brow and whispered, “I will miss you forever.”
Reverently, she lifted the two lumps of coal from the box. Rigor mortis had not yet set in, so it was a simple matter to slip one into each of his fists. She wrapped his fingers tight around them.
Next, she closed his eyes and laid an iron coin on each lid. Last came the wreath of agrimony. Skinny and weak as she was, it was a struggle to lift Lazard’s head, but she’d be damned if she asked Artemis to help. Or anyone, for that matter. By the time she slipped the lemony-scented wreath on Lazard’s brow, she was out of breath.
It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered more than Lazard being protected from magic.
She wiped her sweaty face with her sleeve. “He’s ready for his send-off. I checked the tides. They are at their lowest at midday.” She suppressed a shudder; that meant she would have to brave the heat of the sun, which always seemed to burn hotter in the city, amongst the honey-colored stone and sparkling canals. It was into one of those canals that Lazard’s gondola would be placed. The tide would carry him out to sea.
And she would never see him again.
She swallowed her tears and then turned to face her uncle. “Then I will be queen.”
A twisted smile. “You forget, my dear Aurora, that you are as yet unwed.”
She clenched her fists, resisting the urge to stamp her foot in fury. “That doesn’t matter, and you know it.”
Lazard had been in the process of changing the law that required a princess to be married before assuming the throne. How convenient that he should die before it had been confirmed by the Intelligentsia.
“My dear, what I know doesn’t matter. For you to claim your throne, you must be wed. By law, you have a month to win the heart of a suitable prince or lord.”
Her blood chilled, more at Artemis’s smirk than his words. She was no beauty. No one had come seeking her hand. It was unlikely any would come beating on the door now, either. Not when her kingdom was weak. And men tended to want gentle, accommodating women. No one seemed to want a thorny wife.
Another smirk from Artemis. “If you fail, then the throne is mine.”
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Aurora swayed on her heels as Artemis swept from Lazard’s chamber. Peckle jumped soundlessly onto her lap. Had he slipped past Artemis into the room? Too intent on gathering the fickle Intelligentsia to his side, Artemis must not have noticed. If he had, he would have kicked Peckle for sure.
Peckle rubbed his face against her cheek, his whiskers tickling her chin. If it weren’t for him kneading her legs, she would have leaped up to fling a vase across the room in her rage, sorrow, and despair.
The cat’s unusual affection was grounding.
Her first tears brimmed, and she snickered through them. “Why all this affection? Have you come to watch me cry? Well, I’m not going to.” She brushed away the scalding tears and looked defiantly at the door. “The Intelligentsia and the other courtiers already think I’m a weakling. I won’t be throwing any more kindling on that fire.”
The cat fluttered its eyes as if it agreed.
She groaned at the effort it took to appear calm, stoic, then gave in and buried her face in his soft fur. Her mass of red hair, her only redeeming feature, draped softly over Peckle’s body as she sobbed.
Peckle held still, every muscle taut, but did not protest.
Aurora did not prolong his torture. She pulled away and raked her hand across her nose and eyes. “If things aren’t bad enough, he said that I have to marry within a month.” A mirthless laugh. “Who would marry me?”
The lines on Peckle’s face twitched, much like a challenging stare.
“Yes, I know. I’ve always said I didn’t want to marry, and I still don’t.” She scrunched up her face. “A husband will not want me spending hours a day with Niing, Keahr, and Zandor. He won’t like me getting so engrossed in my potions that I skip meals. Or coming to bed at night smelling of what I brewed that day. And no one wants a bad-tempered wife.”
She scoffed; these were not the real reasons she didn’t want a husband.
She touched Lazard’s rapidly stiffening face. Even with the iron coins on his eyes, he looked peaceful. She tried to commit the angle of his nose, his dark stubble, the little scar above his left eyebrow to memory. She never wanted to forget that he had loved her despite her Infirmity. She loved him just as deeply.
“He knew I would never find a man willing to love me for what I am.”
And that was the only basis on which she would ever agree to marry.
The cat continued to stare at her. If anyone were to see her talking to Peckle, they would think she was mad. Not at all suitable to be queen.
She sighed. “If I have to forfeit the throne to him, he will do nothing to help the Infirm. And I can just imagine his smug face when I lose.”
In truth, she had no idea how she would help the thousands of Infirm subjects in her kingdom born each year.
But no matter what, she had to try.
Lazard had devoted much of his reign to studying the problem but, like so many monarchs before him, had not made much headway in finding solutions. It seemed every family was blighted by the curse of Infirmity. A curse that had beset the land for almost one hundred and fifty years.
Some people, like her, just never thrived, no matter how much nutritious food they ate. Others were born blind or lame. A few, like Keahr, struggled to breathe.
No matter the affliction, all were outcasts, despised and marginalized by the Able.
The Infirmities and the resulting divisions in society had weakened the kingdom. It was only thanks to Ryferia’s coal mines and iron forges that they still held their own in the world.
“That could be the answer.” She held the cat’s gaze, almost forgetting to blink. If she didn’t break eye contact, Peckle would scratch her and then lope off. She needed to talk too much to risk that. She could never confide like this to anyone else, maybe not even her best friends. The idea of letting that wall come down was terrifying. And it would give them yet another reason to treat her like a fragile little girl.
“Maybe I can find someone who will be interested in forging an alliance just for the sake of our industry.”
The cat scrunched its nose.
She almost laughed. “Sometimes I really do think you understand me.”
He remained still. Peckle’s disdain was not ill placed. Theirs was the only kingdom that put any store in industrial progress. The rest of the world seemed content to live without steam. Part of the problem was that Ryferia shunned contact with the outside world. Hidden behind the Guardians to defend its people from magic, Ryferia had limited trade with the rest of the kingdoms in the known world. Many of the other monarchs and their people probably didn’t even know about Ryferia’s technology.
“Maybe Niing will have some ideas. He always seems to know everything.” At the risk of being mauled, she scooped Peckle up and made for the door.
A yowl of outrage, and Peckle scrambled out of her arms.
It didn’t really matter; he would follow her like a shadow if she headed to Niing’s underground cavern. Peckle loved nothing more than curling up in front of the pot-bellied stove Niing kept burning all year.
Aurora shuffled to the door, more exhausted by her deathbed vigil and the loss of Lazard than she wanted to admit.
Two musketeers liveried in bright blue stood guard outside Lazard’s chamber. From the sorrow etched on their grizzled faces, she guessed that they had heard the news.
The senior of the two bowed to her. “My sincerest condolences, Your Highness.”
One of the Able, kind to her? It surprised her, although she tried not to let it show.
“Thank you. Your kindness is appreciated.”
Zandor peeled away from the tapestry-clad wall. The only time Zandor had left this spot since Lazard had taken ill was when he’d accompanied her to Niing’s cavern to brew Lazard’s potion.
Showing no sign of exhaustion, Zandor glared, first at the musketeer and then at Peckle.
The cat glared straight back. The musketeers ignored him.
Zandor’s brown eyes searched her face. If he noticed the traces of her tears, he gave no sign of it. “Is there anything I can do?” He doubled up with an attack of sneezes. “Other than drown the cat?”
Peckle hissed, then rubbed his wiry frame against Zandor’s leg.
Within the hour, her friend would be covered in welts.
She swatted Peckle. “Stop it. You know he doesn’t like you touching him.”
Peckle stalked off to wait at the top of the stairs, head held high as if he knew exactly what he had done and was thrilled with the result.
She looked up at Zandor and smiled her apology for the cat. “Just having you here with me is all I need.”
Zandor scratched his arm—the skin, exposed by his rolled-up cotton sleeve, already looked sore and blotchy. “Then it is worth putting up with your confounded cat.”
“You know that he chose me.”
“That’s the only thing that recommends him.”
She suppressed a smile, aware that the musketeers listened to every word. She didn’t like drawing attention to Zandor’s Infirmity when it wasn’t as obvious as so many others.
She spoke to the senior officer. “The priests will be coming to collect His Majesty for his send-off. Please let them into the chamber.”
The priests would place Lazard in his gondola, and the whole city would gather at the side of the canal to see the tide take him to his rest.
To Zandor, she said, “I’m going to Niing. I have something urgent to discuss with him. I expect Keahr will be waiting for us there.”
Zandor’s perfect dark eyebrows rose, but he knew better than to question her in public about things only discussed in Niing’s cavern.
He offered her his arm. She didn’t want to take it in public, for the musketeers to see her exhaustion, but without the support, she was afraid that she would fall. They walked in silence down the sweeping stairs, where Peckle waited. The cat stalked behind them.
She had once dreamed of a relationship with Zandor. He would have made her an excellent husband—excepting for two trifling matters. Firstly, while the Intelligentsia would struggle to accept a consort who was Infirm, they would choke on the idea of her marrying a man who didn’t come from one of the noble families.
While Mamma had been of noble blood, the uproar surrounding a king marrying an Infirm woman had finally led to her murder. She wouldn’t risk Zandor’s life.
And then there was the little problem of Zandor’s taste in the women he liked to bed. They didn’t include scrawny, Infirm redheads with freckles so dark they looked like scars.
No, she had long since written off Zandor as a husband. But whatever he lacked in romantic possibilities, he more than made up for in friendship and loyalty.
They reached the main piazza. Constructed from honey-colored stone carved from the hills around the city, the entire precinct gleamed gold in the early morning sunlight. The sweet scent of ornamental oranges growing in pots around a tinkling fountain in the center of the square almost overwhelmed her. She breathed deeply to calm her nerves.
Across the piazza, under cheerful umbrellas, a group of Able courtiers breakfasted at wrought-iron tables and chairs. They looked up from their pastries and coffee.
Recognition flared in each eye.
A long hesitation, and then, amid the scraping of chairs, they lumbered to their feet to bow.
She narrowed her eyes at the slight; if she had been with Lazard, they would have jumped to acknowledge the presence of royalty.
How would they react to having her as their queen?
I first have to find a husband.
Unable to resist spoiling their morning, she walked over to join them. Her hand flicked out at the Ryferian flag flying at half-mast above the clock tower. Beautiful blue silk hung limp in the still morning air, emblazoned with a silver emblem representing the iron, coal, and agrimony that protected the kingdom from magic. “I take it that you’ve heard our terrible news?”
A dozen eyes shot to the flag. The courtiers’ faces paled. One opened his mouth to stutter something—an apology, perhaps, for their rudeness on the day she should have ascended to the throne.
Zandor cut him off. “And yet they sit at breakfast as if today were no different from any other.”
She suppressed a smile. Taunting Able courtiers was not exactly queenly—Niing would be furious with her if he knew—but today she needed to vent. Her beloved brother had been murdered as sure as that flag flew, and there was nothing she could do about it. In a battle against Artemis, these Able courtiers would never take her side.
Lazard would sail out to sea unavenged. Just as Mamma had.
Still, there was no point in alienating her future subjects. She moderated her tone. “The king’s gondola sails at noon. Lord Artemis has arranged the procession. No doubt I will see you all there.”
Heads nodded, and their spokesman bowed. “Of course, Your Highness.” He looked up and caught her eye. “Are we to assume that His Majesty’s send-off will soon be followed by a royal wedding?”
A couple of the women, glamorous creatures in their tunics, silk corsets, and surcoats, sniggered at that unlikely event.
Humiliation burned through her. For a few seconds, her entire body was redder than her flaming hair. Refusing to wilt, she pulled herself up as tall as her spine could stretch. “Watch the mail. Your invitation will be delivered before the solstice.”
Without waiting for a reply, she flounced across the courtyard, through a narrow stone archway, into yet another smaller but equally gracious piazza that led to Niing’s burrow.
This one was deserted.
She slumped onto a stone statue and looked at Zandor with anguished eyes. “What have I just done?” The autumn solstice was just one month away.
His shoulder twitched, as if he were shrugging off a fly. “What you always do. You speak, and then you think. You can’t back down now. The loss of face would be unrecoverable. You know what these people are like.” He scratched his stubble. “Any suggestions for a suitor?”
“Of course not,” she snapped. “How could I have been so stupid?” She caught Peckle watching her with disapproval. “Even the cat thinks I’m an idiot.”
“No, you’re a woman who has just lost a much-loved brother, who also happens to have been her king.” The gentleness in Zandor’s voice surprised her. “That must be fraught with issues for you. Why else would we be headed for Niing?” He turned to the cat. “And if you don’t want me to kick your furry ass right over that Guardian, I suggest you wipe the contempt off your face.”
Peckle hissed, then streaked past Zandor, making sure he rubbed his fur on Zandor’s leg.
Zandor raised his boot, but Peckle had already reached the Guardian on the opposite side of the piazza.
Thousands of iron constructs powered by steam, coal, and agrimony dotted the kingdom, and one of them, this twenty-foot-tall Guardian was shaped like a centaur—a Magical creature long since driven from Ryferia. Set on rails, the centaur swished its iron head and stomped its metal hooves as it slowly turned on its spindle.
At the end of a bitter war between the Magical and the Untalented—what a demeaning name!—Aurora’s far-removed grandfather, Nethric, and his army had destroyed the Magical with Guardians just like these. An alchemist like her, Nethric had encircled the kingdom with Guardians to keep all future attacks by Magical people at bay. Since those far-off days, no magic had ever dared rear its vile head in their kingdom.
For all that, Aurora hated the Guardians, which hemmed her in and controlled her. Also, Niing always seemed frailer when in the presence of the statues.
She wasn’t alone in her dislike of the constructs. Despite being worshiped as religious icons, all the Infirm tended to have an almost instinctive distrust of them. Yet another chasm in their society, only the Able worshiped them the way Nethric and his followers had intended.
Zandor scowled at the iron centaur, then grabbed her hand. “We don’t have much time before the send-off, and Keahr will want to get you all dressed up. Let’s get you to Niing.”
She nodded. If anyone could help her solve this disaster she had created for herself, it would be her tutor.
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Aurora snatched at her dress, longing to be underground away from the blistering sun. The solarium guarding the entrance to Niing’s underground cavern was already unpleasantly hot. It was thanks to her need to grow herbs for her potions that this glass building even existed. Unable to tend her garden in the sun, it had been designed to channel sunlight onto moving mirrors below ground that lit her garden at the far end of Niing’s cavern.
With Zandor at her side and Peckle leading, she hurried to the stairs that led into Niing’s domain. Hewn from the bedrock the cavern had been carved out of, the stairs were narrow and slippery with moss. Having grown up scrambling up and down them, she didn’t falter as she descended into the blessed gloom of Niing’s world.
The man himself stirred a boiling glass. From the smell of the steam and smoke disappearing up the vent in the roof, Niing worked on a victory potion. White eyebrows spiked, Niing peered over the low table at her. “It’s over, I assume?”
Tears pricked her eyes. She made no effort to stem them. Here, in her real home, she could show whatever emotion she wanted without censure. Although she didn’t like giving them reasons to coddle her, today she didn’t care.
Warm arms encircled her from behind. “I am so sorry for your loss, Aurora.” Keahr’s familiar, wheezing voice. To anyone who didn’t know Keahr, they would wonder how much pipeweed she smoked in a day. “But you will make a great queen.”
Aurora laughed bitterly. She wriggled from Keahr’s embrace and faced her dark-haired, dark-skinned, ethereal friend. Keahr’s soulful eyes enveloped her in love.
More tears for the loss of Lazard flowed down Aurora’s cheeks.
“That won’t happen unless she finds a husband.” Zandor flung down his bow and arrows, tossed a pile of Niing’s books off a sofa, and flopped down, boots and all. Here in Niing’s cavern, even Zandor allowed his mask to slip.
“So, the bastard is going through with it.” Keahr’s voice rasped with anger. She always struggled to breathe when she was cross.
“Keahr,” Niing reprimanded. “No matter what Lord Artemis is, we will not be having such language here.” He flicked off the burner and shambled over to a bright-red sofa closest to the pot-bellied stove. Without shifting the books—or Peckle, who had already grabbed the prime spot—he edged his round bottom onto the edge of it. He took a moment to stuff and stoke his pipe.
The earthy scent of the smoke comforted Aurora now as it had when she’d been a child. Even Keahr, who struggled to breathe, claimed she felt better when Niing smoked.
“So, we need a plan to counter Artemis,” Niing said.
A mountain of worry shifted off Aurora’s shoulders. With Niing and all of these friends at her side, there was hope—small, but still there—that she could beat Artemis and live to boast of it.
Niing opened his arms to her.
She couldn’t stop herself running into them, even if it left her feeling like the little girl Artemis had accused her of being. Niing held her without comment as she cried ugly tears. What life would be like without Lazard, she could not begin to imagine. All she did know was that nothing would fill the void he had left.
Once the worst of the storm had passed, he tilted her face up. “Now, that is done. There will be no more displays of emotion until you are safe on the throne.”
She nodded as she wiped her face on her sleeve.
Niing tsked and dug into his breeches for a handkerchief. He tucked it into her hand.
She managed a smile; Niing was always so proper. Knees tucked to her chin, green dress wrapped over her feet, she sat on the floor in front of his sofa, from where she had full view of Zandor and Keahr. “We don’t have much time. The tide flows at noon. I’m sure Artemis will say something about the wedding and the succession when he addresses the crowd.”
“He should not be addressing the crowd. It is for you, the heir apparent, to comfort our people in their time of mourning.” Niing’s steady voice.
As if Artemis would ever let her speak. For that to happen, she would have to grab the podium. But what could she possibly say to her subjects when she had no answer to the marriage problem?
Zandor yawned. “That’s not our only challenge. Our precious Aurora told a bunch of courtiers that she’d be sending them wedding invitations by the solstice.”
Keahr clapped her hands together. “You didn’t!”
Aurora sighed. “I did. Stupid or what?” She was glad she couldn’t see Niing’s wizened face; he would know she’d allowed herself to be goaded, and she didn’t want to see the gentle disapproval there.
“Then we need to find you a man.” Keahr thumped the stained armrest on her sofa with her fist. Finding a man had never been a problem for Aurora’s beautiful, tall friend. At least amongst men who were Infirm. The Able would not be seen dead with one of them, no matter how beautiful Keahr was.
“Let’s have a look at your list of possible candidates,” Aurora shot back, astonished that Keahr could make it sound so simple. “I would like a chance to reject the really ugly ones.” Everyone knew how unlikely it was that even ugly men would come courting.
“Insensitive much, Keahr?” Zandor snapped.
Keahr’s face dropped, her eyes haunted.
“Stop bickering. All of you.” Niing punctuated his command by tapping his pipe against his fingernail. “That marriage law has been in place since Nethric first overthrew the Magical. So, Artemis’s moves are neither new nor unexpected.”
Aurora strained to see him over her shoulder. “I had hoped that—”
“Lazard would change the law?” A billow of Niing’s smoke filled the air. “Yes, we all hoped that. But hope is not enough. While the rest of you dreamed, I laid a plan to solve this problem. I suggest we begin unfolding it today.”
Aurora spun to face Niing. “What plan?”
“A very simple one. You will announce at the send-off that you intend holding a series of trials to find a prince worthy of your hand.”
Aurora’s mouth drooped.
Keahr shifted in her seat.
Even Peckle stirred, lifting his head to stare at Niing.
It was left to Zandor to challenge the preposterous scheme. He waved a hand between Aurora and Niing. “Allow me to introduce you both. Niing, this is Aurora, a princess who believes that no man on the planet will ever look at her, let alone enter a series of life-threatening trials for her hand. Aurora, this is Niing, a short, rotund, ancient old man, known for his crazy ideas.”
Even Niing laughed.
But Zandor was right; the law in Ryferia was very clear: trials were fought to the death. The men who entered them had to be very confident they could win, or that the prize was worth their lives if they lost. What man in his right mind would risk fighting to the death for her?
Even if any of them appeared with sword in hand, she recoiled at the barbarity of it all. The only trial she would be interested in would involve quests of mental prowess, not physical acts of barbarism. She guessed she would find little support amongst the Intelligentsia for such events.
She took Niing’s little hand in hers. “Thank you for the suggestion, but Zandor is right. No one will come for me.”
“And that is where you are wrong.” It was Niing’s turn to glare—this time at Zandor and Keahr. “While you two have remained incredulous, I have actually done some work to arrange this.”
Eyes wild, Aurora rounded on Zandor and Keahr. “You knew about this plan? And you didn’t tell me?”
Keahr tossed her dark braid over her shoulder. “Aurora, I thought it was crazy. A scheme with little hope of ever happening, mainly because I knew you’d never agree to it.”
“And you, Zandor, what’s your excuse?”
“It’s dangerous. And I don’t mean for the suitors. For you. And I told Niing so. Artemis will never stand by while you find a champion who allows you to steal the throne from him.”
“That might be true, but I would have at least liked to know that there was something in the works. Even if I find the whole notion barbaric.”
Niing squeezed her hand. “Don’t listen to the naysayers, my princess. And, barbarous or not, we didn’t make the law. But we would be fools not to use it to our advantage. I’ve already sounded out a few lords and a couple of princes. They have expressed willingness to risk their lives for the chance of uniting their fortunes with Ryferia. With your permission, I will issue the formal challenge to them to assemble at the palazzo to fight for your hand.”
As grateful as she was for Niing’s efforts, Aurora hid her sadness that these lords and princes’ only motivation for this risky endeavor would be her kingdom’s wealth. “I thought no one wanted our coal and our mines.”
“And that is where you are mistaken.” Niing took a moment to relight his pipe. Frustratingly, he didn’t immediately explain but instead billowed out three clouds of smoke. “Despite our problems, Ryferia is potentially very wealthy. If the winner, your consort, could bring in Able men to tap those resources—”
“But the Guardians,” Aurora interjected. “While they protect us, we cannot have contact with outsiders.” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not even sure how you managed to get past them to sound anyone out.”
“I have my means.” Niing fixed her with brown, beady eyes. “And if the Guardians are a problem, then let us remove them. Announce it today when you tell your subjects that you intend to hold trials to find a consort.”
She froze, stunned by that radical—impossible—suggestion. She wasn’t the only one shocked into immobility. Neither Zandor nor Keahr moved. The only creature in the cavern to stir, other than Niing smoking his pipe, was Peckle.
The lanky tabby hopped off the sofa and sat, upright as a statue, in the center of the room. The lines on his face seemed even more prominent than usual. They gave him a commanding air.
Niing chuckled. “If Peckle could talk, he would say that he agreed.”
Peckle’s eyes closed to slits—and then bored into Aurora.
Unnerved, she looked away first.
As much as she hated the Guardians, announcing that they would be removed would send a tidal wave of shock though her kingdom. Artemis would never agree to removing the icons that had kept the nation safe for one hundred and fifty years. Neither would the Intelligentsia. Her courtiers would also protest the move. Coming so soon after Lazard’s death, the kingdom didn’t need that kind of turmoil.
If she were honest, neither did she. Not when Artemis was probably already plotting her demise. Announcing something so radical would only hasten his attack.
And as for bloody trials to win her hand?
She paled at the thought.
Jousting, sword fights, and other games of military conquest had never interested her. What kind of man would she be forced to marry in an elimination game like that?
A brute, skilled with a sword or with his fists, with no interest in me and my passions.
It did not sound like a recipe for happiness.
Perhaps it would be better to let Artemis take the throne. Even if she lost face with the courtiers. It would be better than death by Artemis or death by boredom in a loveless marriage.
And the courtiers already despise me anyway. What does it matter if they laugh in my face when I know they already do so behind my back?
Her skin burned, each freckle pulsing. It mattered a great deal. She suppressed that truth.
And as for her dream of helping the Infirm?
What can I possibly achieve when others far more capable than I have failed for so long to solve the problem?
She could at least try.
More conflicted than she’d ever been, she sat up and gave her verdict—the one that made the most logical sense. “Niing, I thank you for your efforts on my behalf, but I cannot announce something so explosive at my brother’s send-off. Not today, not tomorrow. Maybe never.”
Peckle hissed and stalked from the room.
Niing rested a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps when you’ve had a chance to give it some more thought, my princess, you will find—”
Aurora leaped to her feet. “No! Niing, put it from your mind. The Guardians have kept my kingdom safe for generations. I will never be the person to destroy them.” But even as she yelled that, she ached inside.
Why did ridding the kingdom of the Guardians sound so good? In theory, at least?
Unwilling to confront this problem now, just hours before Lazard’s send-off, she called to Keahr, “Come, let’s go back to the palazzo. I need to get ready to say goodbye to Lazard.”
Keahr stood. “I have picked out a dress. That blue-and-silver one I had made for you.”
Aurora stopped in her tracks. “It’s a send-off, not a ball.”
“Yes. And you need to look like a queen. A Ryferian queen would wear our national colors.”
Aurora bit her lip. Keahr made sense, but to appear dressed in anything but black would be most improper. She turned to Niing—the final word in decorum—for counsel.
“Wear the blue and silver. Let Artemis know that you are very much in the game for what is rightfully yours. Your subjects will laud you for it.”
Using Lazard’s send-off for political grandstanding? It didn’t sit well with her, but she trusted Keahr and Niing on this, and no doubt Lazard would also have agreed that it was wise to publicly stake her claim.
She nodded. “The blue-and-silver dress it will be.”
As Keahr followed her from the cavern, Aurora tried putting all of Niing’s nonsense about the Guardians from her mind.
Yet a voice niggled . . . what if Niing was right and a marriage trial that resulted in the removal of the Guardians was the only salvation for her people?
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The procession to the canal, where Lazard’s gondola was tethered, moved slowly through the wide, Guardian-lined avenues of the capital, Jara.
Far too slowly for Aurora’s mood. With the sun beating down on her and the crowds of Able and Infirm jostling against her for a better view of the royal family—such as it was—she wished she could have held a private send-off for Lazard.
Sweat pooled behind her knee in her sidesaddle. She shifted her leg to let it trickle down. In this heat, it blistered where it touched.
Zandor, riding behind her on his stallion, didn’t look much happier. Blood streaked his clothing from the welts from his recent horse rides. Not to mention the loud sneezes that punctuated the air behind her.
Despite his own miseries, Zandor always protested when she was forced to ride through the crowds on her grumpy mare.
Not that his view mattered. She suppressed a derisive snort. Artemis, prancing next to her on a black charger, knew how much both Aurora and Zandor hated riding, but he still insisted that they ride to the canal.
Niing and Keahr were farther back in the procession.
The slow pace gave Aurora more than enough time to study each hideous Magical creature depicted in the steam-driven Guardians: Mermaids, dragons, giants, griffins, fairies, and unicorns gyrated, swayed, and twirled on their iron pedestals. It seemed every Magical creature that had once oppressed her countrymen was represented here.
Artemis tapped her arm overly hard with his riding crop. “Regardless of the outrageous dress you have chosen to wear to such a solemn occasion, your face is plain enough, Aurora. You don’t need to sour it even more with a frown.”
Before she could snap out a reply, a man lurched off the sidewalk into her mare. Even as the animal whinnied and bucked, Aurora noticed that the man’s eyelids were sunken and gummed closed. Blindness.
Zandor’s firm hand grabbed the mare’s bridle, instantly calming it.
Aurora shifted in the saddle, but her whole focus was on a child who darted after the blind man.
The little boy grabbed his hand and tugged him away from Aurora. “S-sorry, M-majesty,” the child stuttered, eyes raw with terror. No one ever called her Majesty; it had to be the result of her blue-and-silver dress. “Real sorry, Majesty. But he got away from me.”
A riding crop crashed down on the child’s brow. Artemis.
Spread-eagled, the little boy dropped to the cobbles.
Before she knew what she was doing, Aurora clambered off her horse and fell down next to him. Blood welled from a long cut on the boy’s forehead.
The blind man stumbled over and prodded. “Rinlin! Rinlin! Where are you?”
She grabbed his hand. “Father, he’s here. Your son?”
The man nodded. Hands flying with practiced skill that spoke of a lifetime of blindness, he felt his boy over. “He’s bleedin’.” Fury washed over him, reddening his face. Unseeing eyes looked up in Artemis’s general direction.
She looked up, too.
Contempt etched Artemis’s features. “Get back on your mount now, Aurora,” he hissed. “You are holding up the procession.”
Where had her horse gone? She scanned the procession until she saw it safe in Niing’s care. Zandor had his bow drawn with an arrow nocked, and another two in his fingers. He stood protectively over her and the pair.
Even though she knew she should obey—it was Lazard’s send-off after all, and the crowd was bunching behind them—she could not leave this child and his father to their fate. They would be crushed underfoot if they weren’t taken to safety. Still kneeling in the dirt, she glared at Artemis. “Call a couple of musketeers to help them.”
“Get back on your horse now.”
She folded her arms, glaring up at him. “There will be another low tide. I can stay here all day, if I have to.”
Artemis leaned down off his horse until he was eyeball to eyeball with her. “You will pay for this.”
She seethed, unable to stop her body from trembling. “I think I have already worked that out. Now, unless you want this stand-off to last all day, do as I say.”
Artemis waved two musketeers over to help the pair. While the soldiers fought their way through the crowd, her eyes roved over the people standing by.
Why had she never noticed before that the Infirm seemed more ragged, thinner, and more careworn than the Able? Maybe it was because, to avoid the sun, she came into town so infrequently. The Infirm at the palazzo may have been despised, but they weren’t poorer than their Able counterparts.
Determined to prove her quick assessment of life for the Infirm in the city wrong, she widened her focus. Everywhere she looked, the Infirm—and the Able who depended on them—stood out in their poverty. Even the pair carted to safety by the musketeers wore clothes that had seen far too many washes.
Despite Niing’s assurances that Ryferia had great potential wealth, this curse was sapping her kingdom in ways she had not imagined possible. Surely, for these people, life under the Magical would not have been much worse. Or much better.
The Guardians had been erected to keep her people safe. That isolation had bred disease. Disease had sown poverty.
Perhaps Niing was right, and it was time the kingdom of Ryferia opened its doors to the outside world again.
Zandor’s hand on her arm pulled her away from her depressing discovery and even more terrifying thoughts.
“Your horse, Aurora.” She didn’t argue as he helped her into the saddle. He whispered, “Not even I can keep you alive now. You have no choice but to announce the trials.”
She swallowed as she took the reins and set her horse into motion. As they moved toward the canal, she surreptitiously studied Artemis.
The malice in his eyes and the hard set of his jaw told her that Zandor was right. Regardless of whether she married or not, she would not survive challenging him.
She resisted the urge to wipe her sweaty, filthy hands on her soiled blue-and-silver dress.
Then burning fury seeped through her, hardening her trembling body. By the time she pulled her horse next to Artemis’s charger at the stand in the bell-tower piazza overlooking the canal, she was livid with rage.
Zandor reached up to help her dismount. Niing elbowed him out of the way.
Was her tutor going to lecture her on her impetuousness? Aurora swung out of her saddle, wriggled past both of them, and landed on the honey-gold cobbles. She had just started up the stairs to the podium when Niing grabbed her arm.
“Not so hasty, my princess,” he whispered. “I assume you have a plan for dealing with the situation you have created.” He gestured with a knobby finger to the bleachers, where the Intelligentsia and courtiers were claiming their seats.
They tittered like birds.
Hah! Some birds. Vultures at a kill, more like it.
Even the Infirm cast looks over their shoulders at her, but in their case, the expressions were wistful.
It flushed some of her anger. Letting her emotions rule her head would not help anyone today.
She whispered, “What was I supposed to do? Stand by like I approve of him hitting people?” She chose to make a point of being inclusive in her comment. Her people were divided enough already without her adding to it. If she were to be queen in deed and not just in dress, her first task would be to unite them around a common goal: finding a cure for the Infirmities destroying them all.
“No. And that is why you need to be queen.” Niing closed his eyes for a second as he drew in a breath. “Aurora, only you can do this for us. For all of us. Able and Infirm. I plead with you—announce the trials and the removal of the Guardians.”
What he said made sense, but how could he be so willing to sacrifice her happiness to achieve this? Did she not matter in all this? “Can you promise me a husband who loves me?”
Niing slowly shook his head.
Of course he couldn’t. She dragged her arm away from his and stalked up the stairs. It was Lazard’s send-off; she shouldn’t have to be dealing with this today.
Mourn for him in private. This is all for show. Back straight and regal, she took her seat beneath a banner of Ryferian flags.
It was next to Artemis’s big throne. He already presided.
They sat in hostile silence while the last of the Intelligentsia and the courtiers settled. Caps in hand, the rest of their subjects, not afforded the luxury of chairs, stood around the piazza.
The injustice of it made Aurora squirm.
In the canal Lazard’s gondola bobbed in the water. The slosh of it lapping against the canal walls was loud even above the shuffle of feet. Above it, a bell tower soared. A huge brass bell and a gong, powered by the restless sea, swung in the center of it. When the tide in the canal reached its highest point, the gong would strike the bell—and then the sea would begin its slow outward rush through the Guardians and chain mail planted off the shoreline, which stopped foreign ships reaching Ryferia.
In three hours, the tide would have receded far enough out of the blue-and-green-mosaic canal to wash Lazard into the sea. Great clockwork wheels would draw back the chain mail just enough for the gondola to drift out into the open ocean.
From her vantage point on the stand, she had a clear view of Lazard’s body. The priests had wrapped him in the blue Ryferian flag that bore the sacred emblems of iron, coal, and agrimony found in all the Guardians.
A hush settled on the crowd, broken only by the restless swoosh of the sea and the scrap of the polished black-and-silver wooden craft against the wharf.
The bell sounded.
Artemis stood as Aurora knew he would. He crossed to a silver podium, placed his hand on it, and stared out over the crowd. “My friends and subjects, it is in sadness that we gather today to cast our gracious King Lazard to the deep. Even now, the tide is turning, washing him and all he stood for away from us. Change is once again upon the kingdom.”
Slight as the shift in the tide was, Lazard’s gondola inched away from the wharf. Regardless of what Niing had advised and her own thoughts on the purpose of today’s spectacle, she could not stop sorrow twisting her face. With tears threatening, never before had she been so pleased to hear Artemis’s droning voice; it gave her something else to focus on.
“Given the precarious state of the succession, I know each of you are now troubled about your futures.”
Aurora sucked in a sharp breath.
Was he not going to say a few words about Lazard before he made the grab for the throne?
“You need not be. I have it all in hand.”
Apparently not.
From the expressions on the faces of the Intelligentsia, they were not surprised by his move. Disregarding them for the sycophants they were, she picked out the courtiers in the crowd.
More astonishment there. But not as much as she would have hoped.
Next she glanced at the untitled masses. Mouths gaped and people shifted from foot to foot. It was clear they wanted to hear a eulogy about their king.
Sweat prickled down Aurora’s back.
Artemis continued, “By law, Princess Aurora has one month to produce a consort, or she forfeits the crown. But do not fear—”
She could not bear to hear what else Artemis had to say on that subject.
She scrambled to her feet and shouted out, “King Lazard was cut off in his prime. But no matter how or why he died, he did so serving everyone one of us.
“Amongst the many good things he did for us, he also wanted to find a cure to the Infirmities that tax our people. There is not a person here who does not have family affected by this curse. Able or Infirm, it is impoverishing us all.”
She risked a glance at Artemis. His face was puce. She didn’t have much time before he’d shout her down.
“I declare myself willing and able to fight this curse as your queen. And to that end, I declare that I will host a week-long trial in which the firstborn lords and princes of our neighboring realms will be invited to fight for the honor of my hand. I will marry the winner, and he will be declared my consort. We will combine our kingdoms’ wealth, and together, we will devote our lives to ridding our land of its afflictions.”
“Fine words, Princess Aurora.” Artemis’s voice cut through the silence that greeted her speech. “But how will you achieve that? Our Guardians are designed to protect us from contact from those very realms of which you speak. How will these ardent suitors of yours reach you?”
It wasn’t the ice in Artemis’s tone that sent a chill through Aurora; it was the susurrus of fear that rippled around the piazza. Anything that hinted at the possible return of magic through breaching the Guardians would terrify her subjects.
She inured herself against it. It was time the Guardians went and new life flowed into this dying land. She raised her hands up high. “Lord Artemis, you yourself have said that change is coming. Why do you fear it? Yes, my plan is new and different, to be sure, but look around you. Are you happy with what you see? Does the poverty that besets the majority of our people please you? Do you like that our subjects’ children are born with defects?”
Without waiting for a reply, she addressed the crowd. “My people, we all fear the return of magic because the Magical enslaved us. But are we not still enslaved? This time by our Infirmities? Have the Guardians truly protected us if we now rot from within? If we open the Guardians and allow in fresh life—fresh blood—we might turn the tide of this curse that afflicts as all.”
Artemis pumped his fist onto the podium. “And if we fail? If all we achieve is to allow magic to seep back into our streets, our homes, our families? What then, Princess Aurora? Do you and your consort have an answer to that, too?”
Oh, he can rabble-rouse!
It was time to cut this short, before Artemis turned the restive crowd into a riot. She brushed wild curls off her face—they had indeed broken free from their restraints.
She envied them.
“Enough!” she yelled. “As first-in-line to the Ryferian throne, I will have no more of this at my brother’s send-off.” She swung an arm toward the canal. “Look! My brother’s gondola has traveled at least two feet while we argue. Lord Artemis, once the sea has received King Lazard, I will join you and the Intelligentsia in the forum to address any issues you may have.” Jaw set, she sat down, as if she hadn’t a care in the world.
Anyone who believes that hasn’t felt my heart thumping.
Artemis sat, too. It wouldn’t serve him to appear callous to the crowds.
But it also gives him time to plot.
She resisted the urge to cringe away from him. The thought of standing before the Intelligentsia in the imposing forum also made her quake.
No matter what happens, I cannot back down now.
It was a long, painful wait in the burning sun until Lazard’s gondola finally vanished from view. Sore, aching, and heartbroken at the finality of her loss, she rose before Artemis could grab the stage. She raised her voice to the torpid crowd.
“The king is gone. Next time we gather, before the solstice, will be for the wedding trials. After the winner is declared, the Guardians will come down and our kingdom will again take its place amongst the nations of the world.”
Let the Intelligentsia chew on that while they make their way to the forum to roast me.
She staggered off the stand before anyone could gainsay her.
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 Jorah hadn’t been back to the Ryferian capital in many years. At least in the life of a human, it was a long time, although twelve years seemed but an hour in his already long life. Still, the sight of the sun reflecting off a thousand windows locked behind those crippling Guardians was unsettling.
Closer at hand, his keen eyes swept over the fifteen-foot-high iron wall, with its hideous revolving constructs crafted from iron and fire, which separated the capital and Ryferia from the rest of the world. He sought a particular Guardian, one that failed to rotate and dance on its spindle.
This was where Niing had said he would be.
Even with his keen eyes, the heavily wooded mountain slope hid its treasures well. He would have to get closer.
He swept his leathery wings back, circled, and swooped in low for a second time. The wind rippled across the gold feathered plumes that ran the length of his steely black back like silk through pinched fingers.
Movement caught his eye.
Four creatures shuffled through the thick iron legs of a stationary giant. The Guardian’s gargantuan hammer, which should have swung relentlessly back and forth and crushed anyone who tried to slip by, was frozen at its midriff.
Niing’s brought company.
He trusted Niing implicitly—they had both been alive to see the destruction of magic in Ryferia by Nethric—but that didn’t stop him pulling back into the clouds to take a moment to assess the situation.
Niing, the dwarf. A fae. A cat.
He grunted. The cat he knew well from when he had lived in Ryferia. He liked Peckle. Few others did.
A hundred and fifty years ago, he and Peckle had shared barbs as Ryferia fell. Jorah had begged Peckle to leave the blighted kingdom with the rest of the surviving Magical. Peckle had refused to leave Niing. It was miraculous that they’d both stayed hidden in plain sight for so long.
Jorah’s ears flicked. A centaur.
A pony? Why did Niing bring him?
Jorah dropped from the clouds and landed silently in the trees some distance away from them, so he could shift back into his human form.
The change was swift; he had long stopped feeling pain when his bones cracked, his onyx-and-gold armored scales retreated beneath his human skin, and his muscles morphed into his usual six-foot frame of lean power. Whether in dragon or human form, he was known as a force to be reckoned with.
In a blur of magic, his clothes, neatly folded and hidden in a pouch under his scales while in dragon form, slipped back onto his body. He straightened his leather tunic and tossed his shoulder-length hair out of his face.
With long strides, he broke through the trees and crossed to the clearing near the broken Guardian, where Niing and his crew waited. “You sent a carrier pigeon, Niing? Really?”
The fae jumped. Her pulse spiked, the sound of her heart thudding out to him like a beating drum. Even in human form, he was as stealthy as a lion.
“My idea. I thought you could use it for a snack,” Peckle replied. His lip curled back to reveal needle-sharp teeth.
“After it had delivered its message, of course,” Niing added, twigs cracking beneath his feet.
“It was delicious,” Jorah said dryly to Peckle.
As if he would eat a bird when he himself was a flying creature. Lila had found that funny when he’d refused her offering of pheasant at the feast where they’d first met. He pushed her out of his mind and masked the pain her memory twisted on his features.
The other two—the pony and the fae—stood mute, watching him with huge eyes.
He dismissed them and addressed Niing. “Why am I here?”
Niing gestured to them. “Manners first, Jorah. Allow me to present my two friends. Keahr, our lovely fae, and Zandor, the centaur.” He scowled. “Let there be no animosity between you and Zandor.”
It wouldn’t have mattered if the pony had been Jorah’s brother. Dragons and centaurs famously didn’t get along. Jorah’s lips parted in a feral grin; perhaps that had something to do with mundane horses being a favored prey of many dragons.
Before Jorah could say that depended on the pony, Niing added, “Keahr and Zandor, meet Lord Jorah Thalyn of Warrendyte. He represents all shape-shifters on the council.”
The pony—what was his name? Zandor—looked at Jorah with new interest. A quick assessment. “A dragon?” he muttered. “You represent me?” Face incredulous, he turned to Niing. “This is the man you want our Aurora to marry?”
Niing scowled.
Jorah didn’t like the tactless comment any better. He took a quick step back. “Marry?”
Even after a year, the loss of his love, Lila, still burned like a fiery plume in his chest, and the idea of even looking at another woman sent sparks of anger through his skull. And it wasn’t as if Niing didn’t know that. Jorah regularly communicated with him. In one of those missives, Jorah had told him that Trojean Krall, the succubus from Lorithian, had killed his mate. He rounded on Niing. “What’s he talking about?”
Peckle sighed and then glared at the pony. “Thank you, Zandor.”
“Sorry,” the pony muttered. “That just slipped out. But in my defense, his arrogance may have prompted it.”
“Not helping, Zandor.” Niing stomped over to a fallen tree. “Let’s sit and try this all again.”
Jorah—everyone followed. Peckle took the prime spot next to Niing and then commenced washing his face with his paw.
Impatience bleeding, Jorah planted himself on the ground opposite Niing. “I’m waiting.”
Niing said nothing as the fae sat on the other side of him on the log and the pony took a position next to her. He folded his little arms across his bulbous chest. “Princess Aurora has announced a marriage trial. For the sake of us all, I want you to attend and compete. If anyone wins her hand, it should be you.”
Jorah’s mouth dropped. He snapped it closed, unable to believe that Niing, who had known and loved Lila, would suggest such a thing. Worse, Niing, more than anyone, knew that dragons mated for life. To take another woman—even for a political alliance—was unthinkable.
Not wanting the onlookers to see his pain, Jorah moderated his tone. “And why would I want to do this?”
“Aurora announced today that the Guardians are to be destroyed and the kingdom opened to the world. This is her gift to us on her wedding day. Finally, we have the chance to reunite the Magical. And to heal the Infirm.”
Jorah narrowed his eyes to mere slits. “Maleficent’s fire, Niing! Even after all this time, you are still the idealist. Years of living with your magic thwarted has not helped.” He tossed a pebble at the giant behind them. It clanked hollowly against its iron leg. “You should have escaped with me when these foul constructs first appeared and suppressed your powers.”
Niing’s tapped his pipe against his thumb. “Jorah, how has all that skepticism worked for you?”
“I have been free for the last hundred and fifty years.” But even as Jorah spoke, he could not stop familiar frustration, anger, and impotence, which always beset him when he considered the friends he’d been forced to abandon in Ryferia, from coloring his face. The Guardians had warped their magic, turning it into something truly ugly.
“Then perhaps it’s time you helped the rest of us to be free, too,” Niing said.
Jorah was about to brush that comment aside when Niing continued, “Aurora has great opposition. She is even now addressing the Intelligentsia in the forum. She has the law on her side in her quest to find a husband—no one can argue with her about that. They will be forced to allow the suitors into the kingdom to fight for her hand. But as for the destruction of the Guardians—”
Niing sighed. “She may be strong-willed, but she can’t do this on her own. Without a powerful force like you to back her up, they will kill her before they let that happen.” Steel drove the entreaty from his voice. “Our Princess Aurora is the type of woman who will die trying. It is not a risk we can take.”
A hundred and fifty years before, Niing made just such an impassioned plea when he begged Jorah and the surviving Magical to stay in Ryferia to negotiate a peace with Nethric. It hadn’t worked for Niing then, just as this wouldn’t work now.
“Your Princess Aurora is a fool. No matter who is at her side, the Intelligentsia will never permit the removal of the Guardians. And as for Artemis . . . if what you have told me about him is true, though he has no magic, he is the devil incarnate. Your princess cannot hope to fight him.” He waved at the fae and the pony. “And neither can you—at least, not in your human forms. And without Niing’s magic to command the rocks and the ground we stand on, he is useless, too. That is the curse—the trap—of the Guardians. While the Intelligentsia have control, no magic will ever walk freely on the streets of Ryferia again.”
“You are so wrong.” The fae leaped to her feet, and the wind picked up in response. Dried leaves and pine needles swirled around her. “You don’t know Aurora. You don’t know what she can do when she sets her mind to it.”
Jorah looked her over. An air fae. A powerful one, too, when she wasn’t crippled by the Guardians. His Lila had been fae. She had controlled fire, just like this woman ruled the winds and sky. He afforded her a little more respect.
That didn’t stop him stilling the air she had stirred with a single thought. Unlike mere fae, dragons governed all the elements. It was why so many fae and the faeries feared him.
She looked around, confused, clearly uncertain why the wind ceased to obey her.
“Yes, Keahr,” Jorah said. “But I know men. And men are self-serving. It does not serve the men on the Intelligentsia to remove the very things that keep them in power.”
“Do you think Aurora doesn’t know that? She’s Infirm, but she—”
“She’s Infirm?” Jorah interrupted. He looked to Niing for an answer. “What magic has she? And why haven’t you mentioned this before? The council in Warrendyte would want to know.”
Niing tapped his pipe again. Thankfully he didn’t waste time stuffing and lighting it. “We have not brought her beyond the Guardians, but I suspect her magic lies with plants. She is unparalleled in her potions—although she could not save Lazard. And, thanks to the smoke from my pipe, I know the plants in her extensive gardens respond to her presence. The flowers seem to turn their heads as she walks by.”
Probably a dryad. Jorah’s eyebrows twitched, betraying his wonder at her gift.
A dryad who could command the mightiest trees or the rankest weeds to fight for her was a force to be reckoned with. Even a dragon had to acknowledge that.
It didn’t matter. While in Ryferia, Princess Aurora would never have access to her magic.
The pony nudged Niing with his hoof. “So that pipe? It does restore magic?”
Jorah waved him to silence. “Why haven’t you brought Princess Aurora here?”
“She is not ready for it.”
“Not ready? That is your excuse?”
“Yes. It is,” Niing huffed defiantly. “My princess has come a long way in a short time, but she is nowhere near ready to learn who and what we are.”
Jorah threw up his hands. “And this is the woman you want me to risk my life fighting for? One who can’t even face her own magic?”
The ground vibrated as the pony stomped his hoof down hard. “Show some respect, dragon. You know nothing about Aurora. Another reason we haven’t told her is that when she gets angry, she speaks before she thinks. She could betray us by accident.”
They would think him happy with an impetuous woman who couldn’t even keep her own confidence? Jorah only just managed to resist shooting flame. “Consider your words, pony, or I may decide to make a snack of you.”
In a flash, the centaur’s human hands pulled an arrow from the quiver on his back and nocked it. Jorah listened to the pony’s heart for tell-tale patters of fear. It beat a slow and steady rhythm as a fiery brown eye sighted Jorah down the arrow’s length.
“Watch your tongue. You’re not in Warrendyte now, dragon.”
As irritated as Jorah was with the impertinence, he admired the centaur’s courage. Instinctively, the centaur would know that a dragon could change form before that arrow struck. And one kick of Jorah’s clawed foot would send him reeling.
Niing’s pipe rattled against the tree stump. “Enough, both of you.” A short hesitation, and the centaur lowered his bow and arrow.
Niing continued, “Jorah, you are on the Warrendyte council. That means you have a duty to the Magical—wherever they may be. You know that. I know that. Since we lost the war, we have waited for someone in the Ryferian royal line who shared our Magical talents. Now we have her. She will be a worthy bride for you. Join the trial and help Aurora free us all.”
Jorah wanted to roar that he didn’t need a bride. He’d had a woman—one he’d promised his life to. Just because Lila had been murdered by that parasite Trojean didn’t mean he was free of that promise.
What’s more, the Magical in Ryferia had brought this fate upon themselves. He, and everyone else who served on the council, had pleaded with them to flee when the war turned against them, but they had refused. Niing, in particular, had argued that their former slaves would be brought to see reason and that the Guardians would not last.
How wrong could a man be?
Now Niing expected Jorah to rescue them all by betraying his mate?
Jorah stood, looming over Niing. “I’m sorry, but you and all those in Ryferia we begged to leave, deserve your fate. I will not betray Lila for this.”
“Excuse me?” the fae shot back.
The wind whipped Jorah’s hair around his face. It stung his eyes and cheeks.
“No one pleaded with me to leave Ryferia. Or Zandor,” she said. “We were born after the war. Must we be abandoned because our parents made a bad choice? Must the rest of the Infirm in the kingdom be abandoned to poverty because of a choice made so many generations ago?”
He quelled her draft to bring her back in line. This time her eyes widened with recognition. “You can control my wind?”
“He’s a dragon,” Niing said. “The oldest magic there is. Only Maleficent predates them. Jorah is the last of that great line, that we know of, at least. It makes him the most suitable Magical for destroying the Guardians. Of all the noble Magical lines, it is my belief that only a dragon will restore the balance we need.”
The fae threw up her hands. “Yet he refuses to help. How mighty is that, dragon?”
The fae had fire.
It hurt him to see it, not only because it reminded him of Lila, but as much as he hated to admit it, she was right.
But how could he fight for right in a way that was so impossibly wrong? How could he commit himself to something that forced him to break his promise of fidelity to Lila? It would destroy Lila’s memory forever.
It was time to leave.
He looked up at Keahr through thick lashes flecked with dust from her windstorm. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.” He stalked to the forest to change forms.
“At least think about it,” she yelled after him.
The centaur pawed at the ground. “Give it up, Keahr. He doesn’t care about us. As long as he and the other Magical are safe in Warrendyte, what do thousands of Infirm in Ryferia matter?”
Jorah forced himself to walk on despite the slight to his honor.
“Perhaps he’s scared to fight the other princes and lords in his human form.” The pony. Again. “His dragon magic won’t work in Ryferia either.”
A pony calling him a coward? That hit a nerve.
Jorah stopped, staring ahead at nothing. “I will consider it.”
But even as he said it, Lila’s blue eyes flared in his mind.
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Aurora






Aurora stood in the center aisle in the forum between the stone benches, dwarfed by the Guardians that rose majestically on columns in each corner of the stone structure.
In the vast, rectangular forum, every seat, decked with a blue velvet cushion and trimmed with silver braid, was filled. Not even the waning sunbeams, streaking through the glass-domed roof, could find a crack in the tightly pressed shoulders of all the men—the Intelligentsia—who had come to challenge her. To keep everyone in view, like the Guardians rotating on their spindles, she had to keep turning. It made her dizzy.
Artemis paced like a fox between the benches. Just as he had done for the last hour. Even though he had offered no fresh objections to her declaration to open the Guardians to allow her suitors into the kingdom, like cowering chickens, the Intelligentsia hung onto his every word.
According to Ryferian tradition, no one could shift him until he had had his say and announced a period for questions. Only subtle signals from the Intelligentsia—people snoring usually worked—could stop a speaker once he had the floor.
Sadly, none of the Intelligentsia showed any sign of dropping off.
After coming here straight from Lazard’s send-off, the lack of food and water, her inherent weakness, and the emotional trauma of the day left her drained. It was all exhausting.
She would not manage to stand much longer, and Artemis knew it.
It’s probably his strategy. To see me collapse before I can defend my case.
Her patience snapped.
Something had to shut him up before she flaked. Feet like lead, she forced them to shuffle her forward across the mosaic of brilliant gemstones until she stopped in front of him. He almost tripped over her, but he paused momentarily and scowled at her.
She grabbed the gap. “Thank you, Lord Artemis. You presented your case most ably, if somewhat repetitively.”
She grimaced at her own flippancy. It was time to control her impetuous tongue if she was to succeed here. Artemis opened his mouth to object, but instead he perched on the very edge of his seat. She would have to keep her wits about her not to give him a similar gap to topple her.
“The law is on my side.” Speaking as she walked, she crossed to a glass-and-ebony cabinet filled with scrolls. She rapped on it with her knuckles. “I could pull out the scroll in which Nethric and his Intelligentsia penned that an unwed princess who is also heir to the throne has one month to choose a consort. But the day draws late and there is a feast prepared, so I will not trouble you to read it. Suffice to say that I have not found a suitable husband in Ryferia. Short of commanding someone to marry me, also expressly against the law, that leaves me no choice but to open the Guardians to allow possible suitors to enter the kingdom.”
Dull stares from the Intelligentsia. They could not challenge her on that, and they knew it, but the destruction of the Guardians was another matter. She prattled on about her plans for the trials while she gathered her thoughts on how to tackle that problem.
After her wild outburst on the stand at the canal, her sense of self-preservation had kicked in. These men would see her dead before they allowed her to permanently tear down the Guardians.
Right now, she was too weak to challenge them on it.
But—and it was a huge but—if she could woo the man who appeared to be winning the trials, perhaps he would fall in love with her.
However remote, it was possible.
If her husband loved her, surely he would join her band of protectors? He could help shield her from these conniving men while she garnered support amongst the Infirm. She and her consort could replace Artemis’s most loyal Intelligentsia with Infirm courtiers willing to back her.
With their support, she would pass the decree to tear down the Guardians.
Niing wouldn’t like the delay, but it wasn’t Niing’s life on the line. He wasn’t even here to support her. None of her friends were, but that was because they were not part of the Intelligentsia.
She changed direction. “So that takes care of the sword fighting part of the trials . . . now to the Guardians. I propose that we hold off discussion on them until after the trials, when the succession is secured. I see no point in causing a ruckus while things are still so uncertain.”
Artemis’s thin lips twisted into what passed as his smile. She’d backed down, and it obviously pleased him. The month between now and the wedding would give him ample opportunity to disrupt her plans.
I face a hungry time. Wild horses won’t make me eat or drink anything that comes out of the palazzo kitchens.
Artemis nodded his agreement. All around the forum, his sycophants nodded, too.
It seemed she had carried the day.
Her strength spent, she struggled to remain standing as she handled the practicalities. “I will instruct my tutor, Niing, to issue the challenge to possible suitors on the morrow. I propose that we open the chain mail across the bay to allow the nobles who respond to bring one boat each into the harbor. Obviously, as my guests, I will make them and their entourages welcome at the palazzo. The day the winner is declared, we will wed—and then I will claim my throne.”
She swayed on her feet and lost her train of thought.
“And what of these suitors?” Artemis called from his seat. “Who will vet them? We cannot risk anyone from Warrendyte slipping in here under the guise of wanting your hand.”
Warrendyte was a place of legend, where the Magical who had survived the war in Ryferia were claimed to have fled. To her—and most of the kingdom, she was sure—an invasion by ghoulish, Magical creatures from Warrendyte was nothing more than a favored parental threat used to get unruly children to bed on time. No one could possibly take Artemis seriously. But as he had asked the question, she had to answer.
“I have no desire to court magic. If any suitor suspected of magic shows up, the musketeers will be instructed to cast him out of the kingdom. And as for the mythical Warrendyte, I doubt any carrier pigeon in Ryferia knows how to get there to drop off their challenge.” Before he could reply, she added, “Now, my lords, let us adjourn to the palazzo for the feast.”
She wobbled to her seat and sank gratefully into it. Hopefully, the promise of wine and truffles would tempt these puffed-up buffoons to flee for the palazzo.
The buzz of conversation and the shuffle of feet on stone echoed through the forum as the Intelligentsia made for the heavy iron doors at the end of the hall.
Still on her bench, she took a moment to close her eyes. Not to rejoice in her half-victory, but to catch her breath.
A hand dropped onto her shoulder.
She looked up to see Artemis. He leaned down. “Nicely played, Aurora,” he whispered. “But be careful, girl. I did as you requested and held back your brother’s dinner plate. It is even now with my personal alchemist. He informs me that your brother’s food was laced with digitalis. Take my throne, and I will announce that you poisoned him. Instead of a coronation, you will face the gallows.”
Her blood rushed from her extremities. She leaped to her feet. “No one in their right mind will believe that!”
“Then why, Aurora, did your potion not heal him? Everyone knows how skilled you are with your herbs.”
“I didn’t have enough time! He was so full of the poison, no hastily brewed antidote in the world could have saved him,” she shot back.
It was only when Artemis’s eyes glinted with triumph that she realized what she had said. A rapier smile. “A confession. Thank you. I will use that against you when I call you out as a traitor. The Intelligentsia will have no difficulty believing it, especially when I remind them of what you wore today at Lazard’s send-off.” A sneer. “Blue and silver will never be your colors.”
With nothing left to lose, she lashed out at Artemis with her fist.
He caught her hand and laughed. “Now, now, that is hardly the behavior of a queen. It just proves my point—a queen you will never be.” He tossed her hand away and sauntered from the forum.
A thousand snakes writhed in her stomach as she watched him go. She had no hope of proving her innocence.
Her face hardened, and her fists clenched at her skirt. Even if he lied to the world that she killed Lazard, she’d never allow Artemis to rule Ryferia.
Not while I draw breath.
She would find a husband to support her no matter what.
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Aurora’s stomach rumbled with hunger.
The torches, which earlier in the evening had turned the main piazza where Lazard’s send-off feast had been held into a wonderland, guttered in the cool breeze carried in from the sea. Around her, Intelligentsia and courtiers drooped in various stages of inebriation from both food and wine.
Earlier, Keahr had managed to slip into the kitchen to fetch her some fruit, but a better plan had to be concocted to keep her alive between now and her marriage.
With the evening fading, Aurora could finally leave the feast.
The tension between her, Niing, and her friends had crackled all evening as they waited to hear the outcome of the meeting in the forum. It was not something she would ever discuss in public, where Artemis’s spies lurked.
From their downcast faces, it was obvious they were worried. Zandor hadn’t left her side all evening. Further evidence. She nudged his arm and tossed a grape at Keahr to get her attention. “Let’s go.”
They stood. Aurora looked around for Niing. Wrapped in pipeweed smoke, the little man sat on his own with his eyes closed.
She touched his shoulder. “Ready to go?”
Niing started, then clambered to his feet. “I’ve been ready these many hours. Your villa or my cavern, my princess?”
Her villa was closer. Still, it was a long trudge to get to the bright-blue doors that welcomed her into her home. Once inside, Peckle sidled up to join them.
She groaned as she pumped her legs up the marble staircase. Once through the doors into her salon, she spared the sofas a quick glance, dismissed them, and staggered to her bedchamber.
Her friends made no comment as they followed her into the room. Peckle raced ahead. After everyone had entered, Zandor closed and locked the door. He and Niing sat in the window seat. Keahr tossed herself down onto the foot of the bed. Aurora flopped beside her.
After extracting a half-hearted promise from her never to flee again, Zandor had repositioned her bed over the trap door before Artemis had learned how she’d escaped the palazzo the night Lazard had been poisoned.
Peckle’s ears flattened as he looked up at Aurora’s pillows. He lifted his nose and sniffed delicately. She reached to pick him up, but as soon as her fingers touched his soft fuzz, he sank his claws into her.
She snatched her hand away and licked her wounds. “Unrewarding cat! You shed all over my bed, but when I need you to comfort me, you turn into a viper.”
Peckle ignored her, nose still twitching. Then he jumped up onto her pillow.
Aurora dismissed him with a hand wave. “So, my meeting . . . I know you are anxious to know what I agreed.”
“Heard rumors,” Niing said. Face even more creased than usual, he added, “You told them you’d decided not to destroy the Guardians.”
Keahr and Zandor looked at her with disapproval.
Aurora’s temper flared—at the lying rumor mill and at them for their disapproval. “I said no such thing. What I did say was that discussion on the destruction of the Guardians would wait until after my marriage.” She sighed, too fatigued to maintain her anger. “Ever heard of the expression ‘fight the fights you can win’? Well, it was like that. You should be pleased I managed to restrain my tongue. I even had to field a question from Artemis about Magical men sneaking in from Warrendyte. I assured the Intelligentsia that anyone suspected of dabbling in magic would be eliminated from the trials and cast out of the kingdom.”
Niing pursed his lips. “Well, with the Guardians in place, no one will know if the suitors are Magical or not.”
“Precisely! That was the kind of nonsense I had to deal with in the forum. So, don’t judge me because I delayed discussing the destruction of the Guardians.” She flopped back onto her pillow, not wanting to see their faces as she bared her deepest desire. From the corner of her eye, she spotted a strange mound adjacent to her pillow, where Peckle now stared at the sheets.
With more important things to worry about, she ignored them both.
She continued. “I need the man I agree to marry to love me.”
Her words settled into a pool of silence.
She sat up and glared at Niing, whose idea this was. “I have to know that I mean something more to him than a trade deal. You said you had a list of men in mind to invite. Make sure one of them meets that criteria. And as for the rest of the world, the challenges have to go out tomorrow. That’s what I promised the Intelligentsia.”
“No man who takes the time to get to know you will resist falling in love with you.” Keahr’s voice rattled in the silence.
Aurora patted Keahr with her foot—she was too tired to consider reaching her hand down the bed. “I’m serious, Niing. He has to want to support me because he cares about me.” Her shock at Artemis’s threat made her quiver. “If I choose a consort, my delightful uncle has threatened to tell the Intelligentsia that I murdered Lazard with digitalis.”
Niing hissed in a breath; Zandor jumped to his feet and shot across the room to stand at her side; a coughing fit assailed Keahr, and her hands flew to her mouth.
Niing reached for his pipe, but didn’t light it. “I have my eye on a man I believe will be an admirable consort for you,” he said, with a solemnity she had never heard from him before. “I will do all in my power to ensure he attends.”
Her three friends exchanged troubled looks. Clearly, this was more of a challenge than Niing wanted to admit.
“I hope he’s a firstborn,” Aurora said, adding another layer of complication. “I had to offer that to butter up the Intelligentsia. If they think a consort will bring a kingdom of wealth with him, they will be more amenable. Is he?”
Niing pursed his lips for a moment. “He is old enough to be a firstborn and . . . and his views carry great weight in his realm.”
Not an heir to a throne, then.
She sighed. It didn’t matter; if he proved suitable, she would fudge her way around that problem. She fluffed her pillows, but that mound beneath the sheets butted her hand. The one she had spotted that intrigued Peckle so much.
Peckle shot to his feet, hissing loudly, the hair on his back standing.
“What is it, Peckle?” She frowned, patting the spot just as Zandor strode around the bed. He swatted Peckle off as he crouched and lifted the covers.
His face blanched, eyes widening.
“What is it?” Her breath caught in her throat.
Zandor ignored her, eyes never moving from whatever was beneath the covers. “Keahr, take Aurora out of here.”
Before Keahr could move to take hold of her hands, Aurora swept forward, and pulled the covers back.
The child she had helped during the funeral procession—his father had called him Rinlin—his severed head lay, soaking blood into the mattress. His mouth lolled open and his eyes rolled back, revealing only the yellowing whites.
Aurora threw up in her mouth.
Keahr gasped, then coughed violently as she staggered off the bed.
Niing dashed to the bed while Zandor tried to pull the tangled sheets back over the child’s head.
“Aurora, come away.” Niing wasn’t asking.
Tripping over her own feet, she obeyed.
“Zandor.” Niing had his teacher voice on. “Get it out of here. And arrange a new mattress for Aurora tonight.”
“He killed that child.” Her voice grated against the lump of panic in her throat. “Artemis said I would pay for it. He said I would pay for standing against him. I never thought—”
Niing grabbed both of her hands, trying to angle her away from the dead child’s head. “Look at me, my princess. Focus on me.”
Stinging tears slid down her face. Niing was but a blur in her clouded vision.
“He killed that little boy because of me.” She hiccupped as her chest racked. “What will his father do now? He’s blind.” Another hiccup. “And he loves his son so much.”
“Artemis will kill many more fathers and sons, mothers and daughters if you do nothing. He would rather see this kingdom burn than see you succeed, even if it meant he were king of the ruins he left behind.” Niing stood on his toes, reaching for her face. He angled her chin down to his level. “Aurora, you have to win. If you don’t, it won’t just be our lives in danger. Every Infirm citizen of Ryferia will be in jeopardy. You have no choice. You have to win.”
Across the room, Zandor bunched the remains in bloodied sheets.
It didn’t matter what he did now. The image of Rinlin’s dead face would be imprinted in her mind for the rest of her life. His young life had come to an abrupt end; he would never live out his childhood, grow up, and have a happy life—his future had been stolen away. Just as Lazard’s had. And hers—and many more—would be, too, if Artemis got his way.
No matter what happened, she would not allow Artemis to take any more innocent lives.
Niing was right. Her only choice, if she wanted to save her people, was to win her rightful place on the Ryferian Throne—even if she had to call in an army from her consort’s realm to achieve that goal.
No price would be too high to pay.
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Incense clung to the crystal-and-silk twined drapes, silk sheets, and cushions on the round bed, and now to Raith. Hardly surprising, seeing as he hadn’t left this room since escaping here after fighting with Father.
At first he’d considered staying at the castle until Carian revealed his plan, but he knew his brother well. Carian would speak at a time of his choosing. Nothing Raith could say or do would change that.
Carian knew where to find Raith when he was ready to share. Until then, Raith would lie low. A brothel that catered to the Untalented was the one place his puritanical father would never enter to find him.
A blond-haired whore passed him a cup of wine. He waved it under his nose to clear his senses. He supposed that ylang-ylang and jasmine were a necessity in a whorehouse.
She giggled as she spread out over the sheets. “Men seem to like the smell of wine and incense. It gets their blood pumping.”
He took a swig of the goblet. Cheap wine. It cleaved to his palate like tar. “I’m not like most men.”
She laughed louder. “I do believe I have heard that before. Although I have never been with a duke.” She ran her fingers, swirling with henna patterns, across the sprinkling of dark hair on his chest. “You’re good.”
Not even her praise of his lovemaking—if you could call tumbling a whore lovemaking—could prevent his scowl. He almost wanted to slap her for making him think of Father. He’d been having such a lovely time forgetting.
And of course she would say he was good. He was an incubus; charming people into doing whatever he wanted was vital to his survival. How else was an incubus supposed to persuade the Magical to let him sink his fangs into their necks?
His charm hadn’t worked on Father.
The crystal baubles hanging across the doorway tinkered as someone pushed them aside.
Carian.
The girl’s sense of modesty seemed lost. Or paid for. While she lay sprawled out naked, Raith pulled a sheet over his midriff. He eyed Carian intently as he drawled, “I hope you have a good reason for this interruption.”
Carian ignored him and flashed an animal-like smile at the girl. “My, aren’t you a beauty?”
Raith took courage from the deflection. Carian had to be ready to share his plan or he wouldn’t be here.
“What’s your name, sweetheart?” Carian purred.
The whore smiled, sitting up straight. Carian’s eyes never met her face. “Assava, my lord.”
“Assava.” He rolled the name off his tongue like molten honey. “Will you give me a moment with my brother?”
She glanced over her bare shoulder at Raith. When he didn’t refuse, she stood, showing off every angle of her body, and walked through the crystal baubles.
Carian grabbed her arm and pulled her toward him. She didn’t seem to mind. His eyes roved over her body hungrily. “I’ll remember your name for later.” He released her arm and patted her butt, letting her leave. “Nice one.”
Tired of his antics, Raith asked, “I assume you have news for me. About time, too. You can’t drop something like you did on a man and not expect him to want answers.”
“Indeed I have.” Carian poured himself a glass of wine and sat on the end of the bed. “My plan for ridding us of both Father and Jorah is very simple. It begins with us going to Ryferia.”
Raith barked a laugh at the ludicrous notion. “Maleficent’s beard, Carian. You want us to go to a kingdom where there is no magic, where there are Guardians and musketeers guarding the place, and, if rumor is correct, half the people are dying or deformed? What good is that going to do?” He snatched the sheets. “I’d be better off here, tumbling whores.”
Carian smiled triumphantly. “The people of Ryferia are not deformed. At least not in the way you think they are.”
Tired of Carian toying with him, Raith snapped, “And you know this how?”
Carian took a leisurely swig of his wine and winced at the taste. He set the goblet down on the floor. “I’ve finally finished working through our library. It was very informative. You should try it sometime.” A predatory grin. “I bet the Ryferians would love to get their hands on the books in there—if they knew they existed.”
Raith had heard his brother’s praise for those dusty tomes countless times—the ones their great-grandfather had smuggled out of Ryferia during the war. He peeked the tips of his fangs out to show his impatience. “How about you skip to the part where this affects me?”
Carian gave a mock shudder. “Stick those things back where I can’t see them.”
Raith obliged, only because of all the magic Carian coveted, the power he wanted most of all was that of an incubus. Like Trojean, Carian would be a rapacious feeder if Raith managed to transfer magic to him.
“Have you ever wondered what happens to those in Ryferia who were supposed to have magic but can’t because of the Guardians?” Carian asked.
Raith humored his brother. “I assumed they die at birth. Or their magic just never manifests.”
“Oh, it manifests.” Carian smirked. “Only it backfires on them. Why do you think they’re all deformed? Their magic has nowhere to go, so it turns on them.”
Raith blinked, not sure whether to laugh or inquire further. “So you’re telling me that Ryferia isn’t crawling with weak and dying people? That it’s filled with magic?”
“That is exactly what I’m telling you. If Nethric and his rabble army had stopped for long enough to listen to our fae, they would have known that the Guardians would devastate their people.”
Even hidden in his jaw, Raith’s fangs prickled with anticipation. “So, if it wasn’t for the Guardians, Ryferia would be as powerful as Warrendyte?”
“More powerful, because they have more people living there. If you want to take on Jorah—and actually win—you need to start in Ryferia.”
Raith fell back against the pillow, not bothering to hide his disappointment. “What good is that when the Guardians are up? I need my magic to take magic. We can’t exactly march in and tear the Guardians down.”
“We don’t have to.”
Carian reached into the inner pocket of his tunic and pulled out a piece of parchment. He tossed it at Raith. “We have an invitation. Or rather, you do.”
Raith fumbled the catch, and it clattered to the floor. Holding the sheets tightly to preserve his dignity, he reached down for it. The letter bore a broken seal he had never seen before. “Where did you get this?”
“I intercepted a carrier pigeon—from Ryferia. That seal belongs to Niing. Apparently, he is Princess Aurora’s tutor.”
Raith opened the parchment and read, his eyebrows rising in wonder at the contents. King Lazard was dead, and his heir apparent sought a husband before she could claim her throne. She challenged all firstborn nobility to fight to the death for the honor of marrying her.
Raith stroked the stubble on his jaw. He could hold his own with a sword, but had never been considered a skilled fighter. He didn’t need to fight when he could suck the life from people with his fangs. When he had an incubus’s powers of persuasion. With one sweep of his eyelashes, he could beguile his victims to do exactly what he wanted.
Except Father, of course. Being in Father’s presence robbed him of his magic as surely as the Guardians in Ryferia would.
He glanced at Carian. His powerfully built brother, skilled in war games, would have no trouble winning a princess’s hand in a fight to the death.
Pity the challenge calls for proof of title. He considered pointing out the problem, but decided against it. Carian was no fool; he would already have factored this into his scheme.
“You will be delighted to hear that Aurora is no beauty,” Carian said. “Or so rumor tells. I would say there is a fair chance that she is one of the hideous Magical.”
Raith’s pulse raced. This was good news indeed. Unless one was an incubus seeking a new supply of magic, Ryferia was no great prize. The chances of dozens of mundane fighters lining up to risk dying for an ugly girl’s hand in marriage were remote.
The only other Magical heirs would have to come from Warrendyte, but with no absolute ruler, Warrendyte would not have a firstborn heir to field. And the Magical in Warrendyte preferred not to mix with the Untalented unless they had their full powers. Which they wouldn’t during the trials.
Excitement leaked into Raith’s voice. “What power does she have?”
“How should I know? She’s ugly and deformed. Isn’t that enough of a clue that she’d be worth feeding on? What a gift for you on your wedding night.” Carian’s eyes gleamed. “Just don’t forget who made it possible when you are king of Ryferia.”
Raith flashed his fangs. “Of course I won’t forget. I will help you get the magic you want.” In order to do that, he’d need access to his own. “But we will have to take the Guardians down for me to get at the Magical. The minute we do that, they will know what I am—the embodiment of their worst nightmares. Even Maleficent would turn and run. They will kill me as sure as I’m breathing before they let me use their country as my personal smorgasbord.”
Carian dangled another piece of parchment at him. “Not if you have this. Great-grandfather was meddling in some dark stuff when he fled Ryferia with his library.”
Raith leaned forward to grab it, but Carian pulled it away. “Let me explain. If you drink the concoction on this recipe, you will be able to withstand the power of the Guardians.”
Raith frowned. “So why hasn’t everyone used it?”
“I told you, our dear progenitor was into the macabre and the deadly. I don’t think his notes and experiments were as widely known.”
“Like the spell to give magic to the naturally Untalented?”
A scowl from Carian; he hated being referred to as Untalented. “Exactly. This potion requires the same kind of sacrifice. We need the blood of five of the noble Magical lines, mixed with a selection of herbs.” He glanced down at the parchment. “Minotaur, fae, centaur, dwarf, nymph . . .” A shopping list of names. “You get the idea.” A half-laugh. “Since Trojean wiped out all the Magical here, we have to go to Ryferia to make it.”
Raith bit his lip. “The higher Magical aren’t going to willingly give us their blood. And I won’t be able to use my fangs to take it either.” Killing on that scale—
He grimaced.
“We won’t ask them to. While you are taking part in the trials, I’ll find the most deformed subjects in the city. It will be safe to assume that they will be the most powerful. We can use them for this potion and another ritual I have in mind. Trust me, when I’m done with you, you will be so strong, not even Warrendyte will stand against you.”
Killing so many Magical beings? Repulsive. All that for some untested potion? “How do we know it will work?”
“How do you think Great-grandfather got a whole library out of Ryferia when everyone else barely escaped with their skin? He used this potion to systematically transfer his stuff out once the Guardians were in place. Took him months.” A cruel smile. “He killed a lot of people to gather those books.”
An alarm rang in Raith’s head. “How long does the potion last?”
“Twenty-four hours. Enough time for you to take the power you need to control the Magical.”
A mere twenty-four hours? So many people had to die for such a small gain?
How badly do you want to avenge Trojean’s death?
He would have to go on a feeding frenzy during those precious hours. But even if he glutted on blood, there was only so much power he could absorb per feed.
A thought struck. “If I agree to this, can we get the potion brewed before I have to fight in the trials?”
“You expect me to arrive in Ryferia, find these higher Magical beings, kill them, drain their blood, and brew a potion all within hours of arriving there? I’m good, but not that good.”
That made sense. They would probably only get one shot at this potion. They had to time it perfectly. He clenched the sheet.
“Even if I do drink that potion and reap as many Magical as I can sink my fangs into during those twenty-four hours, I still won’t be strong enough to take Warrendyte on my own.”
Carian hooded his eyes. “If you do as I say, you will.”
Raith canted his head. “You know more?” Perhaps he should have spent less time with whores and more time reading those dusty old books.
“How do you think Trojean became so powerful so quickly?”
“I had wondered.” In fact, Raith had done more than wonder; he had marveled at Trojean’s rapid growth. When there was only so much magic one could ingest from each feed, it had defied logic. It was as if she had tapped into another source with each of her kills.
Carian grinned. “Reading, my brother. That is the answer to all of life’s questions.”
Raith rolled his eyes.
“I taught Trojean another of Great-grandfather’s tricks,” Carian added. “A ritual. A dangerous one. But she decided the risk of death was worth the extra power she got from each kill. A few more feeds, and I swear she would have taken Jorah. Now you will get to claim the dragon’s magic. And then you can give me what I crave. What Trojean died for.”
Raith sometimes worried about Carian’s rampant ambition. Still, he was level-headed and had a healthy sense of self-preservation. He would never let Carian sweep him up into something crazy or life threatening. “What ritual?”
“How about I show you after we kill Father?”
The calculation in Carian’s bearing disquieted Raith. “You can’t just tell me?”
“It will make more sense if you actually do it.”
Raith leaned back against the pillows to think. He could walk away now and pretend this conversation had never happened.
Or he could trust his brother.
Each had its risks. Doing nothing meant living with Father. Raith cringed at the very idea of going back to Lorithian Castle.
But I can’t stay here forever.
The weight of Carian’s eyes on him also bore him down with guilt. If he failed to act, Carian’s greatest dream would be thwarted. Only Raith had the power to make Carian truly happy.
Keeping his siblings happy had always been Raith’s highest priority.
In the face of Father’s abuse, he, Carian, and Trojean had always been a team. They may have squabbled amongst themselves like all siblings did, but they had been unfailingly loyal to each other when confronted with their abuser.
That loyalty had been born out of their desperation and anger at their mother, who, unable to endure Father, had fled the family home years before. Whether she lived or died, Raith didn’t know or care. But unlike her, Raith and his siblings had promised they would always have each other’s backs.
Up until Trojean’s death, all three of them had been unfailing in that commitment.
But trusting Carian meant Raith had to kill other human beings—starting with Father.
Not that he cared about Father, but that death would be followed by countless more if he were ever to be powerful enough to avenge his sister by destroying Jorah.
All that blood on my conscience.
Pain shafted him as his twin’s beautiful face swam in his mind’s eye. His chest ached with familiar longing for her.
Her imaginary face morphed into a familiar mocking smile. As much as Trojean had loved him, she had thought him soft because he’d never wanted to use his fangs against anything but Magical animals.
How disappointed she would be if she knew he was unwilling to avenge her by controlling two Magical worlds. Also, she would never forgive him for denying Carian the chance to win the magic he had always craved.
Could he really stand disappointing them both?
What were the lives of unknown Magical humans compared with Trojean’s? With Carian’s?
He took a deep breath. “So, we are agreed that I cannot use your potion to help me win the trials. In that case, do you think I’m skilled enough to win Aurora’s hand in a series of blood sports that don’t include using my fangs?”
Carian’s shoulders relaxed. “I believe that even your mediocre sword fighting and jousting skills will be enough to keep you alive.”
Raith pulled the silk sheets tighter around him. “And if they aren’t?”
“Then we find a way to cheat the system.” Carian took another swig of wine, then winced. Clearly, he was no enthusiast of cheap wine either. “You need more power going in.”
Raith rubbed his thumb against one of his fangs. “If you say so.”
“Oh! I say so. Far be it for me to say you need toughening up.”
Raith forced a smile. “I know exactly what you and Trojean think of me. I won’t let you down.”
“Good.” Carian’s face hardened. “Prove that by killing Father.”
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A bell clanged through the silent halls and passages of Jorah’s manor in Warrendyte.
His eyebrows peaked.
Someone calling.
Not expecting visitors, he stopped the grinding wheel and put the sword he was sharpening on the table. He waited for Feloran, his faerie manservant who managed his estate, to open the front door.
Although in his armory on the far side of the mansion from the entrance hall, Jorah caught the squeak of hinges as the heavy mahogany door swung open. He had never bothered oiling them because he had liked to hear Lila coming and going as she flitted about her business.
Now, he just didn’t care. The only time that door opened was when visitors called, and even that wasn’t very often. Dragons didn’t make a point of welcoming people into their lairs.
Feloran’s light footsteps echoed down the hardwood floor toward him. Tall, gracious, with alabaster-colored skin and typical pointed fae ears peeking through his shoulder-length, inky-black hair, his old friend stopped at the door and glared at him. “You heard the bell.”
Jorah glared right back. “I didn’t send out any invitations.”
“I conjured tea. And fruitcake. It’s waiting in the parlor. With Sabrisia. All that is needed is you. Want me to call in some elves to drag you there?”
Jorah didn’t grace that with a reply. Nor did he move.
What had brought Sabrisia to his front door? Beautiful, scheming, sharp as a blade, she was a powerful water fae who served with him on the council. Sabrisia and her wiles were the last thing he was in the mood for today. “What does she want?”
A mock bow. “A mere faerie such as I has power over the domestic affairs of men and women. Mind reading is not included.” Feloran turned to leave. “Get your sorry ass into that parlor and see what she wants.”
“Remind me, who pays your salary?” Jorah called out to him.
“Mere coins that canker and rust,” Feloran said over his shoulder. “Now do as I say, or I’ll order my elves to start clearing out some of Lila’s shoes. We need the space to house your bad moods.”
Only Feloran would dare—and get away with—speaking to him like this.
Still, Jorah’s talons threatened to slip from their sheaths under his skin at the threat of disturbing any of Lila’s hundreds of pairs of shoes. The fact that they overflowed from every wardrobe and dressing room in the manor didn’t matter. Like her flamboyant clothes, countless recipe books stuffed into every bookcase, and the glass ornaments she loved to collect adorning every surface, her shoes were tangible, daily reminders that she was his and always would be.
Regardless of Niing’s suggestion that he take a new mate. Or the air fae and her pony friend’s desperate pleadings that he free them from the Ryferian Guardians.
“I’m counting, Jorah,” Feloran’s voice echoed down the passage at him. “Five. Four. If you don’t get into that parlor . . . Three. Two—”
“Okay!” Jorah bellowed. “I’m coming.”
“Today. Or I swear—”
Jorah shot out of the armory so fast that he reached Feloran before the faerie had exited the armory wing. “Touch her stuff and I swear, I will turn you to cinders,” he snarled.
An eye roll from Feloran. “If I wanted to work in a museum, I would have taken up Greenoak’s offer to run the Bibliophile. Or maybe I should seek out the Silver-Tongued Oracle. Perhaps it will have a job for me managing its shrine. It’s bound to be more interesting than polishing Lila’s firebirds.”
Feloran had a point; Lila had loved firebirds, represented in the hundreds of ornaments she had collected. Jorah had insisted they be cleaned each day and returned to the exact spot she had left them.
That didn’t stop him from clipping Feloran lightly on the side of his head. “Stop trying to force me to get over the loss of my mate.”
They had reached the entrance hall that opened into Lila’s parlor, where she had entertained her never-ending flow of friends daily.
Jorah hadn’t stepped into the room since her death.
Feloran threw up his hands. “A year, Jorah. A whole year. Maleficent’s butt, isn’t that long enough?” He waved at a vase of golden, orange, and yellow nasturtiums on the circular table in the middle of the entrance hall. “Lila wouldn’t have wanted this. She celebrated life. Not death.”
The flowers brought back a rush of memories—that was why he had insisted that Feloran keep the vase filled. As teens, he and Lila had sneaked off to explore their love—and their bodies—in the secret places of Ryferia, where nasturtiums had tumbled in wild profusion. Lila had always kept a vase of the gold, yellow, and orange blossoms on that table as a reminder of how long they had loved each other. The thought of not having them there filled him with a bone-crushing ache.
He narrowed his icy blue eyes at Feloran to mere slits of reptilian fury.
Feloran scoffed, then flung open the door to the parlor. “My lord and master at your service,” he said, presumably to Sabrisia. “Don’t let him hog all the fruitcake.” And then he swept past Jorah and vanished back into the house.
Jorah suppressed a smile, then straightened his back for his unwanted encounter with Sabrisia.
Long, emerald-colored hair streaming around her sharp face, her body dressed in a silk dress that swirled with blues and greens, Sabrisia eyed him with the usual superciliousness she reserved for everyone who wasn’t fae. That included him. “Such wild behavior from a servant. You should have him whipped.”
Jorah grimaced at the notion of hurting any of his servants, let alone his friend. “And end up being punished with rats’ tails in my soup? I think not. What do you want?”
Her perfectly plucked eyebrow twitched. “Seems I know where he gets his manners from.” She gestured to a chair. “Are these for sitting on?”
“If you must. I guess you’ll also be wanting tea.”
A smirk. “Jorah, I despair of you.” But she glided over to the table and waved her hand at the teapot. The air tingled as the tea responded to her water magic and poured itself into two cups. She handed one to him. “You can get your own cake.”
“Water magic no good for heaving chunks of cake around?” He fluttered the air with his mind, levitating a piece of cake toward her.
She snatched it out of the air. “No. But it works superbly for rearranging the molecules in bodies. Yours would look lovely spread onto that pretty silk carpet.”
Jorah sneered. “Last time I looked, water fae burned beautifully. Don’t tempt me.”
A wave of Sabrisia’s hand. “Dragons. Always so tetchy. Why the mighty Maleficent created your kind, I will never know. She was obviously having a bad day.” But she sat, making no further mention of testing her magic against him.
He perched on the edge of a sofa, holding a cup of tea he didn’t want, and looked at her expectantly.
She took a sip, placed the cup back on the saucer, and slid it onto the table next to her. “You recently met with Niing.”
He knew where this was going. Desperation must have made Niing contact the council for the first time since Nethric had divided them. His skin itched with guilt over his old friend. “I did.”
She fished into her purse and pulled out a scroll of parchment. “He has sent this. It arrived today at the council chamber. Hedrus suggested I might like to bring it to you.”
Hedrus, the earth fae who currently held the chair in council meetings.
Jorah held out his hand, and she passed it over. He fumbled with his stupid teacup as he quickly read its contents: Princess Aurora’s official invitation for him to fight in a trial for her hand.
Another smirk from Sabrisia. “Asked for by name! The great Lord Jorah Thalyn. Have you been charming the damsels lately?”
He slammed down his teacup and stood. “Thank you for delivering my mail. I will send Niing my reply when I have time.” He flashed a smirk, even snarkier than one of hers. “Seeing as you enjoy carting other people’s messages around, I’ll give it to you to attach to the pigeon’s leg.” He started for the door. “Feloran will see you out.”
She rose and sailed over to grab his arm. “Not so fast, dragon. Hedrus mentioned that you had told him that your bride-to-be is a dryad.” Her eyes narrowed to pinpricks. “A powerful one, too.”
Sabrisia would hate Princess Aurora on principle; it always irked the water fae to be anything but the best, the most powerful, and the most beautiful in any room. It was why she hated him; on his worst day, he would always cap her power.
Still, little did she know that for him, beauty had nothing to do with the tilt of her brow, the cut of her clothes, or how carefully her makeup had been applied.
But her words irritated him enough to stop him in his tracks. “She is not my bride-to-be. And if Hedrus had taken you into his confidence instead of just using you to merely deliver his mail, he would have told you that I have no intention of going.”
Another clang sounded as someone pulled the knocker on his front door.
He narrowed his eyes to slits. What did they think his lair was? A marketplace?
Feloran materialized from the ether and swung the door open. “My lord, welcome.” His ears twitched as he stood aside to let the visitor enter.
Hedrus himself.
The aged earth fae pulled his brown cloak tighter around his shoulders as he stepped into the entrance hall. Eyes as sharp as sunlight darted around. “Your master, Lord Thalyn, is he in? I expect he is with Lady Sabrisia.”
“Here,” Jorah said, leaning against the doorjamb. “Seems Niing’s nonsense has really stirred the pot. Two exalted visitors on one day. I’ll be getting above myself if this continues.” He gestured to the parlor. “I suppose you will be wanting tea, too.”
“Tea!” Hedrus scoffed. “I’ll take an ale.”
Feloran clicked his fingers, and a jug of ale and three mugs appeared on the table. Jorah poured out two mugs—Sabrisia spurned his offer, and therefore the convenient use of her magic—and sat opposite Hedrus, resigned for a long meeting, if Sabrisia had anything to do with it.
“I—the council—want you to go to Ryferia.” Mug in hand, Hedrus got straight to the point, as he usually did.
“As an emissary, with pleasure.”
“Not as an emissary. As a contender in the trials,” Hedrus said. Jorah opened his mouth to object, but Hedrus barreled on. “This is our chance to reclaim Ryferia. Our opportunity to destroy those foul Guardians and the alchemists who concoct the herbs to power them.”
A not-so-subtle warning, Jorah let his talons slip from their hiding place. “I am not available for marriage.”
Hedrus held up his hands placatingly. “But you are available to help the Magical.” He stated it as a fact. After years of serving together on the council, Hedrus knew there was little Jorah wouldn’t do to help the Magical—at least the ones in Warrendyte.
Sensing a trap, Jorah answered warily, “Of course. You know that.” The memory of Keahr and Zandor’s desperate faces came unbidden into his mind. He hardened his jaw against it. But the callousness of the act didn’t sit well with him. “I will even extend whatever help I can to the Magical in Ryferia—short of marrying their nymph princess.”
Hedrus glanced around the room at all of Lila’s things. He guessed what Hedrus was thinking—exactly the same as what Feloran had voiced. Jorah wasn’t ready to entertain any more of that view.
But Hedrus knew and respected him enough not to take a direct approach. He even held up his hand to stop Sabrisia from spouting something.
“Jorah,” Hedrus said, “I would not ask this of you if I did not believe it was in the best interests of the Magical everywhere. But I honor you in your loyalty to your mate. So, I would make you a compromise.”
Jorah sat forward in his seat, hoping Hedrus came up with something viable that allowed him to appease his conscience on both scores: his duty to Niing and his need to honor Lila’s memory.
“Marry her in name only,” Hedrus said, “for just long enough to destroy the Guardians and the alchemists who brew their potions. Don’t forget their records. This curse must be expunged. Then you can withdraw, and we will send an emissary to Ryferia to represent our interests.”
Jorah sat back to consider the offer. On the surface, it appeared to solve his problems. But . . . how honorable was it? That depended on what the nymph sought in a husband. What woman, looking for love, called a death trial to find a husband? None he knew of. And at no point had any of the Ryferians suggested that the nymph wanted love.
That had to mean it was all political expediency.
Niing had said she wanted to remove the Guardians. Well, that part was easy, once he stood by her side as king of Ryferia. None of those Untalented would stand in his way of destroying their privilege and restoring the Magical to their proper place in the natural order of things.
In such a marriage, he would have no trouble pulling down the Guardians and leaving.
Part of him rebelled against the destruction of the alchemical records; he had spent much of his youth in Niing’s burrow and had grown to respect and value the alchemy Niing had taught him as part of his lessons.
Still, if alchemy threatened the Magical, then it had no place in the world. Jorah would destroy Niing’s burrow in a blast of fire if that was what it took to keep his people safe.
He fixed Hedrus with a cold stare. “I accept your terms.”
Sabrisia cleared her throat. “Actually, I think Lord Tithan Vale might be a better choice.”
Tithan Vale, another water fae? If she’d thought so, why hadn’t she spoken sooner? Hedrus’s eyebrows rose, and Jorah turned to her.
Sabrisia sniffed nonchalantly. “I hear Raith Krall is going to fight for the little dryad’s hand.”
Raith Krall? Trojean’s sniveling incubus brother? His brows knotted. It made sense that the pool of magic in Ryferia would attract the incubus.
If Raith won the trials, he would undoubtedly rip down the Guardians to feast on the Magical there. Initially, they would fight him, but an incubus was not to be trifled with. Their physical beauty, their smell, the way they moved—everything about them—was designed to numb their prey’s senses. Trojean had even lured a griffin-shifter into walking straight into her mouth.
And not only did they kill their prey, they also absorbed their power. A few key kills, and Raith would be hard to defeat. With a whole kingdom to feast on, he would be invincible. Not even the combined strength of all the Magical in Warrendyte would stop him.
Raith—brother to Lila’s murderer—would rule the world.
From the worry creasing Hedrus’s face, he seemed to have come to the same conclusion.
“There are rumors that he’s following in his dearly departed sister’s footsteps,” Sabrisia said. “Mad with gluttony.”
Rumors.
Jorah had never put stock in those, but still his fire burned in his chest. A succubus had killed Lila. Not in a thousand lifetimes could he let her brother continue her rampage. Lila’s memory wouldn't stand for it. He’d deal with Raith Krall like he had with Trojean. Lila would rest peacefully once that parasite was erased from existence, never to terrorize another innocent Magical again. “I will handle Raith Krall.”
Sabrisia smiled. “No, you won’t. Your rage would blind you”—she took a languorous sip of tea—“and besides, robbing you of your rightful vengeance and giving it to Tithan would be far more rewarding.”
Jorah turned to Hedrus. “The council won’t stand for this. I’m the Ryferians’ choice.”
“Go. Fight. Win,” Hedrus said. “There is no doubt in my mind”—a glance at Sabrisia—“or the minds of every reasoning council member that you will win, whether it be against a Magical opponent or a rabble of Untalented princes.”
“Water contests that, and as I take the chair after the solstice, the council will need Water’s support to function,” Sabrisia said, setting down her teacup. “And there’s only one deal on offer today.”
Hedrus opened his mouth, but no words came out.
Jorah gritted his teeth. Hating the power he held, Sabrisia had long sought issue with him. Coupled with that, Niing’s invitation, combined with the quarterly rotation of the chair, must have presented her with an ideal opportunity to increase the power Water held over Warrendyte. Such power plays amongst the fae were not uncommon. Usually, order was only restored after a blood-letting. Even Hedrus sported a ragged ear, ripped off in a fight during a council meeting years before. Such were the affairs of the rapacious fae.
He narrowed his eyes and waited.
She took her time pouring another cup. A wave of her hand, and a tiny vortex stirred the liquid. A small show of magic, it didn’t impress Jorah.
The swirling tea stilled. She must have seen his disdain.
“I, and the other water fae, could be persuaded not to object to you going to Ryferia,” she said, looking up at him with a cold glint in her eyes, “if you swear a death bond. If you fail, your life is forfeit.”
A death bond? Jorah tapped the table next to him with a cruelly sharp black talon. Sabrisia surely hoped he’d either die in the trials or refuse to marry the princess if he won—a win-win for her. But he had no intention of letting her win anything.
“So severe a penalty just to bolster your political strength?” Hedrus demanded, face aghast.
Sabrisia raised a languid shoulder. “The water fae demand it.” A wave of her hand at Lila’s glass ornaments. “They want you to understand the urgency of the situation.”
Jorah glanced over at Hedrus.
The earth fae bowed his head. “Jorah, it pains me . . . but you know how much the loss of Ryferia irks. Every council member, not just Water, wants assurances that Ryferia and Warrendyte will be reunited and that the Untalented are made to pay for what they have done. Your period of mourning . . . it has made the council wary.”
Jorah didn’t doubt that. He had been less than gregarious—even for a dragon—since Lila’s death. He could see how some of the council could doubt his will in a matter relating to marriage.
Hedrus fixed him with a sharp gaze. “Yet, Earth, Air, Fire, and Spirit know you are the best man for the job.”
Jorah snorted that Hedrus hadn’t bothered to mention any of the other Magical. It was an old argument—the fae considered themselves above everyone else.
“And you know the shifters, the faeries, and the other rest of the Magical will always throw their lot in with you.” Hedrus must have recognized Jorah’s irritation.
Jorah sat back in his chair. The simplest solution was to refuse to go, but his honor niggled each time he remembered Lila—Raith could not be left to reap Ryferia as Trojean had Lila.
And then there was Niing, and Peckle, and not to mention the air fae and her pony’s pleading voices. Their situation was dire, but with the possibility of an incubus being unleashed on Ryferia, their lives were at stake. If nothing else, he had to do what he could to help them.
As much as it grated him to grant the death bond, he didn’t intend to fail in the trials in Ryferia. Not against a parasite, Untalented princelings, and one nymph princess.
“I will kill Raith. I will win the nymph’s hand in marriage. I will destroy the Guardians. And when that happens, you will free me of all obligations to the Ryferians.”
“That is what I propose,” Sabrisia said.
Hedrus sighed and slowly nodded. Both he and Jorah had been outmaneuvered, but they hadn’t lost yet. Not by half, for a dragon would always be more calculating, more cunning than a mere water fae.
Jorah held out his hand to Hedrus; he wouldn’t give Sabrisia the satisfaction. “Then let’s seal it.”
The old fae offered him his hand in turn, but Sabrisia cleared her throat and rose. Hedrus froze.
Calmly, she strode right up to Hedrus, who stepped away and made space for her. With a predatory smile, she held out her hand to Jorah.
Jorah eyed her with disdain as he took it.
No sooner had their skin touched when a fiery plume encircled both of their wrists. Now, even if Jorah wanted to, he would not be able to pull his hand away from hers.
Sweat beaded on her brow and even Jorah winced as the fire burned the contract deep into both of them. Only once the pain faded did their hands part.
“The Silver-Tongued Oracle is our witness,” she said. “Let it be done as we have pledged.”
Jorah caught Hedrus’s worried frown. “I’ll pack my bag for Ryferia.”
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Raith






As Raith hid behind the heavy velvet drapes framing the balcony in Father’s bedchamber, fear climbed up his throat like a bird beating against a cage.
An outsider prying into his life would think he had grown up fearless. He, Trojean, and Carian had swum in the most dangerous swells of the sea; they had climbed the tallest trees; they had thrived on challenge. To that voyeur, they would have seemed afraid of nothing.
Nothing but Father.
Trojean, who would walk over fire with a grin on her face, would shrink in terror at the sound of Father’s cane cracking against the stone floor. It would soon be against her back. But as she got older, her fear had seemed to wane.
At least in Raith’s eyes.
Carian’s fear had, too.
Carian and Trojean had laughed through Father’s beatings. Eventually, those beatings had stopped. Even if the mental whipping was a given.
Raith had never been that lucky. And Carian knew it. That was why Carian expected him to kill Father. A test Raith had to pass to prove that he would not let his fear choke him in Ryferia.
He wanted to run. To fly away. But with the trials just days away, this was the only chance he would ever get to kill the man.
To prove my worth and to avenge us all.
Come morning, he and Carian had to leave for Ryferia. If he didn’t act now, his courage would also fail him when he entered the arena there. He’d either be killed in his first combat, or worse, he’d run away. He’d be stuck forever in the shadows. There’d be no stained-glass windows of his life.
No legend. No memory. For me, Trojean, or Carian.
Just ashes.
And Jorah.
As the oak door to the bedchamber swung open, he sucked in a breath.
Lypil, Father’s green bearded iguana, waddled into the room. Father’s heavy footfalls followed, his dark-red robe flowing out behind him. Wine goblet in hand, Father made his way to the washroom. He didn’t bother closing the door. Lypil settled down into her bed of sheets and feathers in front of a glowing fire in the grate.
Water sloshed in the washroom. Father pouring from the jug into the basin on the washstand. It would not be long before he finished swabbing his face.
It was now or never.
Raith flexed his fangs, gulped a breath, and brushed the curtain aside. He crept on silent feet toward Lypil and crouched next to the creature he had hated for so long.
The Untalented reptile Father loved more than his own children.
Not knowing what this animal had communicated about Raith to his animal-whispering father had almost driven him mad.
Now, he would get even.
As Father crashed about in the washroom, Raith whispered, “Lypil, I’m going to kill you.”
Although she didn’t understand him, the iguana’s eyes flared open and her dark-pink tongue hissed.
Before she could alert her master, Raith sank his fangs through her leathery skin, into her neck. They pierced her jugular.
The iguana gurgled and tried to wiggle back to escape him.
Raith cursed inwardly. Surely even his drunken father would hear the benighted thing?
Heart threatening to snap his ribs, Raith pressed down harder. The iguana’s Untalented blood gushed.
Vile tasting. Raith could not bring himself to swallow it. He pulled his face away and let the animal bleed out onto its bed. Father slurred a tuneless whistle as Lypil wheezed out her last breath.
Nausea rising, Raith let Lypil’s body slump back. He had killed many Magical animals, and none of their deaths had affected him. If anything, he enjoyed the dribble of power he gleaned from them.
Only Lypil was not Magical. And she had been Father’s love.
Desperate to be rid of her blood, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve.
Don’t be sick. Don’t be sick. And don’t laugh, either.
Footsteps sounded from the washroom.
Raith started to slip behind the drapes to await Father, but he paused. In his drunkenness, it was unlikely Father would notice Lypil until morning.
Raith wanted his father to suffer before he died, the way he’d made his children hurt.
He scooped the iguana and its bloody bedding up and tossed them onto his father’s bed. The old man stumbled back into the room, and Raith swept behind the drapes.
Dressed in nothing but a soiled vest, his father looked impotent. Spent. His trembling fist clenched a goblet. Wine slopped onto the floor as he swayed his way to the bed.
Raith gaped at him. Disgusting. Unkempt, barely conscious, the man was hardly above an animal himself. And this is the creature who’s lorded over Trojean, Carian, and me all our lives.
How was it possible that he had allowed this drunken shell to torment him all his life? Since his earliest teens, Raith had towered over his slight father. Vital and strong, he could have ended the abuse years ago.
But his courage had failed him.
No . . . I looked at him through a child’s eyes. But I’m not a child anymore. I’m a man . . . a man about to shape my destiny.
It no longer mattered if his father saw the petty death of the iguana.
Raith stepped out from behind the drape as his father reached the bed. He cried out in shock, then stumbled back—right into Raith.
Raith locked his arms around his father’s frail body in a first—and last— embrace. He considered saying something—a last accusation, perhaps—but decided against it. His father’s horrified expression said he knew exactly who held him and what was coming.
That was enough.
Deliberately, Raith extended his fangs and sank them slowly into his father’s neck. His father’s blood, the most delicious Raith had ever tasted, spurted into his mouth. It coated his tongue before slipping down his throat.
Magic, glorious magic, more powerful than Raith had ever experienced, flowed like nectar into his veins.
With it came knowledge. A thousand languages, spoken by as many animal species, rushed at him. He reined in his mind before the noise overwhelmed him.
Then a low voice from the corner of the room hooked his attention. “Come, come, my lovely. Don’t be scared. I won’t harm you.”
Raith glanced up.
A spider coaxing a fly into its web.
He would never have understood her if not for his father’s animal-whisperer magic flowing into him with each pull on his neck. Raith trembled with excitement. From this moment on, he would command the mundane animal kingdom—and they would have no choice but to obey.
Then another noise.
A different animal this time: his father squealing like a pig at slaughter. The old man writhed. But weakened by a lifetime of alcoholism, there was no strength left in his arms.
Raith bit down harder and sucked . . . and sucked.
A gargled scream turned to bubbling moans.
And then nothing.
Nothing but a wineskin.
Raith released his arms, and the old man crumpled on the floor. His wild eyes stared blindly ahead.
Raith had never liked his father more. He tossed his head back and moaned. “Liberated. Finally.”
“Well done, brother.” The drapes stirred as Carian’s brawny bulk eased into the room. “But you’re not done yet.”
Raith’s head snapped back. “I know. The ritual.” He smiled with the joy of a child at a harvest festival. The thrill of more power exploding through his tissues was so heady he had to grip his father’s bed post to keep standing. For the first time, he understood Trojean’s willingness to try something risky to magnify the pleasure.
Carian tossed him a handkerchief. “Your mouth.”
Raith laughed as he took it. “You’re just jealous.”
Carian looked down at their father’s sunken corpse with unveiled envy. “You have no idea.”
Raith locked eyes with him as he wiped his bloody lips. “I promise you, I will do anything—everything—to share this power with you.”
Carian pulled Raith into a tight embrace. “I know that. It just took time for you to see it.”
Raith hugged him back. “I won’t fail you. Not now. Not ever.”
“That’s why I want to share everything I have with you. My knowledge, my strength—everything is yours.” Carian pulled away and patted Raith’s arms with powerful strokes.
Raith winced.
Carian chortled as his hands dropped. “Sorry, brother. I forget my strength at times.”
Raith believed him; Carian would be the last person on the planet to hurt him.
“Now to the ritual.” Carian pulled a dagger out of a sheath attached to his belt. “I will talk you through it, but—and this is very important—if you think reaping Father’s magic was incredible, you haven’t even lived until you feel the power of my ritual. But take in too much, and the magic will kill you.”
“That’s what you meant about it being dangerous?”
Carian nodded. “At first, I had to hold Trojean back, but she learned to control her craving. You will, too.”
Craving.
The word worried Raith. It always had as he’d watched Trojean deal with her cravings for more and more power with each Magical species she supped from. It had been one of the reasons he’d been so loath to follow in her footsteps. She may have been stronger than him, but he had been freer than her.
Not anymore, it seemed.
Before his father, he could have gone months without reaping magic off animals. Now, he was already hungry for his next hit.
It was worth it for power. Power he could share with Carian. Power he could use to destroy Jorah.
He held out his hand for the dagger. “What do I do?”
Carian let him take it. He kicked their father’s corpse. “Find the body part where the magic is manifested.”
Raith’s eyebrows bobbed. “He was a whisperer. So his tongue, obviously.”
“Cut it out.”
Raith grimaced as he knelt at his father’s head. “Gruesome much?”
“You want the power, then get your hands dirty.”
Raith didn’t just want the power; his tissues yearned for it. From watching his sister, he knew it would only get worse. If Carian’s ritual sated that craving, then it was worth mutilating bodies.
He sawed his father’s tongue off at the root, then held it up gingerly between two fingers. “And now?”
“Toss it in the fire.”
“Hm . . . that’s got to stink.” But Raith obeyed.
The fire sizzled and spluttered as the tongue hit the coals. Dark tendrils of smoke curled up the chimney.
Raith was right. The stench was truly awful.
It must be all that wine.
He looked to Carian for direction.
“Breathe in the smoke. Let it become one with you.”
As he leaned over the fire and breathed in the putrid odor, he almost gagged.
Magic hit him with a rush. It spread from his lungs to his heart, to his brain and down to his feet. Every inch of him writhed as muscles he didn’t know he had fired with power.
Only now, the smoke didn’t smell awful. It smelled like honor. Praise. Adoration. Every animal born bowed to his will. They chanted his name. They—
Carian tapped his arm. “Enough. Time to stop.”
Raith ignored him and breathed in even deeper, like a starving man eating at a feast.
But now his head swam and his eyes watered.
Understandable. The word slurred in his head as he rocked on his feet.
He didn’t care that he swayed, or that he wanted to vomit, or that his head threatened to burst. He was weightless, fearless, invincible . . .
Carian pulled him roughly back from the fire. “Maleficent’s arse, brother!” He spoke with affection. “Do you want to die?”
Raith’s mind snapped back. He blinked away the light flickering before his eyes. Unable to bear his own weight, his legs folded under him. “What . . . what happened?”
“You almost overdosed.” Carian looked singularly unconcerned.
Raith gulped. “You mean I almost died?”
“As if I would let that happen.” Carian rubbed circles on Raith’s back, almost too intimate.
Raith was too weak to object. He closed his eyes to wait until his pulse regulated and his breathing normalized. Finally, he looked at Carian. “That was quite a ride.”
Carian’s hand paused in its circles. “How do you feel?”
Raith reached into himself—then shivered. “Hungry. Very, very hungry.”
Carian’s eyes danced. “Then on to Ryferia.”
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Aurora






Hands on her hips, Aurora stared up at Artemis. “What do you mean Niing is not allowed at the harbor to meet my suitors? He sent the invitations in my name. It’s only proper that he be there when the Guardians open and their ships dock.”
She hadn’t mentioned the severed head to Artemis, per Niing’s advice. She couldn’t let him see how much he had rattled her, how violently sick and heartsore she felt whenever the image of that poor little boy and his grieving father swam into her mind.
Today of all days, she had to conduct herself in a queenly manner if she was to win a consort of worth and power to her cause.
Outside the leaded window of Artemis’s office, ten anchored caravels, flying ten different insignia, tossed in the swell beyond the chain-mail Guardians.
Regardless of her most persuasive arguments, Artemis and the Intelligentsia had insisted that the Guardians only open once all the ships had arrived. Despite appeals to their logic and their manners—not all of her suitors had arrived at the same time—the early comers had been forced to remain at anchor for the last three days. Thankfully, the weather had been fine with no storms. Even now, the early morning sun bore down with a bite in its teeth.
Distracted from her argument, she shook her head in wonder that ten—ten!— firstborn heirs had accepted her challenge.
In truth, she should have been the one to welcome them at the pier, but vanity prevented her from doing so. The last thing she wanted was for them to see her for the first time in the blazing sun.
Sweat, blisters, and freckles were not the way to woo a man.
All it will do is inspire them to turn tail and sail out of here.
As it was, she planned to arrive at the arena to meet them wearing a half-mask to cover part of her face. It would give her some anonymity to spy on them before they got the full measure of her lack of beauty.
Artemis’s sneer pulled her back to the present. “You forget, Aurora, that Niing is a mere tutor, nothing more.” A disparaging hand wave at Niing, standing at her side. “The men you have assembled are all princes and lords in their realms. They would expect to be greeted by someone of equivalent rank.” A cruel smile. “And, as I’m sure you would not wish to inflict yourself on them, I will do you the honor of standing in your place.”
All thoughts about her blotchy face blown to the wind, she opened her mouth to say that she would indeed go, and where Artemis could shove his so-called “honor.”
Niing’s loud throat-clearing stopped her. “Lord Artemis makes a valid point, my princess.” His brown eyes narrowed, almost losing themselves in the creases on his cheeks and forehead. “But perhaps not for the point he suggests.”
Artemis’s head picked up like a beagle on a scent.
She unclenched her fists. “What are you suggesting, Niing?”
“Traversing the docks like a mere deckhand”—a smug look at Artemis—“will do nothing to increase your allure. These men have traveled far for you. Keep them waiting until the trials begin to see you for the first time.”
Artemis snorted his derision.
“Tonight, then, in the arena when I remove my mask?” She ignored Artemis, speaking to Niing as if her uncle weren’t even in the room.
“Exactly,” Artemis said, as if it were his idea. “Tonight, in the arena, when they fight the first elimination for you.”
She walked to the window to consider her options. Because of the time limit—three weeks of which had already been spent assembling her suitors—she had been forced to launch the trials on the day everyone arrived. With only a week of her month left, the sooner she legally wore the crown, the sooner she could deal with Artemis and his threats to enlist the Intelligentsia’s support in condemning her to death on trumped-up charges of murder.
That evening, to the delight of the court, her suitors would fight each other with swords. Only five would survive to go on to the next trial.
Nausea billowed at the brutal bloodletting. She swayed on her feet. If she could have chosen a consort without all this cruelty, she would have, but to do so would fly in the face of Ryferian tradition. The Intelligentsia and courtiers would never forgive her if she thwarted them in their blood lust.
At least she had yet to declare the full nature of each of her trials. There was comfort in that. Perhaps she would still get a chance to structure the games so more brain and less brawn would be required to win.
She faced Artemis and Niing. “Tonight at the arena, then.” She couldn’t resist adding, for Artemis’s benefit, “I trust you will have your magic-sniffing snout firmly in place—we would hate for a firstborn from Warrendyte to have slipped into the harbor.”
Artemis’s lips narrowed to a thin line. How could he? Everyone knew that no Magical creature would dare slip past the Guardians.

Aurora lurked in the shadows near the portcullis guarding the entrance to the circular arena where Ryferians held their blood sport. In the gloom, she caught the flicker of the torches, which burned at intervals along the stone walls above and below the stands encircling the Ryferian killing zone. Five thousand people crammed those benches.
Every ticket issued to this event, and three others planned, had been snapped up within hours of becoming available. At her insistence, tickets had been distributed by lottery to her ordinary subjects as well. If she was to rule successfully, she had to be queen of everyone, not just the spoiled palazzo nobles.
When she finally plucked up the courage to face this spectacle she had created—albeit from behind an expertly crafted blue-and-silver mask covering half her face— she craned her head around the portcullis to catch a glimpse of what awaited her.
Nine strangers, not the ten she had expected, dressed in armor and bearing swords stood with Artemis on the golden sand in the center of the vast space.
Her suitors, come to fight each other for her hand in marriage—and for her kingdom.
Where was the tenth man? She had no idea.
All these princes and lords had to be at least six feet tall. Happily, dark hair predominated, with a smattering of light brown, and even one redhead.
There wasn’t an ugly one amongst them. She liked men with dark hair. Especially if she wasn’t taller than them.
She pulled her head back and gulped a breath.
It didn’t help. Her lungs seemed to have forgotten how to process air.
Keahr wrapped an arm around her. “You’re worrying for nothing.”
Aurora glared at her. “Am I? I’m the one who has to go in there and smile and titter like an idiot.” A dry laugh. “At least from behind my mask.”
Zandor rolled his eyes. “Please, no tittering. The last thing an intelligent man wants is a ditzy woman.”
Aurora glared at him, too. “Any other advice to give me?”
A brotherly smile. “Only to calm down. You’re smart and fun to be with. You’ll have them charmed before the night is over.”
He’d said nothing about her looks, even though she and Keahr had spent hours tweaking her hair and makeup. Not to mention the days they’d deliberated over fabrics, colors and dress styles, not just for this evening, but for the week-long trials. For tonight, they had settled on rich, emerald-green silk, trimmed with gold braid, which showed off her red hair and, hopefully, toned down her freckles, which she would have no choice but to expose when she removed her mask. She hoped the flowing fabric was enough to hide her lanky, shapeless frame.
Zandor’s smile twisted into a grimace. “At least the ones who survive will grow to like you. Until tomorrow, when you again send them to fight for their lives.”
She shivered, now even more reluctant to step into that horrible place.
Zandor draped an arm around her. He must have regretted his comment. “Every man in there knows what’s at stake. They have come knowing they may not survive. Take that as a compliment on what you’re offering them.”
Despite her misgivings, he was right, and if she were to survive this, she would do well to remember it.
Still, she dithered. Partly because she wanted to give five of them a few more minutes longer to live, and partly because of her own fear.
Little feet pattered as Niing shambled up. “Aurora! Keeping them waiting will not win hearts.” A firm hand gripped her arm. “And you will let Artemis and his cronies think your courage is failing you.”
She couldn’t argue with that, but before he could drag her into the arena to greet these men, she asked, “The lord you particularly wanted to come . . . is he one of those dark-haired beauties in there?”
A grunt from Niing. “Lord Jorah Thalyn has shoulder-length hair the color of ripe wheat.”
Golden blond. A color conspicuous by its absence amongst her suitors. He must have been the missing man.
Her stomach knotted, both at Niing’s grim tone and at her unreasonable disappointment. Despite brutal daily reprimands to herself, she had pinned her hopes on Niing’s choice. If anyone knew the kind of man who’d make her happy, it would be her tutor. That his choice hadn’t bothered to come was not only insulting; it hurt.
“Jorah’s caravel docked, but he wasn’t on it,” Niing added. “His whereabouts remain a mystery.”
Intrigued, she raised her eyebrows. “What? Is he a fish that he doesn’t need a boat to get him to shore?”
“Hardly.” Niing scowled. “Don’t you worry, my princess. I will deal with him if he shows up.” He walked with her in tow. “Now, enough delays. It’s time you honored your suitors with your presence.”
She wiped her face clean of everything but a small, plastered smile, and forced her slippered feet into the arena.
Artemis joined her. A mock bow. “Aurora. You can hardly have your tutor escort you.” When Niing relinquished her, Artemis offered her his arm. He snorted a laugh. “Right, any normal person would need stilts to reach you up there.”
His sarcasm wasn’t lost on her as he grabbed her elbow.
Only Niing’s eyes boring into her stopped her from snapping a sharp retort.
Again, he had a better grasp on the situation than she did. The last thing she needed was to get into an argument with this slug while there were a thousand pairs of eyes, including those of her possible consort, on her.
Back straight, she glided toward her fate.
Her suitors spaced themselves into a rough line as they waited for Artemis to introduce her. A few eyebrows raised at her mask, but no one said anything. Still, her confidence faltered as nerves made their names and faces blur.
She silently berated her pounding heart. Five of these men would die tonight. The least they deserved was for her to remember their names before they did so.
By the time she reached the end of the row, she had each name and at least one defining physical feature memorized.
What was not so easy was to cut through the layers of smiles, smooth bows, and sweet, flattering words to know their hearts. From all the smarm, she concluded that none of them seemed put off by her Infirmity.
A lifetime of experience dealing with the scornful Able in Ryferia made her doubt every single one of them.
Watching them joust, wrestle, and sword fight would not give her any further insight into who and what they were—or whether they would support her against her enemies. There had to be a better of way of running these trials that still respected the law and the need for bloodshed. She just had to find it.
She and Artemis reached the last suitor.
Like the others, he was tall, sun kissed, and handsome. Her face morphed into the same smile, half-hidden by her mask, that she’d offered the eight before him.
The man—Lord Raith Krall, Duke of Lorithian—swept her a flamboyant bow. And then he smiled—and her heart almost stopped beating. The only words she could use to describe the beautiful turn of his lips were alluring,
compelling. Words she had never applied to anyone in her life before—and never thought she would. It was as if he wanted to know her—in every sense of the word. It made her want to smile back, to preen for him, to turn herself inside out for him—the way Peckle did when he wanted cuddles.
Only Peckle would quickly follow that up with a slash of ravaging claws that ended all affection in blood.
It would be well to keep Peckle’s example firmly in mind.
Even with that knowledge, she stared dumbly at his angular chin and high cheek bones setting off nut-brown eyes, rimmed with a darker, almost charcoal band. Those eyes seemed to absorb her, body and soul. No one had ever looked at her with such interest before. She blushed. Determined to resist the urge to drown in those depths, she tore her eyes away from his and flitted a look at the rest of him.
Lean and tall, he filled his leather armor, black breeches, and knee-high boots beautifully. She suppressed a smile of delight.
Then a thought managed to weave its way through the mush he’d turned her brain into: All her other suitors wore heavy metal plate. How would Duke Raith of Lorithian fare in a sword fight against men so better protected than him? Not being interested in sword fighting, she had no clue.
Despite the injustice of her thoughts—and the absurdity of them, considering she didn’t even know the man—she hoped that he, out of all these strangers, survived until morning.
“Princess Aurora,” he said in a smoky voice, “I was led to believe that you were not particularly pleasing to the eye. Whoever started that rumor should be flogged.”
She only just managed to stop staggering back at his bluntness. “Really? That’s your opening line?” She touched her mask. “And just which side of my face are you referring to?”
Even Artemis snorted.
Duke Raith’s alluring smile widened, showing off perfect white teeth. “I believe in being honest. And you have been misrepresented. Your face is charming. Both sides of it. Perhaps you will do me the honor of removing your mask.”
“And you spout more nonsense than a court jester.” For all that, she couldn’t resist pulling the half-mask away. She smiled back at him—a real smile, not the fake ones that had made her face ache all evening. “Next, you’ll be telling me that you’ve always liked very tall women.”
Still smiling, Duke Raith canted his head to look at her. “I told you, I believe in telling the truth.”
Ah! So she wasn’t making his pulse race the way his fluid grace was playing havoc with her heart rhythms. The last time a man had caused her such flutters was Zandor, before she’d realized he would never return her romantic affection.
The memory of Zandor’s gentle rejection made her even more cautious.
She gave Duke Raith a pert look. “I look forward to seeing how that honesty translates in the arena.”
All humor vanished.
Duke Raith patted the rapier sheathed to his belt. “I will not fail you. I came here to win your hand and your heart, and that is what I intend to do. In a week, you will be my wife.”
Her flutters picked up speed. She tempered them by asking, “The dukedom of Lorithian is interested in importing coal?”
Duke Raith looked at her blankly. “Coal? Why would we want coal?”
Her eyes widened before she could stop them. He wasn’t here because of trade!
That meant . . . she refused to think of what it could mean. She spluttered. “Fires . . . um . . . does it get cold there in winter?”
Artemis laughed derisively. “Duke Raith, forgive Princess Aurora’s ignorance.” He waved at her. “Aurora, let’s hope the duke thinks your intellect as pleasing as he seems to find your looks. Why else would he risk his life for you?”
The blood deserted her face. To make things worse, her usually sharp wit failed her. With absolutely nothing to say, her mouth opened and closed stupidly.
“It would seem that Princess Aurora has not only been forced to contend with an Infirmity not of her making, but she has also had to cope with a bullying uncle,” Duke Raith’s low, icy voice cut through her humiliation. “It makes me want to—” His top lip curled back, baring those lovely teeth. He hesitated, then his hand drifted to his sword.
“My dear duke, you misunderstand me,” Artemis crooned. “As you will see when you get to know her, my niece is as sharp as a knife.”
That was a backhanded compliment if ever there was one.
But it didn’t matter. For no apparent reason, Raith Krall, Duke of Lorithian, had chosen to defend her against Artemis. Knowing that was worth enduring any amount of ridicule.
Her heart, which had frozen in her embarrassment, now pounded out a ditty. She bobbed Raith a curtsy to show her appreciation and then said, in a low voice, “Please call me Aurora. I hope to hand you the winner’s wreath at the end of this challenge.”
Without waiting for his reply, or for Artemis to follow, she sailed to the stairs leading to the royal box.
Peckle lay curled up on her seat. She tossed him off with a sweep of her hand. He landed on his feet, glared at her, and then hopped up onto the railing overlooking the arena.
With Zandor standing protectively at her back with his bow and arrow ready, Aurora sat and shouted out, “Let the trials begin.”
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Jorah






In his human form, Jorah paused at the spot beyond the broken Guardian, where he had met with Niing and his companions some weeks before. He glared up at the giant with loathing. Back lit against the setting sun, it leered back down at him.
To mock the Magical in their defeat, Nethric had housed his alchemy in hideous caricatures of the Magical that had once ruled this land.
Giants, just like this one, had formed the front lines of the Ryferian infantry battalions. They had kept Ryferia free from foreign invasion for almost a thousand years—
Until we were attacked by our own underbelly.
He swallowed his bitterness. It burned its way down into his gut. There was no forgetting, no forgiving what the Untalented had done to his land, to his people.
And now he was back.
The moment he stepped through that giant’s legs, he would be robbed of his magic, stripped of half his nature—the half in which he was most comfortable.
It would leave him a mere human—as weak as any one of these hapless Ryferians—albeit with enhanced senses. Those senses would help him in the upcoming trials.
Although so much time had passed since he’d last felt the effects of Nethric’s alchemy, he vividly remembered the numbing, bone-crushing power as the Guardians stripped him of his strength.
He had fought on, but it had not been enough.
A young dragon then, he had only recently taken his place on the council. It had made his family a target.
A shudder wracked him; bound and chained in Nethric’s dungeon, he had watched, helpless, as the alchemist’s scum ravaged and then slaughtered Mama and his sisters.
Dragons had long memories; the pain was as raw today as it had been then.
Lila had rescued him. And he would never stop loving her for that.
With a thousand Untalented armed with pitchforks and home-made blades on their heels, they had escaped Ryferia in a rickety boat Lila had stolen from the harbor.
The sea had fought her fire every inch of the way until they passed the line of chain-mail Guardians that warded the coast, and she’d hated it. Ever since then, he’d had an aversion to boats and the sea, too. That was why he’d sent his caravel ahead of him while he’d flown to the trials.
He had arrived later than he had intended.
Jorah loped through the giant’s legs into Ryferia.
His sure steps faltered as the combined power of thousands of Guardians sucked the life force from him. He gasped, buckling at the waist. A stagger, and he fell to his knees.
Like a man drowning in the salty deep, he forced his muscles and bones to straighten, to keep him afloat in this terrible world.
He stood, fighting the shakes quivering his frame. A few deep breaths, and his muscles stilled.
He trudged toward a stone path, fighting to find equilibrium for his gangling limbs. He had always been graceful, moving with stealth and speed. Now it seemed his legs belonged to someone else, while his mind gave them commands they had no willingness to obey.
It was exactly what the Untalented coped with each day as they stumbled through life.
He hated it.
A week. That’s all I have to endure.
The sun burnished the towers and steeples of the palazzo and glinted off the canals in the capital. Much of it was unchanged since he lived in Ryferia. He reached the path, snaking through rosemary scrub on the hillside.
He had always liked rosemary. But today, instead of filling him with its usual heady scent, the rosemary needles were muted, playing at the edge of his usually keen nose. He crushed a twig, but even the oil on his fingers smelled dull.
It’s still better than what the Untalented have. And I don’t need my nose to clobber a few Untalented princes in a sword fight.
He quickened his pace.
Niing had said that the first trial—a sword fight—was scheduled for that evening in the arena.
He grimaced; the arena had been built long before his birth. Nothing more than an elaborate execution block for the Untalented, a succession of councils had used it as a venue to entertain the Magical.
The Untalented had continued that diabolical tradition. The Ryferians loved their blood sports . . . Hence the fight to the death for their princess’s hand.
The path curved around a bend in the hill, robbing him of the view of the city.
A shuffle of feet neared.
From the gait, someone heavy headed his way.
Someone come to check on the Guardian? He hoped not. Having this escape from the city gave him comfort. It would do his psyche no good if the giant was fixed, trapping him in this hellhole.
A man loped into view, well over six feet tall. His jerkin strained, as if his chest had been stuffed full of boulders. Blond end-of-the-day stubble highlighted a cleft chin, while intelligent brown eyes assessed Jorah.
Whatever the man saw made him stumble and his pulse race. He caught himself. “Beautiful evening for a walk.”
With no trace of a disability, Jorah dismissed him as Untalented. “If you say so.”
Those intelligent eyes took on a speculative gleam. “I’m not from around here. Where does this path lead?”
Jorah’s skin crawled. Why, he wasn’t sure, but he knew to obey the signals his body sent him. “Walk it and you’ll find out.” He stopped when he drew next to the man. “Where you from?”
The man’s vague hand wave indicated nowhere. “Up north. I’m here for the trials.”
“Then shouldn’t you be at the trials?”
The man laughed. “Not me, exactly. My brother. I’m his second. Thought I’d get a lay of the land. You never know what they will throw at us at events like this.”
Jorah didn’t bother hiding his frown. “You think Princess Aurora will hold a jousting contest on the side of a hill above the city?”
Another laugh, only longer and louder this time. “If you’re a suitor, you’re probably thinking that my brother stands no chance with a foolish second like me.”
“Your words. Not mine.”
“Well, I won’t keep you.” The man clapped Jorah’s shoulder. The slap seemed overly hard for a friendly gesture. “I want to go and see these Guardians I’ve heard so much about.”
Jorah’s body tensed, ready to attack if the man touched him again.
Perhaps the Guardians and the loss of his magic were making him edgy. Fighting complete strangers on hillsides was not the best way of announcing his return to his old homeland. He forced himself to relax and descended the hill.
The closer he got to the palazzo, the less he could shake the terrible sense of déjà vu that beset him every time he considered the man’s face.
The turn of his nose and the line of his brow were reminiscent of Trojean. If that was her Untalented brother, then Raith had to be here, too.
Just as he had anticipated.
If it was not too late, Niing would have to be persuaded to pair him with the parasite in the sword fight. That was the quickest and easiest way of solving the problem of Trojean’s twin brother.
Missing his wings like never before, he broke into a run for the arena.
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Raith hefted his rapier in one sweaty hand and his parrying dagger in the other. As hard as he tried to keep his expression blank, unbridled fear almost tripped him as he walked to the center of the arena to face his first opponent in the trials. He and Prince Gathroar had drawn the first lots and were the first to fight.
I’m about to die—and there’s nothing I can do about it.
He and Gathroar matched each other in height, but that was where the similarities ended. Thick as a thousand-year-old oak, the brute was decked out in steel plate from head to toe. Not even his eyes peeked out.
And this was the man he had to kill if he was to survive.
Maleficent save me.
His boyhood sword master’s voice rang in his head. Look for weaknesses. And attack first.
Carian had wanted Raith to wear full body armor, but unaccustomed to sparring in plate, Raith had barely been able to move, let alone thrust his rapier with any agility. Even Carian had admitted that a full metal suit would be more of a liability than an asset. They had settled for his usual boiled leather armor.
Now Raith wasn’t so sure. His covering seemed hopelessly inadequate.
Added to that, Gathroar carried a broadsword, heavier, designed for close-up sweeps and cuts, while all Raith wanted was to keep as far away from Gathroar as his rapier would allow.
Farther, if I could. Like back in the brothel in Lorithian.
At least Carian would not be here to see him die. His brother used the cover of the first trial to snoop around the capital to find the higher Magical, the ones whose blood was needed to brew the potion to protect Raith against the Guardians.
A bit pointless when he’d be dead before Carian returned.
Stop it! This is not helping.
Focus on the fight at hand.
It also didn’t help that hunger for magic burned in his gut. The injustice of that wasn’t helping his mood. If the Guardians were to rob him of his powers, the least they could do was to take the craving away, too.
Anger at the entire situation hastened his step.
No matter what happened, he would get a few thrusts in before succumbing to the brute.
Gathroar swaggered toward him, confidence and disdain pulsing in every rollicking step. The man believed himself invincible; that much was obvious.
Perhaps Raith could use that arrogance to his advantage.
He would never defeat Gathroar by skill alone, but maybe he could beat him through cunning and stealth. Incubi had practically invented cunning and stealth.
Gathroar took his position in front of the royal box. He tilted his visor up and swept a flamboyant bow. “Behold your groom, Your Highness,” he called to Aurora. “I vow to present my opponent’s head to you on the end of my sword. His will be the first of a string of bodies I lay at your feet in the coming week.”
Aurora sat straight as a board in her chair. “Thank you for your offer, Prince Gathroar.” The ugly little thing had sweat beading on her forehead and staining her armpits. Still, her voice rang strong. “You will be in good company.” A hand wave at the lanky tabby perched on the railing overlooking the arena. “Peckle never fails to charm me with an endless trail of decapitated mice left on my bedchamber floor. For a reward, he gets to sleep with me, too.”
A cheer of laughter from the crowd.
Even Raith managed a smile. The woman had wit, if nothing else.
Face flushed, Gathroar jerked out of his bow. Clearly, Aurora had knocked some of the wind out of his sails.
The man was a mere buffoon, albeit a strong, powerful one. It gave Raith courage.
Finally, Aurora’s eyes settled on Raith. He could have sworn that they implored him to win.
He nodded and smiled at her. He hoped it didn’t look too self-deprecating. And then he faced Gathroar to exchange the customary greeting.
The man charged, his sword swinging.
Raith’s parrying dagger nearly slipped from his hand. He steadied his grip, sashayed to the side, and followed up with a quick thrust with his rapier at the armor joint in the giant’s armpit.
Gathroar’s blade smashed with rock-breaking force against Raith’s. For a second time, he almost lost hold of the hilt. Thankfully, his rapier was made from the finest tempered steel, but the same could not be said for Raith’s arm—pain jarred all the way up into his shoulder.
Gathroar pressed his advantage, slicing his blade at Raith’s abdomen.
Raith dodged, bringing his parrying dagger clumsily up to deflect the blow. The shorter blade crashed against Gathroar’s sword, diverting it moments before Gathroar could plunge it into Raith’s gut.
Teeth gritted, Raith pushed back on Gathroar’s heavier blade. The man’s arm barely moved, rooted to the spot.
Gathroar deflected, breaking free of Raith’s hold. Again he lunged.
Raith skittered back across the sand. He wasn’t quick enough, and the blade struck his leather-clad arm, the one holding his parrying dagger. The leather buckled as the steel plunged into Raith’s bicep. He cried out, dropping the dagger.
Gathroar kicked it away across the sand, out of Raith’s reach.
A cacophony of cheers, claps, and boos reverberated around the arena.
But instead of following through—the brute could easily have severed Raith’s arm—Gathroar pulled back and laughed with the crowd. He even lifted his visor, exposing the callous disdain in his coal-dark eyes.
“I promised my bride a show,” the brute yelled out. “Game’s just starting. Let’s play some more.”
Another roar from the savage crowd.
Bleeding, Raith steadied his grip on his rapier—and then the full import of Gathroar’s words hit him.
The prince wasn’t planning on a quick victory. None of his swings would result in immediate death. He would go for limbs, slicing them enough to disable, but not to immobilize. He’d go for the abdomen, piercing deep enough to cause pain, but not to kill. Gathroar would torture him long enough to show Aurora and the other suitors that he was top dog, that no one could stand against him.
What would the killing blow be? Would Gathroar swipe his head from his shoulders as he’d promised Aurora? Or would he let Raith bleed out on the sand until his heart had nothing left to pump?
The man’s brutality incensed Raith, flooding adrenaline into his bloodstream. Eyes narrowed, he glowered at his tormentor.
If Gathroar wanted to play dirty, then so could Raith.
He glanced behind him for anything he could use as an additional weapon. The stone wall was bare, except for the flaming torches that lined the arena, spreading light and shadow.
He could use those torches. In fact, if Gathroar wanted a show, he’d have one he never could have anticipated. Or could recover from.
Gathroar roared.
Raith swung around, thrusting his rapier at Gathroar. The man sidestepped, and Raith stumbled. Gathroar drove his advantage, slicing at the wound on Raith’s arm.
Raith winced—and then moaned for effect. He even let his rapier droop in his good hand.
More laughter from Gathroar. “Bride, next time, give me a proper opponent. One worthy of my skill,” he called up to Aurora.
Aurora looked faintly ill as she waved at him halfheartedly.
So confident, the fool even flung his helmet off. He tossed his head back, making his long, dark hair dance. But the hand holding his sword remained steady as it edged Raith back against the wall—straight toward the torches.
Raith let himself be led, offering half-hearted attempts to attack Gathroar. Like a spider luring a fly into its web, he even angled his body so Gathroar could drive him into the torch bracket.
His back crashed into it. He let his rapier drop onto the sand at his feet, where he could grab it quickly if needed.
The crowd roared its delight. Gathroar paused to take a bow.
Raith ripped the torch from its holder and drove it into Gathroar’s face. Driven on wings of fury, he twisted the torch so the burning tar coated the man’s cheeks.
Gathroar yelled, perhaps more in shock than pain, until the stench of burning hair and skin filled the arena. Bellowing like a wounded walrus, he dropped his sword to pat his face.
But steel gauntlets were not designed for stemming fire. Gathroar collapsed to his knees to bury his face in the sand.
Raith scooped up his rapier. He thrust, putting all his strength behind the blow, into Prince Gathroar’s neck. The brute collapsed against the wall, a fountain of blood spraying from a clean puncture through his jugular.
Breath coming in rasps, Raith rocked back on his heels.
He had won his first trial.
But with no magic to reap, this death—his second—was nowhere near as satisfying as his first.
All it did was make him hungry—hungry for the only blood that would appease his craving. He looked up at Aurora, hoping his eyes didn’t expose his lust. Only once he’d sucked her dry could he get at all the Magical blood tickling his senses here in the arena.
Aurora stood and clapped her hands along with the cheering crowd. Not at all put off by his longing.
Behind Raith, stewards busied themselves removing Prince Gathroar’s body.
With his bloody rapier in hand, Raith strode across the arena to the royal box. He bowed to Aurora. “I trust my lady does not object to a suitor who displays more brains than brawn?”
Aurora started, then smiled through her pallor, tinged with sickly green. It seemed Princess Aurora wasn’t as keen for blood sports as he had been led to believe. Somehow he had to use that knowledge to his advantage.
The crowd stilled.
“I look for a consort who is true to his word. You, Duke Raith, promised that you would be triumphant in your sword fight. You have honored your word.” Her voice carried its familiar steadiness, only this time, without the dollop of sarcasm she had used on Gathroar. She gestured to the steps leading to the box. “Please, join me on the stand while the next pair fight.”
It seemed the princess had indeed taken a fancy to him. His incubus power to beguile had not been completely lost after all. He hid his delight; he could definitely use that to his advantage.
He took the stairs at a leap to be greeted at the top by a steward bearing a bottle of tincture and a bandage for his arm.
Raith was about to croon something sweet and meaningless to Aurora when a scuffle at the portcullis leading into the arena caught his eye.
Jorah stood on the threshold.
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 Jorah stared at the royal box in dismay. The man Princess Aurora welcomed to her side with smiles was unmistakably Trojean’s brother. And, curse the timing, he had already fought and won his opening round. As much as Jorah longed to swoop in with his sword to slit the incubus’s throat, even in this kingdom it would be construed as murder.
Not something he could risk.
He turned away from the portcullis to glare at Niing, who shambled over to meet him. “I see Raith Krall is here. Has Princess Aurora been told what danger she’s in, courting him?”
No taller than Jorah’s hips, Niing stopped next to him and glared straight back. “You are late. The reason for that should be the question up for discussion.”
A couple of musketeers strode past them, but they did no more than eye him with interest. They must have realized he was a late-coming attendee.
Niing grabbed Jorah’s sleeve and drew him into the shadows away from the portcullis. “If you had been here at the start, I may have managed to do something with the pairings.” He tossed his hands up. “Now it’s too late for today’s match. I can try again tomorrow, but Artemis is watching me.”
“Why did you send the parasite an invitation?” Jorah challenged. “And why didn’t you turn him away when he arrived?”
He had the pleasure—sour as it was—of seeing Niing deflate.
“The invitation went awry. I would never have invited him. And even if I had been permitted to attend at the harbor, what would I have said to Raith? To Artemis? The Intelligentsia?” Niing replied. “That the man is a known incubus? That his succubus twin sister murdered the Magical in Warrendyte, a community the majority of the Untalented deny even exists?”
“I see your point.” Jorah’s caravel had arrived under the Warrendyte banner, but no one here, other than Niing, would have recognized the sigil for what it was. It was thanks to Niing’s pipeweed smoke that he had lived so long under the influence of the Guardians. The rest of the Magical who had stayed in Ryferia after the war had long since succumbed to the alchemy and the iron.
Niing puffed up on his tiny boots. “Good. Now you need to get into that arena to claim your spot in the tournament. Make sure you fight with more honor than the bloodsucker did, so that Aurora gives you the winner’s wreath.”
Jorah held up his hand. “All in good time. First, what are we doing to warn Princess Aurora about him? She needs to know who and what he is.”
Niing gawked at him. “What in the creation of cats do you mean? Didn’t you listen to anything I’ve been saying?”
Jorah narrowed his eyes, missing his reptilian slits. “Princess Aurora is not Artemis or the Intelligentsia. By your own admission, she is possibly a dryad with enough power to bend every tree and plant in this kingdom to her will. She needs to know that she’s harboring a creature who would happily suck that power out of her.” He wagged a finger at his old tutor. “Make no mistake, Niing, if Raith gets ahold of her power, he will use it against us all. None of us will be safe.”
Niing blew out a long breath. “Do you think I’m not aware of that? But, as Zandor mentioned at our last meeting, Aurora speaks her mind, often before thinking. And it’s worse when she’s under pressure, as she is at the moment. Even tonight she blathered out something about Peckle killing mice for her.”
Jorah had no patience with this nonsense. “Then she needs to learn discretion. Her life, all our lives, depend on it.”
“Indeed. And I have been pleading with her since she first learned to talk. It’s not done me much good. And now? Do you want to risk telling her something so explosive when she has Artemis breathing out threats at her?”
“What’s he on about?”
“He plans to accuse Aurora of murdering her brother. If he succeeds, she will be tried and hanged for treason. We still have no solution to that particular hiccup. Add to that Aurora’s aversion to blood sports and her desperate need for a consort if she is to claim her throne, and we have a very agitated princess. I’m not willing to risk my life—or yours—by telling her about her magic.”
“Then at least tell her about Raith. What’s the point of having that pony, Zandor, guard her, if she invites her biggest enemy to sit by her side?”
“And admit that we are Magical by that revelation? She may be indiscreet, but she’s not stupid. She will quickly piece it all together. And we are back to our starting point.”
Jorah slapped the stone wall, missing his talons. “So we treat her like a child and tell her nothing?”
“Aurora is no child. But yes, we tell her nothing that she can use to incriminate us all. Artemis and the Intelligentsia are Nethric’s whelps. They will not tolerate Magical amongst them. If they knew the true cause of the Infirmity in this kingdom, we would have genocide.”
Jorah was under no illusions about Nethric’s “whelps,” not when his whole family had died at the hands of such people. Raith would not be the only one amongst them sent to the executioner’s block. That didn’t mean that the situation wasn’t infuriating.
Niing patted his arm. “Jorah, this all rests on your shoulders. That is why I wanted you here. You must solve the problem for us by winning her hand in marriage. Once the Guardians are down, the Magical will recover and they will handle Artemis and the Intelligentsia. At the same time, you avenge Lila by killing her equally vile brother. You rid the world of that scourge, too. This is the only way. Trust me, I have devoted many, many months of sleepless nights to pondering this problem.”
It seemed Niing had the same idea as Hedrus. How could Jorah argue when that was his quest here? Still, not to tell Princess Aurora of the danger she faced taxed his honor in ways that made his skin crawl.
He strode across to the portcullis to think on possible solutions.
Two other men had taken their places next to Princess Aurora on the stand. That left two more parings, his and the two fighters battling with each other across the sand. He didn’t have much more time for this argument with Niing. And he knew Niing well; he would have covered every avenue before approaching Jorah.
With time against him, Jorah would not find an answer to counter Niing. “Fine. I will do it your way for now. But trust me, I will be looking for every opportunity to open the girl’s eyes to who and what she is. She deserves that much, given that I will never be the husband she probably wants.”
A sage headshake from Niing. “Beware, my friend, Aurora has a way of turning things on their head. You might soon be discovering who and what you are. I hope you like what you see.”
Jorah snorted his derision. He pulled his sword from its scabbard and started for the portcullis. He stopped before entering the arena. “I suspect that the parasite’s Untalented brother was snooping up at the giant. It will not help if he learns about that escape.”
Niing’s bushy eyebrows danced. “Again, my hands are tied. If I say anything, people will question how I know about the giant. If the giant is fixed, we lose our advantage, too.”
Again, the annoying man was right. “Just keep watch on him. If he wasn’t here tonight, then he and the incubus are clearly plotting some nonsense. We can’t be taken by surprise.”
“I will set Peckle on the task of monitoring the pair. Even if Raith senses our friend’s power, he won’t be threatened by it because he doesn’t know that we can communicate with the cat.”
“Good.” Jorah sighed his distaste. “Now, I have a man to kill.” He stepped through the portcullis into the enormous, open-air space, encircled with the savages crowding stone benches to watch this spectacle.
Not a moment too soon, either, as one of his competition crumpled to the sand.
Looking neither left nor right, Jorah strode to Princess Aurora’s box. He reached it just as the winner took his seat.
Aurora opened her mouth to say something, saw Jorah, and stopped.
He bowed. “Your Highness, Lord Jorah Thalyn at your service. I believe you have a sword fight lined up for me.” He straightened, looking up into the greenest eyes he had ever seen.
Like leaves dancing in the wind, they swallowed and reflected light as she studied him. A small, pale hand absentmindedly brushed a curling tendril of hair the color of autumn ivy from her heart-shaped face.
He had to shake his head to clear the image of this slender, winsome nymph swaying through the trees that covered the hills behind the capital. She had been robbed of the opportunity to pour her soul into those trees in the same way they would have shared their essence with her. In his anger, he gripped his sword tighter.
If for no other reason, he wanted to win this tournament so he could set this frail creature free to embrace the immense force suppressing her.
“You are late, Lord Thalyn,” Princess Aurora said.
“For which I beg your pardon.”
She watched him expectantly, but he wasn’t going to add that he’d delayed because, despite his contract with Sabrisia, he had fought with himself over his disloyalty to Lila every inch of the way.
“Perhaps you can point me to my opponent,” he said.
A silly comment when everyone in the vast arena could see the man and his sword waiting for Jorah. He was about to join him—
“And from where do you hail, Lord Thalyn, that you did not need your caravel to enter the harbor?” she asked.
Jorah smiled grimly. How could he possibly say that he’d flown to the capital because he hated the sea? Also, the last thing he could do was mention Warrendyte. “An isle beyond the Pearl Sea, Your Highness.”
The princess cocked her head. “Well, that’s certainly vague. And mysteriously strange. Do you fight as well as you deflect questions, Lord Thalyn?”
Jorah’s eyebrows shot up. Niing seemed to have a point; the nymph certainly was blunt. He forced a smile. “Perhaps when I’ve won my sword fight, you can take the time to get to know me. I am sure you will find me . . . pleasing . . . despite my mystery.” The words burned his throat—he hadn’t supplicated Lila like this, but here he was sprouting mushy tosh to a stranger.
He turned away from the princess and stomped over to dispatch the man who stood between him and a seat on the royal stand. The same stand where Raith preened.
A quick bow to his opponent. The man dipped to reciprocate. As soon as he straightened and lifted his sword, Jorah struck out at his neck with speed and strength no Untalented could ever hope to match. His razor-sharp blade sliced through the muscle, bone, and sinew like a knife spreading hot butter.
As his opponent’s severed head bounced across the sand, Jorah touched his heart in salute to acknowledge the man’s sacrifice. Amid the roars from the crowd, he wiped his sword on the dead man’s tunic and turned to the royal box.
Princess Aurora gulped. The other men shifted in their seats. Even the incubus looked pale.
What had he done wrong?
“Given the speed with which Lord Thalyn disposed of poor Prince Salatore, I have no choice but to award him the winner’s wreath,” Princess Aurora said.
No choice?
Another of her poor word choices, or had she wanted to give it to someone else?
The mournful look that passed between her and the parasite told him everything. It was the incubus. Had to be. Clearly, just like Jorah still felt vestiges of his keen eyesight, sharp hearing, and agility, which had assisted his swift victory, the parasite also retained some of his talent to beguile.
It would make everything more challenging.
The princess picked up a green-and-gold horseshoe-shaped wreath off a red cushion on a stand next to her. She stood with it in hand.
Laurel and nasturtium. Both victors’ plants.
He gritted his teeth against the nasturtium as she edged toward an open space on the podium, shimmering in her dress.
A red cushion waited at her feet.
“Perhaps you would join me, Lord Thalyn.”
He had to kneel before her to receive the wreath?
His eyes pinched to slits. Not only was it insulting—dragons knelt for no one—it was also a clear message to him and the men on the stand: Princess Aurora may be looking for a husband to help her claim her throne, but that husband would never be more than a consort. That did not suit Jorah’s plans at all—the ones he had staked his life on with Sabrisia.
A quick glance at the scathing faces on the stand, and it was obvious all her suitors had also gotten that message loud and clear.
Unlike him, to whom his honor was fire and breath, none of them would respect the nymph’s wishes once married—until the Guardians came down, and then they would have no choice but to bow to the enormous power crippling her in her human form.
But if Jorah’s pride stopped him acquiescing to her humiliating request to kneel, would Princess Aurora’s magic be enough to quell Raith?
If he failed to kneel, he would be eliminated, of that he was sure. He would return to Warrendyte to face the consequences. No big deal as he had been willing for many months to join Lila in death if Maleficent would just take him.
But now even that was complicated.
In a contest against the remaining three Untalented lords and princes, the Magical incubus would win. With the Guardians down, Raith would beguile the nymph before she would even have the measure of her magic.
Too risky. If protecting the Magical both here and in Warrendyte required him to kneel, then Maleficent knew, the dragon in him would have to suck it up.
That didn’t mean he had to smile as he did it.
Face like stone, he dropped to his knees before her. The fresh, earthy aroma of laurel, twined with peppery, golden nasturtium, hit him as she lowered the wreath onto his head.
Sadness engulfed him. Kneeling at this woman’s feet was wrong, so wrong on every level.
But what alternative did he have? Let Raith win and destroy them all? Lila would never have wanted that.
“Lord Thalyn,” the princess called. “As victor of today’s trial, you are currently first in line for my hand. If you continue to be victorious through the next challenges, we will be wed.” A sly smile. “As we might be uniting our kingdoms, I hope to learn more of your homeland—that isle beyond the Pearl Sea—before that happens.”
He forced a smile as he looked up at her—and then spoke the absolute truth. “I long for the opportunity to tell you everything there is to know about my homeland, Your Highness.” He dropped his voice so only she would hear. “However, it will require that you open your mind to the—how did you describe it? The strange and mysterious.”
The princess’s gingery-red eyebrows spiked, and he braced himself for more of her directness.
“Arise, Lord Thalyn. Please, take your seat.”
Relief flooded him. He stood with alacrity and loped to a chair—next to Raith, the only seat available.
The parasite cringed away from him.
Disdain for the coward settled on Jorah. But instead of dreaming of revenge, face stoic, he focused on the nymph.
“Wine served with honey-and-pistachio pastries will be distributed in the main piazzas in town tonight, and every night of the trials,” she called out to the crowd. “I invite you all to enjoy it with my compliments.”
Laughter and cheering rattled the stands.
The nymph turned to address Jorah and the other men in the royal box. “A feast has been prepared at the palazzo for you, too, to celebrate your victories. If you will follow me, I will lead you there.”
The parasite leaped to his feet, elbowed the pony out of the way, and claimed the spot at the princess’s right.
Zandor glared at Raith as he and his bow and arrow drew even closer to the princess’s heels. Zandor’s protectiveness increased Jorah’s regard for him. The hard-faced bodyguard shot Jorah a challenging look and gestured with his head to the spot on the princess’s other flank.
Jorah couldn’t force his legs to close the gap between them. Also, he wanted a moment alone so he could ditch the terrible wreath scratching his brow.
And to assess his remaining competition.
The other three contenders—strangers to Jorah—tagged along behind Zandor and the princess. One of them, a callow youth with an open trusting face, carried a helmet trailing a red fox tail. He had survived his first battle, but he was so much younger than everyone else.
His kingdom must be bankrupt if he’s here seeking such an alliance.
Not in his wildest imaginings could he glean what had brought the other two to Ryferia.
The taller of them sported a golden acorn sigil on his armor and carried himself with an arrogant swagger born of privilege and splendor. The last contender, a man in his early twenties, radiated a quiet confidence.
The opponent to watch.
The princess stopped and smiled at Jorah. A genuine one, it transformed her freckled face into something strangely appealing. “Lord Thalyn, my dear friend Niing speaks very highly of you. Thus far, all I have seen is a man lethally skilled with a sword. Perhaps you will walk with me and Raith, so I can begin to delve into what it is that my tutor sees that is of such great value in you.”
The woman was priceless. But her forthrightness gave him insight into Niing’s and the pony’s concerns. Their secret truth, bestowed into the nymph’s hand, would not remain a secret for long.
Also, her insistence on calling him Lord Thalyn was beginning to irritate—especially when she addressed the incubus by his first name.
He fell into step with her. “My name is Jorah. Please call me by it.”
“Jorah.” As they walked to a golden carriage waiting in a vestibule in the arena, the princess rolled his name across her tongue. From her slightly scrunched expression, he guessed it didn’t appeal to her.
That was troubling.
Or was it?
It played perfectly into his and Hedrus’s plan to send an emissary here in Jorah’s place once the Guardians came down. He would soon be free. She would probably have no problem with that decision. He twitched a smile in relief.
They reached the carriage. The incubus took the princess’s arm and helped her into it before it even crossed Jorah’s mind to do the honors. The nymph rewarded the parasite with a radiant smile.
“It’s a pleasure to be of service, Aurora,” the parasite crooned.
So he was calling the princess by her first name? And she didn’t seem to object. She must have given him permission. Permission she had not offered to Jorah and, from the startled faces, none of the other suitors climbing into the carriage either. Such favoritism wasn’t going to endear her to any of these men.
Unless she has already decided on him.
Jorah frowned as he took his seat opposite her, Raith, and one other suitor. Her bodyguard leaned against the wall, watching them all.
Niing would have to ensure that his ward kept things fair. Just as Jorah would have to ensure that the incubus died. Hopefully, she would not be too heartbroken when that happened. It would make a marriage to her—even a short one—difficult.
He pushed the worry aside. Once the woman understood who and what Raith was, she would be grateful for the escape.
“I assume, princess, that the sanction to address you by name is bestowed on us all,” the lord with the acorn sigil said.
Pompous ass. But Jorah awaited Princess Aurora’s reply.
A crimson blush and a stutter answered. “Of course, Lord Mahlon! That goes without saying. You are all my suitors.”
Mahlon bowed to her from his seat. “Ah, but only one of us will claim your hand and the riches it will bring.” A sideways glance at Jorah. “I assure you, Aurora, the splendors of Carafey”—a gauntleted hand patted a broad chest—“my dukedom, are no mystery. An alliance between us will swell both of our coffers.”
That explained what this idiot was doing here.
Jorah was familiar with Carafey, if not its heir apparent. The dubious dukedom offered usury to fund risky business ventures. A scheme like these trials would appeal to Mahlon.
The carriage jolted forward.
Squeezed between Mahlon and the callow-faced boy, Jorah settled back in his seat to await the nymph’s reply.
She swallowed. “How . . . delightful a prospect, Lord Mahlon.”
“It is. But of course, you will have to center your court in Carafey. I cannot be doing with all this travel.”
Aurora’s mouth twitched. “Perhaps it is a little premature to start decorating my bedchamber, Lord Mahlon—although I am partial to shades of green and brown.”
A snigger of laughter from everyone except Mahlon. Even the pony’s stern expression faltered.
Aurora looked squarely at Jorah, quite obviously done with Mahlon. “So, Jorah, how do you know Niing?”
Was this impossible line of questioning never going to end?
When Jorah shifted, a smug expression consumed Raith. The parasite must have sensed that the dwarf was Magical. Raith knew how old Jorah was, so it wasn’t a huge mental leap—even for a parasite—to figure that Jorah and Niing had known each other from before the Guardians.
“I hope, Lord Thalyn,” Raith smarmed before Jorah could reply, “that your acquaintance with Aurora’s tutor will not give you any advantages over the rest of us.”
Jorah gritted out, “That is a question you must address to the princess.” He’d be damned if he honored Raith by using his title. “And I assure you, I don’t need any additional advantages. I have all the motivation I need to win this tournament.” His eyes narrowed. “I suggest you prepare to meet Trojean.” He allowed a sharp smile. “Tell her I send my compliments.”
The blood rushed from Raith’s face, and his eyes glittered. “Challenge accepted,” he said into the icy stillness that had settled after Jorah’s declaration. “Tell Lila I send my compliments.”
Now regretting mentioning Trojean—had Aurora affected him with her indiscretion?—it took all Jorah’s self-control to stop from driving his fist into the parasite’s face.
Aurora’s eyebrows rose. “Gentlemen. It seems you know each other. Your meeting and your shared acquaintances—both women, if I read the names correctly—sound like they would entertain us all on our short trip to the palazzo. Pray, do tell.”
Jorah’s mouth snapped closed, leaving it to the parasite to reply; he was, after all, tied by exactly the same restraints on mentioning magic that Jorah was.
“You are mistaken, princess,” Raith said stiffly. “Lord Thalyn and I met for the first time tonight. However, my sister and his lover once had a run-in. It did not end well—for either of them.”
His lover! Jorah groaned.
Aurora’s insightful green eyes alighted on him. “Your heart is engaged elsewhere?”
“My heart is mine to give to whomever I choose.”
Aurora studied him for a long moment. Did she know he would never be hers? Even the pony glowered at him.
But Jorah would not lie to this woman. She deserved better than that.
Aurora nodded. “I will act accordingly.”
The carriage drew to a stop, and a groom threw open the door. The pony helped Aurora down before any of her suitors could offer.
Artemis and Niing waited at the steps leading into the palazzo. Beyond the doors, Keahr, the fae, hovered.
Jorah and the other contenders headed into the banqueting hall.
“My lords, I have much to think upon tonight,” Aurora said instead of accompanying them. “Please follow my uncle, Lord Artemis. He will lead you to your reward.”
Artemis’s mouth dropped, but he quickly snapped it closed. “Of course, Aurora. It is as well that your suitors know that you are weak and sickly. It will hone their thoughts as they go forward with the trials. There is still time for them to pull out if they find the prize . . . undesirable.”
Aurora flushed and stumbled. Only Zandor’s firm hand stopped her falling.
Jorah’s fists clenched, both at her obvious embarrassment and at her uncle’s brutality. He stepped toward Artemis to challenge him—and was astonished to see the parasite at his side.
“Artemis,” the incubus hissed. “This is the second time tonight that you offend. I don’t suggest you make it a third. Not if you wish to have a place in this kingdom once Aurora takes her throne.”
Artemis blanched. “And I am to assume that you intend to be at her side?”
“Not only do I intend to be at her side, but I also plan to rid this kingdom of all who would oppress the Infirm. There is no place in the world for that kind of hate.”
Aurora stared up at Raith with doe eyes. “You have tapped into my greatest desire. I truly hope you will win.” She bobbed him a curtsy. “My lords, I bid you all good night.” She and her entourage—including Niing—swept from the hall.
Jorah shook his head in despair.
He had grossly underestimated the incubus. He would have to up his game if he was to destroy Raith as he had committed to Sabrisia—and to all the Magical—to do.
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“I can’t do this,” Aurora said, her bedchamber door swinging closed behind her. “Not the way my bloodthirsty countrymen want it to be.”
She flopped onto her bed as Niing, Keahr, and Zandor took their usual spots in her room. Only Peckle was conspicuous by his absence. He was probably in the banqueting hall, cadging treats. Aurora had to fight the urge to check beneath the sheets for severed heads.
Niing stoked his pipe. “It’s a bit late for regret, my princess. Five men died tonight for you. That seals your bargain with the rest of them. You cannot let Artemis put you off.”
She wrung her hands. “I know. And please don’t remind me of those deaths. I will have nightmares for the rest of my life over that tragic, pointless waste.” She breathed deeply on Niing’s smoke to calm her nerves. “I cannot sit through more of that, smiling like I think it’s okay that these men slaughter each other. There has to be a way that satisfies the law without all this.”
She didn’t add that the prospect of Raith winning any more battles that required swords, bow and arrows, or cudgels was so remote as to be preposterous. And she needed him to win.
Jorah, Niing’s hopeful, not only scared her with his killing precision, but he was distant, evasive, and clearly loved someone else. Why Niing had suggested him, she would never know.
Perhaps he didn’t know about Lila.
After all, how could he, when Niing lived here and Jorah somewhere on an isle across the Pearl Sea?
Either way, marrying Jorah was not an option.
As for the others . . .
Prince Coven was so young; she would be marrying a boy if he won—as unlikely as that was. In reality, she would end up with his death on her conscience, too.
Lord Lardel was another enigma. He had barely exchanged more than two words with her. All she knew about him was that he’d been only a little slower in killing his opponent than Jorah had been.
And as for Lord Mahlon . . . She shuddered.
Raith was the only one of the group she could conceive of marrying and being happy with for the rest of her life.
So, things had to change.
She stood and walked to her little balcony to think.
The stars were bright in the velvet sky. Water tinkled in a hundred fountains and lapped against the canals. From the banqueting hall, she caught snatches of laughter. Farther afield, people reveled on free wine.
She was the only person in the capital who was miserable tonight.
And the seconds and families of the men who died in this terrible travesty.
Raith’s words came back to her: I trust my lady does not object to a suitor who displays more brains than brawn?
How had he known her deepest desire for these trials? A desire she had been too afraid to voice in the planning because she hadn’t wanted to fall foul of Artemis and the Intelligentsia.
From the start, she had wanted a series of tests that required wit and intellect to conquer, not brute force. The same wit and intellect it would take to beat Artemis and the Intelligentsia. The same wit and intellect that would make her fall in love with one of her suitors—and remain so for the rest of time.
Mind made up, she spun to face her friends. “I’m changing the way the trials are structured. We will shift them to the burrow. To my garden. They will need to know about the things I love in order to win my hand. Also, there will be no more unnecessary bloodshed—lest it be by the poorest of luck.”
She hoped Raith knew about plants and potions. She bit her lip; if he didn’t, she could always give him a few pointers. A flush of red lit her body. It wouldn’t be cheating—not really, would it?
Niing’s face lightened, and his eyebrows bobbed. He brought them under control. “I think we need more details before we do anything rash. Artemis will not allow this. The people and the Intelligentsia will want to be entertained. And your suitors agreed to come based on a promise of blood sports.”
She sighed.
What does it matter what Artemis and his cronies think? They will try to execute me whatever I do.
“The Intelligentsia have free wine and food for that. And as for the suitors—if any of them don’t like it, they can leave.” That seemed cruel and ungracious, but it was better than having them die needlessly.
“And Artemis?” Niing asked.
As for Artemis . . . Niing was right. There was no way Artemis would let her change the trials, even if she did decide to follow her heart.
But then again . . .
At Lazard’s send-off, she hadn’t waited for Artemis’s permission to speak. She’d acted as she always did—speaking first and thinking later—and he’d been unable to do a thing about it.
She could use that great “failing” now to her advantage.
She wouldn’t bother asking. Instead, she would just do it. Any other way, Artemis would offer a hundred objections. He could even call in the Intelligentsia to support him.
Better to hand them a fait accompli. That way, if Artemis challenged her, he would be the one who ended up looking like a fool for being out of touch with things—the way he had at Lazard’s send-off. She had humiliated him, and he wouldn’t want to risk that again.
But would that risk outweigh his will to uphold the law?
She bit her lip. No, to Artemis, saving face was most important. He would rather let her get away with breaking the law than look like a fool before the Intelligentsia, whose support he relied on. He would bow to appearances.
In theory, anyway.
But she couldn’t forget that the last time she’d defied him, he’d killed a little boy and left his remains in her bed as a warning. Rinlin.
If Artemis wanted to punish her this time, whose life would be at stake? Hers? The suitors’ lives? Would someone die?
But letting this needless killing and violence go on was just as unthinkable. Left as things were, another four men would die needlessly in the arena. She couldn’t let that happen out of fear that Artemis might kill someone as punishment.
“No matter what, I can’t let this continue,” she said. “I’ll surprise Artemis with the change of plan, and he’ll have no choice but to let it happen, lest he look foolish to the Intelligentsia.”
“You’re relying on his vanity to exceed his will to uphold the law?” Niing asked. “Knowing Artemis, it could work.”
She set her sternest face. “I’m determined, Niing. This is my one shot at happiness and at finding a consort I can trust. I have to put these men through trials that matter—to me. Even if it causes more trouble in the short term.” She looked to Keahr and Zandor to back her up.
“I want you to be happy, and for that, you need someone equally as special,” Keahr said. “What do you think of Jorah?”
“He’s a complete ass,” Zandor answered first. “And by that, I also mean a donkey crossed with a horse.”
Niing scowled at Zandor and then opened his mouth to speak.
Aurora waved him to silence. As handsome as Jorah Thalyn was, he had a quiet menace that frightened her in a way no one else ever had. It wasn’t just the speed with which he had killed his opponent; it ran deeper. The big man radiated power and danger from every pore. Embarrassed to admit that, she said, “Zandor is right. Jorah arrived late. Barely smiled. Talked in riddles. Got into an argument with Raith. And has or had a woman he’s still in love with. Sorry, Niing, but he’s off the table. I have no interest in marrying him.”
Niing sent out a billow of smoke. “That is a great sadness. Despite all your concerns—valid ones—he would make you a fine husband.”
“But if he’s in love with someone else?” Keahr’s rasping voice.
Sadness settled like a shroud over Niing. “His sweetheart died a year ago. He’s still hurting, but Jorah has a great capacity to love—born out of honor and loyalty. Once he comes to know and honor you, his heart will follow. His loyalty will then be yours until the day you die.”
“And beyond, it would seem,” Aurora said, unconvinced. “How do you even know him? And who is Trojean?”
A long pause while Niing drew on his pipe. “Trojean is dead. Like Lila. She was Raith’s twin sister.”
Aurora’s stomach knotted. She slumped down onto her bed. Knees up, she tucked her dress over her feet. “What happened?”
An even longer pause. “I’m not sure of all the details. I had not met Raith before today, and as you say, Jorah does not share easily.”
Keahr’s face twisted with worry. “I know you favor Raith, but I think he fought dishonorably. It was supposed to be a sword fight. Nowhere in the rules did it say he could use fire. As for Coven and Mahlon—well, the less said, the better. Lardel is an unknown.” A shrug. “My bets are still on Jorah.”
Aurora tapped her toes with her fingernails. Even if Keahr was right about Raith, he’d used his intelligence to survive. Brains over brawn. “Look, none of this matters. Not when I have to create a new set of trials by morning.”
Zandor grinned at her. “I’m assuming they will involve some of the nastier plants in your gardens.”
Aurora smiled. “That you can count on.”
Niing tapped his pipe against his boot. “I find myself in favor of the plan, my princess. Let’s put our heads together to scheme.” He smiled at Aurora. “I’m sure between the two of us we can come up with a few dastardly challenges to shift the real gold from the pyrites. You will end up with the very best husband—one who loves plants and alchemy almost as much as you do.”
She grinned back at him. “I love that idea and that analogy.”
For the first time since the trials had been announced, her heart sang. By the end of the week, she would have a consort who not only shared some of her passions, but one canny enough to stand at her side against her enemies.
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Raith sat with Carian amid a clutter of leftover lunch dishes at a table in the banqueting hall. They were not the only ones to linger. All the courtiers who had gathered for the meal still slouched at their tables. They, too, awaited Aurora to announce the start of the next trial.
“Ginger is late,” Carian grumbled.
As if Raith needed the reminder.
A lanky tabby cat, which had filched tidbits all through the meal, lay curled up on the bench next to Carian.
Even in this magic-dulled world, Raith’s nose tickled at the magic emanating off the gangly thing.
It deepened his cravings, even though a lifetime of supping on such trinket magic told him that he would get little satisfaction from feeding off the cat—even if he could.
That the cat chose to sleep so close to him—usually the Magical knew exactly what he was and instinctively avoided him—was ample evidence that its stunted magic would not satisfy him.
“I’m talking to you,” Carian hissed. “At least acknowledge that you heard me.”
“Just be patient. She’ll get here eventually.” Raith kept his face and attitude passive. Aurora wasn’t the only one he had to fool. She and her abusive uncle likely had spies watching every contender.
Still, he swallowed a sigh of irritation and pulled at his leather breastplate. Like every other contender, he wore his full body armor—such as it was. Hopefully during this trial, no one would attempt to turn his head into a ham. As it was, his bandaged arm, where Gathroar had cut him, throbbed.
It was a small price to pay to be alive.
“I heard talk the next trial will be a joust,” Carian said.
Raith’s stomach knotted. Jousting had never been his strength. He worried his lip with his teeth. In his gums, his fangs ached. He tried to ignore it and focused on his competition.
Mahlon’s armor clanged as he paced across the checkered marble floor. Lardel leaned against the banqueting hall wall, asleep for all appearances. Coven sat alone, picking at the ridiculous red fox tail hanging off his helmet.
At the table opposite them, Trojean’s killer sat with his powerful arms folded across his chest. He hadn’t stopped staring at Raith since arriving here almost two hours ago.
Raith shuddered.
The dragon was a formidable opponent. Raith may have won the word tussle last evening in the carriage, but he was under no illusions—not even his hatred of the man was enough to hide his fear at the prospect of facing Jorah in a mundane battle.
If I had my full powers to beguile, even Jorah would fall under my trance.
But he didn’t have his full powers, even if Aurora seemed to swoon under his sultry gaze.
Reality—and honesty—hit him like a punch.
Not even Trojean had managed to beguile Jorah. The dragon had torn into her despite her enormous power, gleaned from the dozens of Magical she had supped on. Including Lila.
So, beating Jorah in a clean fight was out of the question.
He whispered to Carian, “We need a plan for the dragon.”
“I’m working on it,” Carian whispered back. “Walk with me.” He stood and headed over to the open glass door on the other side of the hall from Jorah and the other suitors.
The cat lifted its head and watched as Raith followed Carian.
Once they were alone, Carian said, “Get a grip, Raith, for Maleficent’s sake. Every time you look at Jorah, you go pale. You can’t show your weakness.”
“Easily said. You don’t have to fight him for your life. Even if by some miracle I make it past the other three, Jorah will kill me before I have time to piss myself.”
Carian leaned in closer. “I didn’t bring you here to die. You were smarter than Gathroar. Do it again with Mahlon, Coven, and Lardel. Ginger seemed to like it, from what you tell me.”
“And Jorah? What bright ideas do you have to offer me for dealing with him?”
A long pause from Carian. “If you draw him in a trial, we pull you out of the tournament. Let him have the ginger bitch.”
Raith’s eyes bulged. “You’ve lost me. How does that help?”
“You can stay here until the wedding is over. By then, I will have brewed the potion we need—I already have a list of Magical I intend to pick off. Before Jorah can take down the Guardians, you will drink the brew—and then you strike. By the time Jorah realizes what’s happened, you will have reaped so much magic, he will be powerless against you.”
Raith let out a long sigh of relief. “When will you start brewing it?” He gulped against his craving. “And I need more of the smoke, too. The hunger is killing me.”
Carian turned his back on the crowd. “Let’s meet beyond the Guardians after the trial today.” Last evening, Carian had mentioned that he had found a broken Guardian, the one Jorah had arrived through. “I’ll bring you the body parts of the Magical I collect for the blood potion. A double whammy—you get the immediate magic fix you need, and I get the blood to create the potion.”
“I’ll be there.” Raith closed his eyes. “If I make it through the torment Ginger has lined up for me today.”
Carian touched his face with a cool finger. “Stop giving into such gloomy thoughts.”
Aurora appeared at the double doors leading into the hall. Raith was saved from responding to Carian’s burble.
It was only when the ugly little thing and her stony-faced bodyguard wove through the bowing courtiers to the tables where the other contenders gathered that he noticed that the cat had vanished from its spot on the bench.
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Aurora’s heart beat like a kettledrum. Her suitors—the four who sat waiting for her—looked at her with faces ranging from stoic boredom—Jorah, with his arms folded across his chest—to rank annoyance, the scowling Lord Mahlon. Lord Lardel and Prince Coven merely looked expectant as they watched her approach.
She glanced around for Raith.
He and his second headed her way. She spared Raith a tentative smile.
He smiled back at her, his compelling, dark eyes enfolding her like an embrace.
It warmed her, making her want to twirl for him. She fought the extraordinary urge. Twirling was not how she usually spent her time.
“My lady,” Lord Mahlon shouted out, “do you purposefully insult us by neglecting us at every meal? This cannot be so when we are wed.” He pointed at the vast gold clock with its aquamarine face dominating the end of the hall. “And I will expect better punctuality. It does not serve a woman to keep a man waiting.”
“Lord Mahlon, if we are to marry, you will find that I am often both late and always out of breath. Aside from speaking fluent sarcasm, they are defining characteristics.” She turned bluntly away from Lord Mahlon and addressed her other suitors. “I apologize for my neglect, the reason for which shall soon become clear.”
It wouldn’t, because she had no intention of telling any of them—except perhaps Raith, because his beautiful face begged confidences—that, thanks to her uncle, she feared to eat with them in her own palazzo.
In reality, with a possible death sentence hanging over her, Artemis didn’t need to poison her.
But she wasn’t taking any chances. Since the start of all this business, she had taken all her meals in the burrow with Niing, eating food he had made for her.
Every eye focused on her, and she drew a deep breath. Artemis and the Intelligentsia would not be happy with the change of venue and schedule for today’s event. But these were her trials, and she could do with them what she liked.
Or so she hoped.
She glanced over at the table where Artemis sat with his cronies. They all watched her.
Waiting for me to mess up.
It was time to throw caution to the wind and enact her plan.
Her fingers clawed at her dress, a vital clue in the coming trial, leaving sweaty print marks on the violet silk. It couldn’t be helped.
“I know we summoned my suitors here for games of skill in the arena, but after last evening, there has been a slight change of plan,” she announced loudly, so even the deafest Intelligentsia could hear her.
A ripple of comment from the Ryferians, but silence from her watchful suitors—even Lord Mahlon.
“Even though I am as proud of my traditions as any Ryferian in this hall, I do not wish to see any more unnecessary bloodshed in my name or for my hand. From here on, the trials will be displays of intellect and stealth, not games of war.”
A quick glance at Artemis. His face resembled molten steel. He sat on the edge of his seat. Poised to leap up and challenge her?
He had better not!
But her heart raced. Had she misjudged him? Her eyes cast around the room, but his cronies watched her, not him. Did that mean that they thought she had his approval?
“So what do you and Artemis have in store for us, Princess?” one of them shouted. “It better be as exciting as the sword fight.”
A ripple of laughter.
The Intelligentsia had bought it!
She risked a glance at Artemis. He sank back in his seat without a word of protest.
Outmaneuvered, you rotten snake! It gave her hope for all her dealings with him.
She turned to the men who really mattered.
Raith hissed; it was followed by a smile. Relief radiated from him like light from a morning sunrise. It confirmed her decision to change the rules.
Again, she resisted the urge to smile back at him.
Lord Mahlon slapped his hand on the table, rattling the golden crockery. “Others may quail, but I do not. I am equal to any challenge you may present.”
For the fifth time since she had met Lord Mahlon, she had to fight the urge to march down the stone steps and show him her right hook, followed by a well-deserved neck-wringing. Instead, she ignored him and let her eyes rove to Prince Coven and then to Lord Lardel.
Prince Coven gnawed his lip, looking uncertain.
Lord Lardel stood and took a step toward her. “That’s not what I signed up for. I’m a fighter, not a tactician.”
She looked him in the eye. “I am sorry for that. I really am. If you wish to withdraw, I will understand. But I cannot squander any more precious lives in this quest.”
“So how will the eliminations work?” Jorah called from his table.
She braced herself for another discussion with the terrifying blond man. “A good question. The last man who completes the trial loses. If anyone does die—these trials are still dangerous—there will be no elimination.” She addressed the courtiers. “Unlike our usual sports, many of the trials will be impossible to watch, so the winner’s wreath will be awarded in the arena for all to see.”
Another ripple of protest.
She shouted above it, “Even if the burrow and gardens where most of the trials will be held were big enough for all of you, which they aren’t, they are dangerous places. I would not want to risk your lives any more than I do my suitors’.”
Perhaps saying the burrow was dangerous was a little stretch of the truth, but she wasn’t having all these boots stomping over her gardens—especially the poison garden she had chosen for this trial.
Some heads nodded, others twittered together in obvious displeasure. How would she cope with all this dissent when she was queen?
Jorah stood. Tall, devastatingly handsome in the most intimidating way imaginable, he drew every eye in the hall as he walked over to her. He carried himself with the grace of one of the big cats—predatory.
“So, the first man to finish each trial wins? The last one is booted out,” he said, louder than necessary. To quell the protest? If so, she was grateful.
She looked up into his piercing blue eyes. “Yes. Exactly that. And the man who wins the final trial wins my hand.” Unable to bear looking into the depths of those seemingly all-knowing orbs, she faced Lord Lardel. “You will still be risking your life, but no one will be purposefully out to kill you. If you fail—or die—it will be of your own making.” Her fists clutching her dress tightened. “It’s my greatest hope that I don’t have to send any more coffins to families for burial.”
Lord Lardel tapped his dimpled chin with the hilt of his sword. Then his eyes roved the banqueting hall, taking inventory of the lavish furnishings. “I will stay and compete.”
A crass but obvious motive. She gave him a sick smile. “Then I extend my usual welcome.” She turned her back on him and started for the door before anyone else could object. “Please, follow me to the burrow. The trial awaits you.”
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 Jorah and his fellow competitors followed Aurora, her pony, and the fae across a long-forgotten but still familiar piazza that led to Niing’s burrow. Only now it was lined with Guardians.
Sweat beaded Aurora’s face and stained her brocade dress as she trudged past the foul constructs. It didn’t stop the silvery-purple flowers in the silk from shimmering as her skirts swayed. Despite her obvious discomfort, the dress and the color suited her.
But not even she struggled as much as Keahr. The fae’s breath rasped and gurgled with every step she took. Only the centaur showed no obvious sign of his Infirmity.
Behind them, courtiers trailed, despite Aurora’s blunt announcement that they weren’t welcome.
Jorah suppressed a smile of admiration. The princess might be frail and her latent beauty marred by those unfortunate freckles on her pale skin, but she was a force to be reckoned with. He had watched Artemis during her radical speech. Clearly trembling with fury, the man had kept his mouth shut.
Score one for Aurora.
Now it was up to Jorah to ensure that the devious cretin didn’t find a way of hitting back at the nymph. Jorah narrowed his eyes at the notion.
A task for Peckle. To keep watch on her uncle, too.
As far as Jorah could tell, the cat had done a good job of monitoring Raith and Carian during lunch and while the two of them had whispered at the glass doors.
He and Peckle had a rendezvous beyond the Guardians planned for that evening. He looked forward to hearing what the cat had discovered.
The only person Jorah had yet to see today was Niing. No doubt he’d played a part in this change of tactics. Centering the trials in the burrow could only benefit Jorah—not that he needed help to beat Raith in a fair fight.
But incubi didn’t fight fair. It wasn’t in their nature or in their design.
As for the rest of the contestants, Jorah snorted in derision. One of the perks of living so long: He was smarter than every man in this city combined. He could cut a man down just as easily as he could work out any riddles Princess Aurora could have set.
He smiled. Except for Niing. No one is smarter than he.
The piazza ended at an astonishing solarium made of wrought iron and glass. A new addition to the landscape, the vast hall, designed to trap heat and sunlight, stood over the tunnel to Niing’s burrow.
Aurora led them inside. Jorah—everyone—gaped.
The checkered marble floor was devoid of features except for line upon line of square holes where each alternative tile should have been. Jorah was about to investigate the closest hole when the pony grabbed his arm.
“Let’s all stick together, shall we?” Zandor suggested in a voice that brooked no argument.
Jorah sighed, but didn’t resist when Zandor pulled him back into the crowd threading down the stairs into the burrow, mouth puckered. While supposedly allies, Zandor didn’t seem to have much time for him.
As long as the pony kept Aurora safe, that was all that mattered.
The air in the burrow hung like a veil, heavy and moist. The second his boot alighted on the worn stone floor, a rush of familiar and much-loved smells and memories made his nostrils flare. A forgotten sense of childhood happiness wrapped a warm embrace around him. He had spent so much time here as a youngling with Niing.
But those heady earthy aromas were mingled with something new: dried and fresh plants hung from the roof above the familiar alchemy bench, where Niing had specialized in working with minerals. Some plants he recognized by their scents; others were unfamiliar—perhaps Aurora had introduced them into this special world. He liked the additions.
Niing waited at the alchemy table. Face inscrutable, the old dwarf nodded a welcome to his visitors.
Jorah didn’t offer much more in return. His relationship with Niing had already drawn unwanted attention. As it was, he sensed Raith smirking behind him. Would the parasite say anything?
Before he could, Aurora swept down one of the many chiseled stone passages that branched off the homely middle of Niing’s burrow, looking decidedly happier to be out of the sun and in the cool underground cove.
Jorah—and everyone else—had to stoop to follow her.
Amid mutters of displeasure from both his competition and the courtiers, some of the spectators peeled away.
Shuffling on his haunches, he tried to remember where this particular passage led, but it had been too long since he’d explored this old mine.
Niing, his brothers, and their fellow dwarfs had used their magic to dig for gold. When Nethric came, all that had changed. Left on his own and with no magic to aid him, Niing had largely hung up his picks and shovels. The flecks glittering in the rocks must have taunted him daily.
Onward the tunnel wove.
Just when Jorah was sure his burning calves would seize up, the passage opened up into a huge cavern.
A verdant jungle of plants, trees, and flowers of every hue crammed into the humid space. Moss and vines crawled up the walls, while the ceiling was hung with trailing ferns. Soft light filtered down, highlighting narrow paths winding through the undergrowth.
He wasn’t the only one to gasp. How this marvel existed in what was once a dusty mine enthralled him. How had Aurora created this underground paradise? He looked up, and his keen eyes caught the gleam of tiny mirrors moving on hydraulic cogs to catch the sunlight, presumably from those holes in the solarium floor.
He smiled his approval. Aurora may not have had access to her magic, but she hadn’t let a “small” impediment like that stop her from manipulating the plants she should have controlled.
Aurora spread her arms wide. “Welcome to your challenge.”
She smiled. In Raith’s direction.
Jorah wanted to scowl, but a long life had taught him the art of looking bored.
“I call this my poison garden,” she said. “Some plants will kill you at the touch. Others, if you eat them. Many will cause hallucinations. Some will just make you sick. A few will even make you mad. Be careful of what you touch. Or how you breathe.”
Jorah’s eyes roved across the closest plants with more focus. Frangipani, moonflowers, and asparagus ferns tumbled in profusion just a few feet from him.
That was just the beginning.
Aurora continued. “There is one exception. I have planted something totally innocuous in various spots in the garden for this trial. Your task is to bring me a single flower from this plant.”
That should be easy enough, as long as she hadn’t grafted a new creation he wouldn’t recognize. He glanced at his competition. From the mix of perplexed and doubtful expressions, they weren’t as sanguine as he was.
“You have until the sun goes down. The first to bring me the correct plant wins this challenge. The last man out of the garden will be eliminated.”
Coven raised a tentative hand. “Can we work together?” His eyes flitted left and right.
No one engaged with him.
Aurora smiled. “To answer Prince Coven, you will each enter the garden through a different path, so if any of you were considering following someone to copy them, forget that half-witted plan.”
Coven’s eyebrows bobbed, and a red flush infused his face.
Aurora barreled on in her usual, inimitable way. “You do have one clue, however. And it’s right in front of you. Let’s see how many of you are smart enough to see it.”
Something in the nymph’s tone drew Jorah’s attention. He trailed his eyes down her willowy form, clad in her lavender-colored dress.
He almost laughed.
Violet. Not lavender.
And there, shimmering in the brocade, were silvery-violet flowers to confirm his assumption.
Satisfied he knew exactly what he was looking for, Jorah smirked at the mixture of fear and confusion radiating off his competition as they scanned the garden for clues. Their panic served them right; all they had to do was look at the woman they were here fighting each other to marry.
Raith’s eyes were everywhere but on her. Hopefully, she noticed.
Mahlon and Lardel fingered their steel armor. It would be little help in locating a tiny plant in this vast jungle of threat.
“You have five minutes to prepare yourselves, and then the trial begins. I wish you all luck.” She turned to leave.
Her entourage followed her.
Jorah spent his five minutes leaning against the stone and picking his nails, missing his talons.
And listening to the others.
Coven’s fox-tail helmet dropped to the floor, forgotten. Hands tearing at the lacings of his armor, he shouted at his squire to fetch his leathers.
He wouldn’t have time to change.
Mahlon’s face looked as if it would catch fire at any moment, and a vein pulsed in his forehead. “I know nothing about plants,” he shouted to his second, despite his earlier bravado.
Raith and his brother huddled together on their own. Jorah’s sharp ears caught snatches of their conversation.
“This is good,” Carian was saying. “You don’t have to fight.”
“No. I just have to navigate a garden of death while looking for a stupid flower,” Raith hissed. “Maleficent’s eyes, the least she could have done was give us a clue that meant something.”
“All you have to do is survive. She said that if someone dies in there, there would be no elimination. Your only priority is coming out alive.”
“And what if no one dies? What then?”
Carian stepped closer, whispering low. Jorah didn’t need to hear him to guess what was suggested. Killing someone.
A musketeer bellowed, “Your time is up. Please pick a path into the garden.”
Jorah strolled to the closest path, feeling Raith’s eyes burning a hole in his head. Without a backward glance, he stalked into the undergrowth. He had a flower to find and a trial to win.
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That little ginger-haired bitch.
Raith stood in the very center of his narrow pathway, breathing heavily in the dankness. The air hung like a wet blanket around him, drawing sweat from his pores. It made his leathers stick to him like wine to linen.
Squealing metal sounded behind him. Musketeers swung a wrought-iron gate across his pathway and padlocked it closed, trapping him in the lethal garden.
He swallowed hard. With no mask or helmet, his face was unprotected. He pulled his tunic up over his nose and mouth. His hands he kept high in the air. While a few streaks of light sparkled from above, the light was primarily dark and blue.
Ahead of him, the ground was laden with bright-blue-and-orange mushrooms. Goo dripped from their waxy stems.
A large tree Raith didn’t recognize sent its roots sprawling through the undergrowth, waiting to trip him into the murk. New saplings sprouted up through the moss along their length. A wooden swing hung from the tree’s lower branches, poison ivy curling around the rope. Strangle weeds clung to everything a foot off the ground.
At eye level, fireflies hung like stars around him.
One landed on a dark purple flower.
Its glow went out.
I’ve stepped into a fairytale—of the worst kind.
Only this wasn’t magic. And his magic could do nothing to help him here.
Raith had hoped Aurora’s changes would work to his advantage. Now he knew that was too much to hope for.
Instead of having Jorah remove his head with an axe, his mind would be filled with hallucinations and poisons until one of them killed him.
Just concentrate on finding the flower.
It struck him that Aurora had worn a purple-colored dress. That could have been the clue. There were at least four different purplish flowers within arm’s reach of him. Hers could be any one of them.
They looked innocuous enough, but what did he know, when his interest in plants stopped at the vegetables on his dinner plate? He didn’t even like those much.
He grimaced at Carian’s solution to this challenge: forget the flower and concentrate on finding another contestant—and then kill him. That way, Raith’s place in the next trial was guaranteed.
Raith wasn’t ready to consider such a final option unless absolutely necessary.
Crunching into the mushrooms, he was grateful for his knee-high boots as he set off down the path.
A squeak above his head made him jump.
He searched the mossy ceiling for the source.
A mirror winked down at him.
“Ginger is clever,” he muttered to himself.
And most definitely a dryad, given what she had created here.
Raith looked at the foul garden with greater appreciation; soon all this power, and more, would be his.
I certainly won’t use it to make gardens.
Treading lightly, he continued along the winding path—until his feet slid on slick mud.
A large pond, almost a dam, lay across the path. Lily pads the size of Raith’s bed and as thick as bone, dotted the dark glimmering surface. Pink and white lilies the size of a giant’s hand bobbed, intertwining with reeds. He stared into the depths of the lake between the lily pads, but the dark waters hid its secrets well.
He walked along the muddy bank to find a way around the pond, but every turn he took was blocked by lethal-looking shrubbery. Reluctantly, he returned to the lake’s edge. Sweat broke out on the back of his neck.
The only way across was via the pads.
They’re poison, too, he reminded himself as he stepped gingerly onto the closest one. It dipped a little, but didn’t drop below the surface. He bounced lightly on the balls of his feet to test its rigidity.
It held firm.
Foot shaking, he stepped onto the next lily pad, trying not to look over his shoulder. He couldn’t help it. He gulped as the gap between him and the shore widened.
With no alternative but to keep moving, he bunched his hands at his sides and leaped onto the closest one.
The water rippled at the force, some splashing onto his boots.
He prayed to Maleficent, a goddess he didn’t even truly believe in, that the water wasn’t some nasty poison concoction. When his boots didn’t start dissolving, he breathed deep in relief.
He jumped again—just as a great green-and-red mouth chomped down where he had been standing moments before.
It was all he could do not to scream as he toppled over into the lake in his shock.
He struggled beneath the surface, yelling bubbles in the tepid water.
That way led to death.
He snapped his mouth closed and forced his way up, only to collide with the slimy underside of the lily pad. Nails scraping against the algae, he pulled himself to the edge of the confounded plant.
His head broke above the water, and he gasped in a breath. The cloying air settled like lead in his choking lungs.
Still hanging onto the lily pad, he coughed and spluttered.
The giant plant dropped the gnarled lily pad Raith had been standing on from its throatless mouth.
He knew this plant. Or rather, what he thought it was. It should have been the size of a fingernail, designed to trap flies, yet this could hold a fully grown man in its leathery jaws.
What kind of woman was Aurora to grow something so vile?
If it had caught him, he could have struggled as much as he liked, but the poison and the strong jaws would have defeated him without fail. Once the plant had sucked him dry, it would have dropped his shriveled corpse with no regard for the man he had been.
Rather like an incubus with his prey.
The irony would have made him laugh, if he hadn’t spotted a dozen more of the deadly things, which had risen from the water to crowd the lily pads in the hope of a feast.
He had to escape them.
Eyes blurry, he paddled out of reach of the deadly plants. His heavy boots and leather armor dragged him down, making swimming difficult.
And then his fingers started to tingle. More like stabbing needles.
He ignored the pain and swam for the opposite bank.
The stabs spread from his fingers into his hands and then up his arms. No longer able to ignore it, he lifted a hand, kicking furiously to stay afloat—and his blood turned to tar.
Black slime from the underside of the lily pad clung beneath his fingernails.
His fingers had doubled in size and were brazen red. The pressure of his forearms and biceps against his clothing suggested that the swelling had spread.
He had to get out of this lake before the poison swallowed him.
Arms thrashing, he flailed through the water. He covered no distance in his panic.
Just swim, he pleaded to his failing arms.
“Or you could drown,” a singsong voice called out.
He knew that voice! Had missed it for so many months.
Trojean.
Raith’s wild thrashing stopped, and he hung in the water.
As much as he longed to see his sister, afraid of what he’d see, he didn’t want to look for her.
A bell-like laugh sang behind him.
He whipped around. There was no one there.
“Over here!”
He spiraled again.
A flash of dark hair, the color of cinnamon and old gold, swept before his eyes.
“Trojean!” Raith cried, trying to paddle toward her. “Come back!”
“I would, dear brother, but the man you share a roof with has turned me to dust.” Trojean laughed like she had when they were children.
“I’m going to kill him. I’m going to avenge you.”
Her beautiful head broke the surface of the lake. But no water stirred the flow of her hair or dripped off her pouting lips. Still, she looked as real as the body that had been delivered to him in a wooden box so many months before.
Her brown eyes, flecked with gold, danced in the darkness. “You’re going to try, dear brother. But beware that you are not deceived. Like the poison that besets you now, your mind is dazed. See the truth before it’s too late.”
Trojean dipped below the surface.
Raith dove after her, swimming hard toward the darkness.
His lungs burned for air, begging for release.
“You may want to see to that poison.” Her voice rang from everywhere and nowhere. “Don’t let it spread to your lips. I wouldn’t want you to die from a poisoned kiss.”
Raith’s lungs gave out, and he had to return to the surface. It was a slow crawl across the water to reach the other side. Head as heavy as a bag of rocks—and just as useless—he collapsed on the muddy bank. How long he lay there, he didn’t know, but when he came to, the pain had left him, and although still red, the swelling had left his hands and arms.
Trojean. He had seen her. Heard her.
A deep, mournful sigh as he rejected that notion for the truth—he had hallucinated everything.
Trojean was dead and was never coming back.
Mirrors creaked above him. From the angle of the sun glinting off them, he was almost out of time. His heart sank.
Even if he found the flower, he’d be at serious risk of elimination.
His only hope was not to arrive back last. For all he knew, the others were already waiting for him.
He looked around to get his bearings.
A path opened ahead of him. His heart soared—at the end of it, a gate swung open on its hinges to welcome him home.
He clambered to his feet and was about to race for it—
“Hey!” a muffled voice called.
Raith jumped.
Coven was across the lake, waving at him. His helmet and breastplate were gone, revealing only his off-white undershirt. He hadn’t had time to remove the armor from his legs. It clattered as he moved.
“Raith, right?” Coven yelled. “You’re the first person I’ve seen in this hellhole all day. Have you had any luck finding the flower?”
What a stupid man. Even if Raith had, telling Coven was the last thing he’d do.
“No,” Raith answered truthfully.
“I’ve found it,” Coven called. He waved a purple flower at Raith. “At least I think I have. Nothing happened to me when I picked it.”
Déjà vu hit Raith. He’d seen that flower recently, and not in this swamp. Aurora’s dress flashed before his eyes. It had small flowers woven into the silk. He cursed himself for his stupidity and lack of perception.
“How did you get across the lake?” Coven called.
Raith’s stomach looped as Carian’s scheme came rushing to mind. If the others had made it back already, there was no way he could let Coven arrive with a flower. He would be booted out for sure, as the dragon had so crassly described.
This would be his only opportunity to avoid that. If luck were with him, he would be able to steal Coven’s flower, too.
The weakness in his limbs nixed that idea. Fighting Coven would not go well—for Raith; he would have to sacrifice the flower. It just meant he would have to turn on the charm for the evil-minded princess.
That didn’t mean he couldn’t use her terrifying creations to his advantage.
He glanced at the lily pads. Robbed of their prey, the jaw-snapping flowers had sunk below the surface. Coven would never guess they were there. And sending the boy across them could hardly be called murder, not if the flowers did the dastardly deed.
“I crossed the lily pads,” Raith yelled. He remembered his wet hair and clothing. “Before I slipped and fell in. I swam the rest of the way.”
Coven eyed the lily pad suspiciously. “Is it safe?”
Raith chuckled. “Of course. That’s if you don’t fall in.”
Coven laughed with him.
“I’ll wait for you here.” Raith plastered on his most alluring incubus smile, sickly and sweet. “Maybe between the two of us we can find the exit.”
Coven’s smile widened.
The boy took his first step onto a lily pad. He wobbled slightly, his arms flailing for balance, armor clanking loudly.
“Don’t worry—they’re pretty sturdy,” Raith called. “Just hop to the next one.”
Raith was reminded of the spider luring the fly into the web in his father’s bedchamber the day Raith’s life changed forever.
Come, little darling. I won’t hurt you.
Coven leaped onto the next pad, steadied himself, and placed his steel-clad foot carefully onto the next one. He hopped again.
Raith’s heart rate sped. Would the chomping flowers never strike?
Water sloshed onto the next lily pad Coven stepped onto. Face strained with fright, he looked down at the pad.
The chomping flower struck.
Coven tried to jump away but wasn’t quick enough. Thick, leathery jaws clamped down on his midriff.
Raith looked away as Coven screamed. The terror-filled yelling muffled.
And then the noise stilled. Just as his father’s gurgles had done.
Guilt bit Raith as he stepped away from the bank.
He suppressed it. He had to win this game. Nothing else mattered. He, Carian, and Trojean were more important than all of these people combined.
And, if he were honest, taking Aurora’s power to appease his never-ending cravings was even more important than his siblings.
Coven was gone, and so was his flower.
Raith broke into a run along the path. Perhaps there was still a chance he’d spot another one. He roved over the garden with frantic eyes—bloody-red blooms trailing from the boughs of a gnarled tree, a carpet of sickly yellow flowers, stringy green stalks that reached out to trip him, none of them right. And then—
Just yards from the gate, a flicker of sunlight illuminated a clump of purple flowers. The same ones on Aurora’s dress. Ginger had obviously planted them here to make it as easy as possible to find them.
And I missed it! That kind of stupidity will lead to my death.
He grabbed a handful of them and charged to the gate.
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 Jorah twirled the stem of the wilting violet between his thumb and forefinger—like he’d been doing for hours. Behind him, beyond a white ribbon strung across the cavern leading into the garden, Artemis and a crowd of courtiers waited.
Aurora was still to appear.
He supposed she would make her entrance once all her suitors had gathered.
Jorah ignored them all.
Finding the flower had been easy. Aurora must have meant it when she said no one would die needlessly in her trial, because the first clump of violets he’d spotted had been mere steps from the gate into his chosen pathway. He was sure all the other paths had also been spiked with the easy-to-find plants.
If the meatheads had known what to look for.
Given that he’d waited alone for hours on the seats provided by a team of musketeers, following obvious clues wasn’t his competitors’ strong point.
Above him, the mirrors creaked on their mechanical cogs.
A ripple of comment trilled through the crowd as the last flicker of sunlight on their surfaces died.
A musketeer lit a wall-mounted torch.
The trial was over and Jorah had won. That victory moved him inexorably closer to a marriage with Aurora. Hedrus would be pleased. And, if Jorah were honest, being back in Niing’s burrow—the one he had pledged his life to destroy—had increased his will to live for the first time since Lila’s death. That bargain with Sabrisia took on greater import: with things to live for besides just protecting the Magical, he needed to win for himself.
A thrum of footsteps came from a path leading from the garden.
Lardel lumbered empty-handed through the gate—if the yellow blisters the size of acorns already covering his hands and arms could still be called empty-handed.
A titter of delight from the crowd.
The blisters looked painful; Jorah winced in sympathy for the man.
Lardel glared at Jorah’s flower.
He should be glad he made it back alive.
A nurse stepped over to help Lardel. “My lord,” she asked, “what did the plant that hurt you look like?”
Lardel glared at her, too. “Huge bush. White flowers. Looked like cow’s parsley gone mad.”
The nurse’s brows knotted. “Oh, dear. That sounds like hogweed.”
“I don’t care what it’s called,” Lardel snapped. “Just take the blisters away.”
The nurse brushed her face with a harried hand. “That’s a problem, my lord. Hogweed’s nasty stuff. I can give you a salve for the burn, but those blisters will be with you for years to come.”
Lardel’s face blanched. “Years! I’d rather be dead.”
More commotion from the garden spared the nurse from answering.
Raith stumbled into the waiting area. The parasite’s clothes were sodden, his eyes bloodshot, and his hands looked sunburnt.
But he carried a crushed bunch of violets.
Two musketeers rushed to help him.
“My lord,” one of them called. “Please, stop. We need to get you out of those wet clothes in case you contaminate anything.” He gestured to a screen. “Princess Aurora feared someone would try swimming across the lake. She provided a change of clothing for everyone just in case.”
Raith’s face darkened. “I’ve fought for my life against blood-sucking plants, and that is all you can say?” He looked at Jorah and his flower. “So you found one, too?”
“It was growing next to the entrance.” Jorah twirled his flower. “Seems you lost. Again.”
“Too soon to say,” Lardel said. “That idiot Mahlon hasn’t come back. Or the boy.”
Jorah didn’t mention that Lardel had missed the point of the comment completely. But he couldn’t resist a satisfied smirk as Raith was led away to change.
Once the incubus was back with Jorah and Lardel, a musketeer said, “My lords, we’re sending a search party to find the two missing suitors.”
“Hopefully they’ll be dead!” someone in the crowd shouted.
The rest of them buzzed with excitement at the prospect. Only four hours ago, they had been grumbling about the lack of bloodshed.
Jorah shook his head.
Humans. He’d never understand them.
The musketeer ignored the interruption. “When they are found, you will be taken to the arena to present your flowers to Princess Aurora.”
Jorah had forgotten the crowd in the arena, but it explained the nymph’s absence.
A group of musketeers, all wearing gloves and masks and covered from head to toe in thick coveralls, marched into the garden.
Jorah sighed, settling back to wait some more. He used the time to stare at the parasite.
Raith refused to meet his gaze. Instead, his eyes kept drifting furtively toward the garden as if he had something to hide. Raith and Carian’s whispered conversation rushed back at Jorah.
A chill of foreboding rippled through him.
Which of the missing men had the incubus murdered? And how could he use that knowledge to protect Aurora and to destroy Raith?
Time would tell.
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The crowds cheered as Aurora strode up the stairs into the royal box in the arena. The trial was over for the day, and she—and the thousands who had assembled for the victory parade—would be meeting with her suitors in a few minutes.
No one seeing her straight back or the determined set of her jaw would suspect the turmoil roiling in her.
Had Raith gotten the clue in her dress?
She didn’t know if he had returned on time or even if he had a violet.
All she’d been told was that only one of her suitors had completed the task in the allotted time.
Two others had followed moments after the sun set. Musketeers had been sent in to search for the missing two. Was Raith one of them? That she had been summoned to the royal box meant that the missing men had been found.
She had no idea if they were dead or alive. If things had gone her way, the trial would have lasted just minutes, not hours, with each man finding a clump of hastily transplanted violets a few paces from the gate. For the men who missed those flowers, more violets had been planted in safe and accessible places deeper in the garden. No one needed to have suffered if they had taken a moment to look at her—the woman they professed to want to marry.
By her instruction, the men would enter in order of return, from first to last. Each would carry the plant they had brought with them.
Artemis already sat in his seat. He smirked at her as if he held all the answers to her questions—questions she would never ask him.
He gave a mock bow.
She ignored him and called out to the musketeers, “Open the portcullis.”
One of them turned the cog, and the steel gate creaked open.
Her heart was made of butterflies. She wanted to strain to see who came through first as the winner, but keeping her composure had never been more important.
Jorah strode in first. The single violet in his hand said he had won.
She hid her dismay as she stood and, shadowed by Zandor, walked down the stairs into the arena to meet him.
He held the flower out to her. “It wilted.”
Even as Aurora gulped down her disappointment, she had to acknowledge that he had been smart enough to see her clue. That had to count for something. She’d wanted a man who took notice, who wasn’t just focusing on what he could gain from Ryferia. And noticing something as trivial as the pattern of a dress had to mean that he saw her as a person, not just as a political and economic asset.
If only he weren’t so distant. And so attached to someone else.
“So I see. You found it quickly?” Her fingers touched his as she took the drooping bloom—and a strange zing shot through her.
She started in surprise.
Where had that come from? The last time anyone had affected her like that was Zandor, back when she had still ached for him. That had been a long time ago.
Jorah didn’t seem to feel anything at her touch—at least not that he showed signs of. “Within minutes.” A tiny smile quirked the corner of his mouth. “Maybe next time make your clues less obvious.”
She found herself grinning back at him. “Maybe next time be less observant.”
Vivid blue eyes gazed down into hers. “Not possible. Keen eyesight is something I was born with. And I have to congratulate you on the garden. It seems green fingers are your equivalent of my eyes.”
It was a strange comment, but warmth infused her at his praise. Where had this personable Jorah come from?
She rose on her toes. “Not many people appreciate my gardens. And certainly not the poison one. So, I thank you for your regard. It means a great deal.” She cleared her throat and gestured at the winner’s wreath. “You have now won two of my wreaths. Do you intend to scoop up the remaining two as well?”
Jorah’s smile faded, and the care in his remarkable eyes vanished. “I didn’t come here to fail.”
Aurora’s smile died, too, at the harshness in his voice. Why had Jorah come when he was still in love with Lila?
It didn’t make sense to her. Perhaps it was time to sound him out about that. She opened her mouth to ask the question—
But not here, not now, in front of all the suitors and courtiers. She didn’t want to embarrass him, or herself.
Later. She would ask him later.
She moved down the line to the next man.
Lord Lardel. He held out a plume of hogweed resting on a tray. His other hand was bandaged.
She grimaced in sympathy—hogweed contained a particularly virulent poison that could keep blistering the skin for years to come. Thankfully, she had concocted a potion to counter it. As she had for all the plants in her poison garden.
Cheeks as scarlet as cherry juice, either from pain or embarrassment, Lord Lardel said, “Princess Aurora.” His voice was rough. “I have failed you. Please accept my apologies.” He tossed the tray onto the sand at his feet. “I won’t inflict this vile thing on you.”
With the lightest of touch, she trailed a finger across his bandaged hand. “I’m not just a creator of lethal gardens, I’m also a skilled alchemist. I’ll brew you a potion tonight that will cure you.”
“Cure me?” Lord Lardel sounded doubtful. “The nurse said I would suffer for years to come.”
“The nurse doesn’t know my skill. While you and my other suitors are at dinner, I will brew you a cure.”
Serendipity. That meant she didn’t have to find another excuse not to eat with them in the dining hall.
Still, Lord Lardel hadn’t bothered to see the clue Jorah had found so obvious. There was nothing more to say. She turned to the portcullis to see who was next.
Her heart skipped—and then sank.
Raith.
He held a bunch of flowers, but he also sported a change of clothing, suggesting that he had fallen into the lake. If he had seen her clue, he would have found the flowers at the gateway, as Jorah had.
It forced a reassessment of the man. Perhaps he wasn’t as smart as she had first considered him. That certainly didn’t play into his favor when he was also pretty hopeless with a sword.
He stopped in front of her in all his beautiful splendor.
To stop her face twisting with disappointment at his failure, she bit her lip.
And then he smiled at her. A lopsided smile that showed off his dimples, it snagged her like a hook in a fish.
His dark eyes were soft, pleading for forgiveness. “I also failed you. I saw the flower at the gate but felt that was too easy a challenge. Turns out, I made things unnecessarily hard for myself. It won’t happen again.”
So he had seen her clue?
He must have, or was he lying so blatantly?
Jorah shifted in line. She glanced at him. He looked at Raith with utter contempt.
She tapped her chin as she considered the interaction between the two men. Did Jorah know something about Raith that she didn’t? Or was it merely a continuation of his obvious hatred for her favorite? She didn’t know.
His eyes tender, Raith’s smile widened, swallowing her whole.
Before she knew it, her concerns had vanished and she was drowning, losing herself in his gaze as if he were the only person in the world who mattered.
She took a step closer to him, pulled by an overwhelming desire to offer him her neck to kiss.
The weirdness of it pulled her short. Get a grip!
If she offered anything to Raith to kiss, it would not be her neck. But still she leaned into him.
From the portcullis, Lord Mahlon cleared his throat. Loudly.
It pulled her back to the present. She flushed scarlet. But even so, it was with difficulty that she managed to tear her eyes away from Raith.
Lord Mahlon stomped over to join her—and, crazily, she almost resented his intrusion on her very public “private interlude” with the alluring Raith.
Lord Mahlon’s face was swollen and his hands twitched, drawing attention to his lack of flowers. “What nonsense was that, woman?” he yelled. “To send a warrior into a hellhole like that to look for trifles?”
“I thought warriors liked going into hellholes,” she spat back. “And it distresses me that you see no charm in my garden. Perhaps it is just as well that you came back late and empty handed, as a marriage between us would hardly be likely to succeed.”
Lord Mahlon’s eyes flashed back. “Charm! You call that swamp charm! It killed Coven.”
Her stomach plummeted. She spun to the portcullis.
Two musketeers waited with a stretcher. The crowd chanted its delight as they strode across to Aurora.
The violet Jorah had given her dropped from her limp fingers as they laid the prince’s withered body at her feet. Prince Coven’s armor clung to his legs like onionskin.
Aurora swayed on her feet. She steadied herself and then cleared her throat of the rasp that would lay her pain and disappointment out for all to see. Prince Coven had been a mere boy—another one—whose life had been cut short thanks to her. She wanted to weep.
A weeping heir apparent would never take the throne in Ryferia. She steeled.
“I’m sorry for his loss.” She bowed her head to Prince Coven’s body and then looked up into the eyes of his second, who had followed the stretcher into the area. “His family is free to take his remains for a proper burial.”
Her mind working to remove the image of Prince Coven’s shriveled body, she picked up the winner’s wreath and stumbled across to Jorah.
A moment’s hesitation, and then he knelt before her. She placed the laurel-and-violet garland on his head. The violets were a fitting prize for her observant winner.
He looked up at her. “I have my keen eyes,” he said, so softly she wasn’t sure she heard correctly. “You have your talent with gardens. He has the compulsion of a snake. Beware you do not walk straight into his mouth. It will not be well with you if you do.” Jorah stood and stepped away from her as if he hadn’t said something outrageous.
She considered his words as she and her suitors made their way to the carriage that would take them to the palazzo.
Had Jorah noticed that she seemed to lose control around Raith?
And why was that?
Jorah was every bit as handsome as Raith, but he didn’t lure her in like a moth to a flame.
Something to discuss with Niing while she brewed Lord Lardel’s potion.
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 Jorah didn’t join the rest of the party for the post-trial feast. He and Peckle had an assignation beyond the Guardians, and he didn’t want to be late.
The moon hung low over the sea as he left the palazzo. A few days more, and it would be a mere sliver of silver in sky: the solstice when he and Aurora would wed. Strangely, for the first time since this idea had been presented, he could think that without something breaking inside him. That had to be good.
Not wanting to be seen and challenged, he avoided the path to the broken Guardian and slipped into the forest hugging the hills.
A wolf howled in the distance, and he had to strain his ears to hear it.
He was cursing his human form when he caught a closer sound—heavy footfalls behind him cracked a branch in the undergrowth.
Now why would anyone else be avoiding the path tonight? It would never be Peckle—the cat was too light-footed for that.
Jorah slipped into a thicket to see who followed him.
A large man puffed through the trees. He carried a sack over one shoulder.
Jorah didn’t need his enhanced sight to know who it was.
Carian. Trojean’s younger, human brother.
The sack took on a new significance, especially as Jorah’s nose—as keen as his eyes—caught the metallic whiff of blood.
Not just any blood. Magical blood.
He couldn’t resist following.
Carian’s colossal size wasn’t designed for tiptoeing through a forest. Every step he took cracked another fallen branch. It meant Jorah could stay well behind, following Carian’s path of devastation, without the risk of being spotted.
Carian reached the giant and went straight through its iron legs into the forest beyond.
Jorah sighed inwardly. It seemed he and his allies were not the only ones taking advantage of the breach in Ryferian security.
He waited until Carian vanished between the trees. He was about to step through the legs himself when Peckle sauntered in front of the giant and stopped.
The cat wiped its face with its paw. “It seems our meeting is no longer necessary. You can see for yourself what I was going to report.”
Jorah stepped past the Guardian to join Peckle. Like water gushing into a breached ship, his magic surged through his veins.
He gasped in satisfaction and flexed his muscles, reveling in the power surging through them.
Peckle snorted. “Want to dig your claws into that tree over there for good measure?”
Jorah smiled and clipped the cat gently with the tip of his boot. “Be careful my talons don’t slip into you.”
Peckle’s eyes narrowed. “You’d have to catch me first.”
“Child’s play.” Then Jorah’s mirth stilled. He pointed at the forest where Carian had vanished. With his dragon hearing restored, he knew exactly where the oaf walked. “Who did he kill?”
A disdainful scowl. “Five beggars in the city. All Infirm. Totally random, but at the same time, brutal killings. I watched him do it. The man is heartless.”
Jorah’s jaw dangled. He snapped it closed. “Why? Surely the parasite needs to sink his fangs into flesh to steal power?”
Peckle brushed first one ear, then another with his paw. “Earlier today, the human and the incubus spoke about two schemes. They’re brewing a potion that I suspect will allow the bloodsucker access to his magic regardless of the Guardians. Perhaps a refinement of Niing’s pipeweed—except with blood.”
Jorah swore.
“Indeed. And if that isn’t bad enough, the bloodsucker also spoke about something called the ‘smoke.’ From what I gather, it increases the amount of magic he gleans from each victim.”
Jorah rocked back on his heels. He knew without doubt what the smoke was. He had interrupted and killed Trojean while she was trying to perform a magic-reaping ritual on Lila.
“I know exactly what the smoke does,” he snarled. His muscles flexed to change form. “Keep Artemis in your sights. Any trouble from him, let me know so I can plan a defense for Aurora.”
“You and Raith both. The leech has taken a dislike to the man. We should use that.”
“I prefer not to use evil to fight evil.”
Jorah loped to the forest to change in privacy. A split second of familiar pain as his bones warped and scales and wings emerged from their hidden places under his skin—and then he was free. His folded clothing fitted neatly in the pouch under his scales.
He sprang into the air. An eddy of wind caught the leading edges of his wings. It was enough to get him airborne. With powerful flaps, he clawed his way into the sky—and caught an updraft coming in from the sea. It soared him above the trees. He climbed higher and higher, reveling in the freedom, even though his heart burned with anger that he again had to confront the evil that had robbed him of Lila.
The trees were mere specks when he had his anger firmly enough under control to quit his spiraling and focus on the task at hand.
Logic told him to land and to rip both Raith and Carian apart before they could cause more harm.
Here, beyond the Guardians, there would be no sanction to stop him. No watchful eye to condemn him.
No one but his own honor code. A code that would never bow to mere logic.
He and Raith were pitted in a challenge to own the Magical. For Jorah, it was to ensure the safety and freedom of every Magical creature under the sun. For Raith, it was to possess and consume. And between them stood a fiery, red-headed nymph who deserved better than what either he or Raith could offer.
Aurora had earned his respect. His reluctant regard.
More than anything, if she was ever to claim her destiny as leader of Ryferia, she needed to know what Raith was. If Jorah cut the parasite and his brother down here, Aurora would remain under Raith’s spell, hankering after a man she thought she understood, but knew so little about.
The only way to free her was to let Raith live—and then to expose his true nature for the world to see.
Jorah flexed his talons, promising himself he would yet tear Raith and his brother apart. He dropped lower to spy.
In a clearing, the pair huddled around a fire built in a pit. Carian opened the sack, releasing the reek of Magical blood. He tipped out a pile of body parts.
Even though the two seemed focused on each other and their gory haul, Jorah furled his wings and dropped below the tree line in case they spotted him.
He transformed back into his human form the second his feet touched the leaf litter. Fully dressed, he grabbed a low-hanging branch to pull up into a tree some distance from them. The foliage and darkness hid him as he settled down to watch his quarries.
Carian’s voice carried clearly across the distance dividing them. “She had deformed legs, so I lobbed one off. Here. Toss it in the fire.”
As the incubus obeyed, the image of Lila’s dead body draped across a fire overwhelmed Jorah. Her clothes burned as Trojean leaned over her husk of a body, breathing in the smoke and grinning manically.
Jorah had wasted no time, and it had only taken a second to kill the succubus and to drag Lila out of the fire. Her clothes were ash and her hair singed, but her skin remained untouched.
Normal fire wouldn’t hurt a fire fae. Even one drained of all her blood. Lila had dared him to rain his fire on her; he had always refused, terrified he would hurt her. In the end, he hadn’t managed to save or protect her.
He had to do better by Aurora.
Carian’s laugh broke through Jorah’s memory. “Brother, you should see yourself as you inhale. It’s like I’ve given you all the treasures of the world.”
“I have a sudden urge to hunt fish.” Raith’s voice sounded hazy. It firmed into disgust. “In the sea.” He kicked the embers, shooting sparks into the air. “You brought me a selkie’s leg. How is that going to help me take down Jorah? A selkie is so far down the Magical food chain that I doubt we can even use its blood for the potion.”
Carian frowned and rubbed his cliff-like jaw. “I honestly thought that the worst deformities would hide the strongest magic.” A pause. “Finding five noble branches of magic is all a bit random.”
“A bit! We have a time constraint, or haven’t you noticed the days passing?” Raith ran his hands across his eyes. “I may live to regret this, but I have a suggestion.”
“Let’s hear it.”
“Aurora is surrounded by at least some of the magic we need. The bodyguard is a centaur. The maid is a fae. Niing is a dwarf. And she is a nymph. All of those are from the noble branches. Find a necromancer or a clairvoyant, and we are probably good to go.”
Jorah held his breath while Carian stared at Raith for a long moment. Finally, the human said, “You want me to target Aurora and her entourage?”
“You have a better idea?”
Carian threw up his hands. “Getting them will be nigh on impossible.”
“Thus far, I have done everything you have wanted me to do.” Raith’s voice hardened. “Now it’s my turn. You start by bringing me the fae’s lungs and a vial of her blood—” A long hesitant pause. “Or the deal is off.”
Carian’s mouth opened and closed in obvious surprise. What deal he had struck with Raith, Jorah didn’t know, but the threat incensed him. The big man hit the nearest tree with his open palm. Pine cones rained down. “You cannot dictate terms. Not now. Not after I’ve shared everything I have with you.”
“After you turned me into a slave, you mean?” Raith’s voice was low and icy. “I’m the one living with the cravings. I’m so desperate, I’ll even breathe in these other body parts you mangled. This wasn’t my life before you had me kill our father.”
Jorah frowned. Alone in his burrow, Niing would be an easy target. So would Keahr, who was physically too weak to fight. The centaur would present a real challenge to Carian—and killing Aurora while the trials ran was almost impossible. But with enough other random killings in the city, Carian could fill his quota.
Carian stooped to pick up a severed head. “And who killed him? And the leg you’ve just breathed in? Me. I’ve given you power. And this is how you react?”
Raith grabbed his head and moaned.
Carian clasped Raith’s shoulders and pulled him into a tight embrace. “I know it’s hard, brother, but it will all be worth it in the end. I can’t promise you the fae’s lungs, but I will bring you a vial of her blood.” A shallow laugh. “As for the remaining blood, trust me. I will not fail you. I will have that potion brewed for you before Jorah and Aurora take down the Guardians.”
A snort from Raith as he pulled away from Carian. “So you believe he will win?”
“Toss that head on the fire, and let’s see what it gives you.”
Jorah waited to see what happened as the parasite breathed in the smoke.
Raith grew in height, and his shoulders bulked up even huger than Carian’s. His skin blackened, and black hair bristled, covering every inch of him. But it was when curled horns sprouted above his flared snout that Jorah cursed: the parasite had morphed into a minotaur.
A cheer of delight from Carian as Raith resumed his incubus form. He held up a vial of blood. “Strike one off the list. Four to go.”
Jorah scrambled down from his tree.
He had to warn Niing, Keahr, Zandor, and Aurora before the night was out.
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Aurora stirred her potion. Another couple of turns, and it would be ready for Lord Lardel. Exhaustion had claimed Keahr, and Aurora had insisted that Zandor take her back to her apartment. She and Niing were alone in the burrow, which was as she wanted it—to be alone with her tutor to discuss Raith.
But first she had to pluck up the courage to expose her inexplicable weakness for the man.
She put down the stirrer and grimaced at him. “I can’t believe someone died. That trial was supposed to be so simple. All they had to do was step inside the gate, see the flower, pick it, and return. Why are men so obdurate?”
Niing’s eyebrows bushed. “Obdurate, my princess? All men? That’s a little harsh, isn’t it?”
She smiled at him as she pulled the flask off the burner. “It seems you were right about Jorah. He either knows about flowers, or he’s very observant.” She gulped; Jorah was another person she wanted this alone time with Niing to discuss. “He unsettles me. He keeps making strange comments about weird things. Tell me again how you know him.”
Niing wiped the table down with the cloth. “I’m more concerned about Raith. You seem to have taken a definite liking to him.”
She tapped impatient fingers against the table. Why did Niing keep dodging the Jorah question? But he had brought up Raith. That wasn’t something she could ignore when he seemed to have as many questions about the strange, beautiful man as she did.
She frowned as she poured Lord Lardel’s remedy into a vial, plugged it with a stopper, and set it to cool in a wooden stand. “Niing, don’t think I’m going to let you get away with hiding things about Jorah. But as it happens, I also wanted to talk to you about Raith.” She tucked her hands into her sleeves and faced him. “At times, Raith makes me feel—”
She writhed. It all seemed so crazy. She had fallen so completely for a man she knew so little about. The same man Keahr had pointed out had cheated in the first trial; the same man who may or may not have lied about the flower.
When she was away from Raith, she could see him clearly—and alarm bells sounded. But when she was with him, he drugged her with his dark eyes, his smoky voice, and his overwhelming charm until she lost herself in him.
The insanity of it flew in the face of logic.
Staring at Niing, she waited for answers to questions she was too embarrassed to ask. She cursed her sheltered upbringing that had limited her exposure to boys, and then men, of her own age. Zandor and Lazard really didn’t count.
Every time she stepped into the circle of her suitors, she was aware of how naïve and innocent she was, and how easy it would be for them to take advantage of her—especially as they were here with monetary motives in mind. They weren’t looking for love as she was.
When he said nothing, she mumbled, “Raith makes me feel loved, but uncomfortable at the same time. Can you explain that? Or is it more men being . . .” Her voice trailed off because she didn’t know how to describe Raith’s behavior.
“I fear that Raith is not an honorable man.” Niing’s creased face scrunched up with concern. “My princess, what is it about Jorah that troubles you?”
Aurora frowned at Niing. “How can you ask that when he has another woman he’s in love with?”
Niing slopped his cloth down onto the table. “You worry too much. I told you, Lila is dead. Send some smiles Jorah’s way, as you do with Raith, and Jorah’s heart will soon be yours.”
“I’m not sure I want a man who’s that fickle. And I can’t see Jorah falling for something so shallow either. He strikes me as being far smarter than that.”
“Jorah is smart. And it’s time he used some of those brains to see the truth. Lila has been dead for a year now. It’s not healthy for him—or for you—to continue dwelling on her.”
She tapped her fingers on her arm. “What did she look like?”
Niing tsked. “I have just said not to focus on her.”
She frowned her disapproval at his brush-off.
“She was lovely,” he added softly. “Blond, like Jorah, but with eyes that fired and sparkled with life. Everyone who saw her considered her a beauty.”
Her face fell. How could she ever compare with a woman like that?
“But you are lovely, too,” Niing said quickly. He must have realized his mistake. “Never forget, you have much to offer a man like Jorah.”
She sighed. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I think. He’s winning. Regardless of what I look like, I will no doubt end up with him.”
The idea gave her no satisfaction. She leaned against the table and glared at Niing. “Now, tell me where you know Jorah—and Lila—from?”
“Perhaps I can answer that question.”
She spun toward the stairs leading into the burrow.
Tall, handsome, aloof, Jorah stood at the bottom of them. She hadn’t heard him coming. How much of the conversation had he heard?
Her cheeks hot, she opened her mouth to answer as he walked closer, but Niing bolted from the table and darted across the room to intercept him. He held up a hand. “This is quite improper. Jorah, either you must leave, or I must ask Princess Aurora to go.”
Both she and Jorah gaped at him.
“Why, in all the creation of whatnots, should either of us leave?” she asked.
Niing glared at her. “Do you intend to spend time alone with each of your suitors?”
The thought of spending a moment alone with Lord Mahlon made her grimace.
“Indeed,” Niing said, clearly reading her intent. “Unless you are willing to spend equal amounts of time with each of them, this meeting could be construed as cheating.”
“That sounds like an excuse, Niing.” Head stooped against the low ceiling, Jorah strode over to the little man. “Aurora has asked some questions, and I think it only fair that we answer them—all of them.”
She walked to stand on the other side of Niing. “I agree.”
Niing’s beady eyes darted first to her and then to Jorah. “And I, who am older and wiser than both of you combined, say that this meeting is not only improper, it is rash and will lead to no good. At least in the short term.”
She wanted to hit him. “Improper, maybe. But why rash?” She steeled herself and added, “If Jorah wins, he and I will be married. There will be no secrets then.”
“I don’t want any secrets now.” Jorah’s voice was icy, but firm. “Aurora and members of her entourage are in danger. They need to know what they face and exactly where those threats are coming from.”
So he knew about Artemis and the Intelligentsia.
That gave her comfort. She looked up at him through heavy lashes. “Having your help in defending myself would be much appreciated. It’s one of the reasons why I’m looking for a consort. I plan to remove the Guardians when I come to power, and that will cause serious problems for me. I need to know that the man I marry has my back.”
The clarity of Jorah’s searching gaze made her wriggle like a child.
He finally said, “You have my sword.” He gestured to the sofa in front of the pot-bellied stove. “Perhaps we can sit and talk. It seems we have much to discuss.”
She smiled her gratitude even though a thousand moths seemed to have taken up residence in her bloodstream. They made her heart patter in a way she’d never before experienced—even when she gazed into Raith’s face. “Of course.”
“Aurora,” Niing said before she could take a step, “allow me to call a servant to set up a similar meeting with Mahlon.”
She glared at him. “This is hardly the same, and you know it.” Niing kept pushing her to marry Jorah, but when she wanted to spend a few minutes getting answers from the scarily beautiful man, he objected? That wasn’t fair.
“I know nothing other than the fact that you summoned a group of men to Ryferia to die for your hand in marriage. Giving Jorah an advantage is not right. And you know it.”
“And I changed the rules so men don’t need to die,” she snapped back. Niing, of all people, was guilting her into doing what he wanted?
“And a man still died today. Tomorrow’s trial is just as dangerous. Who knows what might happen?” Niing glowered at Jorah. “The trial is set at this very bench”—a hand wave at the shelves and cabinets filled with ingredients—“using these very items. Do you want people to say you had advantages the others didn’t?”
Jorah stopped in his tracks. Eyes almost reptilian in their iciness gazed at Niing. “I will not have people say that I cheated. It was your choice to move the trials to a place I’m familiar with. Beyond that, I have had—and will have—no hand in deceiving people.”
How could Jorah possibly be familiar with this place? Niing seemed supremely unrepentant at that startling claim, but it couldn’t be, could it?
“Good,” Niing replied. “Then leave before I start sending for servants.”
Jorah ran a scarred hand through his hair. “Let us go somewhere else and speak, because speak we must.” His head tilted, and he sighed. “It seems we are too late. Someone is coming. Lardel, by the sounds of it.” He raked her with those impossibly sharp eyes. “Must be after his potion. Those blisters looked like hell.”
Her eyebrows rose. She had heard nothing to suggest that Lord Lardel—or anyone else—was coming.
Even more astonishing, Jorah squeezed her hand. “Hearing from your own lips that you plan to remove the Guardians has won my favor and my highest regard. I will do all I can to protect you now and after the trials are over, but in the meantime, tell your maid—Keahr—that she must not go out alone. Niing and Zandor must be guarded, too. I wish I could tell you more right now, but Jorah Thalyn is no cheat, and I will have no man call me such.”
And then he was gone . . . into one of the tunnels that led into the gardens.
She held her tingling hand to her chest. “And that?” she asked Niing. “Please explain.”
Niing shrugged. “Like all of his kind, he will not have his good name sullied.”
“All of his kind?” She slumped down onto the sofa. “Niing, what aren’t you telling me?”
Niing turned to the stairs just as boots scraped on stone. Was she to have no uninterrupted conversations tonight?
As Jorah had predicted, Lord Lardel stepped into the room. He bobbed a bow. “Forgive the interruption, Aurora, but these blisters are spreading. It seems each time one bursts, another forms next to it.”
With a suppressed sigh, she pulled herself up and walked over to the alchemy bench. “I have your potion here. I was just waiting for it to cool.”
“I’ll take it scalding, if it works.” Lord Lardel cast a dubious eye around the room. “Brewing is something I know nothing about.” A grunt. “Same as flowers.”
A veiled accusation?
She chose to ignore it and held out the vial. “Apply a drop to each blister. You will be astounded at how quickly they vanish.”
Lord Lardel took the potion and tapped the vial against his fingernail. “You aren’t planning on setting us to potion-making, are you?”
“That would be telling,” she said. But Jorah was privy to the information she withheld from Lord Lardel . . . a double standard.
Maybe Niing had a point.
She turned to smile at her tutor—only to find that he had vanished.
That irked. Clearly, he was avoiding speaking to her about Jorah. And she would never find him in his maze of tunnels unless he wanted to be found. She said to Lord Lardel, “I was just finishing up. Would you care to walk with me back to the palazzo?”
“It would be my pleasure, ma’am.”
Once at the top of the stairs, Lord Lardel offered her his arm.
Surprised by his gallantry, she slipped her hand under his elbow. To make conversation, she said, “So tell me, Lord Lardel, what made you decide to fight for me?”
He snorted—perhaps at her lack of tact? “I enjoy a physical challenge. Also, I had heard rumors about the splendor of Ryferia. It was too good an opportunity to miss.”
She was grateful for his honesty. But it left little else to discuss, so they walked in silence the rest of the way to the palazzo.
They had almost crossed the piazza to reach the doorway to her villa when she spotted Raith and his brother.
The two men stopped.
Raith’s perfect eyebrow shot up as he took in her hand resting on Lord Lardel’s arm. “And this? Private trysts? When’s my turn?”
Her entire body burned.
The side of her brain that didn’t trust Raith was ready to snap out a sharp retort. Sadly, the other part, which turned her to mush in his presence, said, “As soon as you’re ready, we can go.”
On some level, she was aware of her rudeness as she pulled her hand away from Lord Lardel. But even his scowl of displeasure couldn’t wrench her away from Raith’s gaze.
Raith took her arm. She melted into his side. But before leading her away, he said to his brother, “Don’t forget what you promised.”
A toothy smile sent a shiver of something unimaginably horrible down Aurora’s spine. “You have just given me the gap I need,” Raith’s brother said.
Before she could challenge it, Raith started to walk, pulling her along with him. “I noticed a charming catwalk along the canal. Perhaps we can take a turn there.”
At the sound of his voice, all fears about him and his brother vanished. She beamed up at him. “The moonlight on the water will be lovely.”
“Almost as lovely as you,” Raith crooned as they crossed the piazza.
Someone calling her name—sharply—gave her pause. She looked back over her shoulder.
Zandor stood at the doorway to her villa. He must have dropped Keahr off and been on the way back to fetch her.
Raith—and thus she, too—strode away from him.
Jorah’s warning rang in her mind, and a tiny niggle deep in her psyche said she wasn’t safe alone with Raith. She bit her lip. Even as much as she craved Raith’s company, his attention, his hands on her body, touching her in places no one had ever been . . .
Raith’s face softened with concern. “You wish Zandor to accompany us?”
She flushed, both at his kindness and her dirty thoughts; it seemed silly to say yes to having Zandor with them when she had been alone with Lord Lardel just moments before.
She shook her head.
Raith smiled at her—a kind one that heated her from the tip of her head to the ends of her toenails. “Let’s wait for him to join us.”
She gnawed her lip as disappointment warred with relief. Disappointment won.
As Zandor trotted over to meet them, she scowled.
“Why don’t you stay with Keahr?” she called.
A flicker of concern flashed across Raith’s face. It was gone before she could decode it. Then Raith laughed low in his throat. The burbling sound drove away all her objections to Zandor’s presence.
Zandor stopped in front of her. Hard eyes nailed her. “Should you be going out alone, Aurora?”
“I’m not alone. I’m with Raith.” Even to her ears, her voice sounded detached. Dreamy.
Raith bobbed a bow at Zandor. “You are free to follow at a respectable distance.” Ignoring Zandor’s dark, brooding expression, Raith started walking to the archway that led to the canal.
Much to her annoyance, Zandor trailed about a foot away from her heels. Only today, she didn’t want Zandor with her. The only person she needed in the whole world—the universe, were it inhabited by other life forms—was Raith.
Raith pulled her closer to him and bent down to her ear. “With me as your consort, you won’t need a bodyguard.”
A snort from Zandor.
Her head spun. How had her bodyguard heard that comment? Had everyone in Ryferia—except her—suddenly developed superhuman hearing?
On some level, she wanted to set Raith straight—Zandor wasn’t just a servant, he was one of her best friends—but the warmth radiating from Raith’s body pressed to hers, combined with his musky smell, drove all reason from her head.
She leaned into him, wanting to lose her body in his. They crossed under the archway onto the deserted canal path.
And then someone screamed. The yell echoed down the piazza and rang out on the water.
It sounded just like Keahr.
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 Jorah listened to Aurora and Lardel leave the burrow. When silence settled again, he stepped out of his tunnel, back into Niing’s comfortable home.
It was empty. That didn’t fool him; he’d heard Niing scuttle off to avoid Aurora’s probing.
He called out, “Are you going to hide in the shadows all night, or are we going to discuss what desperately needs discussing?”
Niing sighed, then shambled out of another dark tunnel. “What would you have me do, Jorah? We’ve been over and over and over the problem.”
“The incubus is killing the Magical to make a potion that will give him immunity to the Guardians. I just watched him and his oaf of a brother gloating over a bag of body parts beyond the broken giant.”
When Niing gasped, Jorah narrowed his eyes with satisfaction. “He needs the blood of five of the noble Magical lines. He already has a minotaur. He’s after Keahr, you, Aurora, and Zandor.” Niing paled and collapsed onto his sofa. “And you still think Aurora doesn’t need to be told?”
Niing stoked his pipe like his life depended on it. “No. Of course not. This changes everything.” He took a puff and billowed the sweet-smelling pipeweed smoke Jorah’s way. “But what about Artemis and the Intelligentsia?”
Jorah breathed deeply, reveling in the tiny flutter of magic that filtered through his veins with the smoke. Then he fixed Niing with a stern eye. “I don’t claim to know Aurora well, but while she may speak her mind a bit too freely, she is not a stupid woman. I would go so far as to call her canny. She will not compromise us. In fact, perhaps if you stopped seeing her as a pupil and saw her as I see her, you would have told her months ago.”
Niing’s dark eyes glinted. “So how do you see her?”
“I told you. She’s intelligent, interesting, and—I’ll admit—a bit eclectic, in the best possible way. But none of that counts when compared to her real strength: She’s a dryad with more power in her little finger than most Magical in Warrendyte have in their entire bodies. Added to that, she is the future queen of the biggest population of Magical in the world. She needs to be given the respect—the honor—she deserves. That starts with treating her like an adult and telling her the truths she needs to know.”
A long, drawn-out sigh from Niing. “You still choose to disregard the Untalented?”
Jorah slapped the alchemy bench. “Not this old gripe again! Niing, you stayed here because you believed the Untalented would work with us. They didn’t. They never will. The best we can do is rule over them—the way nature intended. So don’t throw that old diversion in my face.”
“It’s not a diversion! It’s a valid concern. As valid as any of yours. Sidelining the Untalented will lead to trouble. Trouble with Artemis. Trouble with the Intelligentsia. And trouble with Aurora. It’s not the path she wants to follow when the Guardians come down. If you are to be her consort, you need to be willing to work with her to foster the Untalented.”
Jorah’s chest, where his fire would have burned if he had been in his true form, throbbed his hatred of the Untalented. “My advice to Aurora will be very clear—the Untalented are not to be trusted. I will do all in my power as her husband to let her see that. If she is as smart as I think she is, she will see reason and will accept that I am right.”
“Then you had best prepare yourself for a stormy marriage.”
“How I handle my marriage will be my affair. Just know that I will do everything I can as her husband to protect and guide her so she can be the queen the Magical need her to be. I believe she has the potential to be great, and I intend to be by her side as she does it.”
It was only when Jorah reached the stairs that he realized what he and Niing had said.
He snorted softly in surprise.
Did he really plan to be a true husband to Aurora when he won the trials? What about helping her remove the Guardians and then leaving? Nowhere in his plans had he seen himself in a marriage with her. He imagined Hedrus smiling when he heard that. With his side of the bargain completed, Sabrisia and the Silver-Tongued Oracle would have no choice but to release him from his bond. Sabrisia would rub her hands together with glee to be rid of him if he stayed in Ryferia.
What had changed?
He didn’t have an answer. What had been so clear before now felt fuzzy.
The girl had gained his respect and his regard. And she did interest him.
As a person. Never as a woman to make love to or a woman to give my heart to.
He recoiled. She would never replace Lila.
Niing stared at him with wide-eyed fascination.
Did the wise old dwarf read his turmoil? Jorah’s talons itched beneath his skin in annoyance.
“Anyway, the Untalented are not the problem we face right now,” Jorah said gruffly. He started up the stairs. “I’m going to find Aurora. Are you coming, or must I banish you to the darkest recesses of your burrow, where the incubus and his brother can’t find you?”
“I have no desire to become part of a blood potion.” Niing creaked to his feet, but he didn’t start walking. “As pleased as I am that young Aurora is growing on you, I still think you having a private tête-à-tête with her could raise eyebrows.”
Jorah shrugged off Niing’s objection—and his observation about Jorah’s feelings. “Not as high as they will shoot if Aurora is harmed by Raith.”
Niing quickened his pace. “Indeed. Let us make haste to her villa.”
But he stopped at the bottom of the stairs.
Jorah glared down at him. “Now what?”
“All I am trying to do is preserve the integrity of the trials.”
“What integrity? The parasite killed Coven as sure as I’m standing here. He plans to kill all of you. And yet you worry about decorum.”
“I worry that you and Aurora will fall foul of Artemis. He is looking for a way to discredit Aurora’s claim to the throne. If he can prove that you and Aurora colluded together to win, he could turn the Intelligentsia against you both. They won’t accept her reign.”
Had Jorah had access to his magic, he would have sent a shaft of fire shooting into the air to show his disdain. “And these are the Untalented you want us to pander to?”
“These are the realities, Jorah.”
“Then it’s time to change perceptions.” Jorah took the next two steps, but still Niing lingered. Jorah threw his hands up. “By all the gods, help me understand why we aren’t halfway to Aurora’s villa?”
“How are we handling Raith? We can’t kill him without casting suspicions on you and the other suitors. That would not be fair to Lardel or that buffoon Mahlon. And we can’t confront him privately because he will deny it. If we report it to the Intelligentsia, they will want proof—proof we cannot provide without declaring ourselves to be just as Magical.”
Jorah’s shoulders slumped. Why hadn’t he considered this? It was not only annoying that Niing reminded him of something so basic, it was also unforgivable. Clearly, he was letting his human side—the emotional one—get the better of him in this stunted world.
He dug deep into his core to connect with his cold, calculating dragon, but came up empty. Like the treasure in his horde back in Warrendyte, that part of him was locked away so tight by the Guardians, it was almost as if it didn’t exist.
That just means I have to be more thorough than usual.
He considered Niing’s question.
Niing was right. Added to that, if he did confront the incubus privately—as his human side longed to do—he and his allies would lose the few advantages they had.
While Raith and the human didn’t suspect they had been detected, they would continue to visit the forest, where they could be monitored.
Unfortunately, it did mean that the carnage on the streets of the capital would continue.
Every Magical death tore at Jorah. He was a dragon, charged by Maleficent herself when she created his kind, with the responsibility of guarding and defending the Magical. To allow these murders to continue cut him to the core. He gritted his teeth against his fury.
“Why can we not arrest the brother? If he is off the streets, part of the problem goes away.”
Niing pulled out his pipe and tapped it against his thumb. “On what grounds? Again, we have no proof that we can safely present to show that he has done anything. It will be your word against his. Once those deaths are reported, Artemis may decide to swing the blame on you. You are the clear winner in the trials thus far, and even if they don’t know that you are a dragon, anyone with eyes can tell that you will be a formidable opponent. Artemis will want you out of the way.”
Jorah swore. “It seems our hands are tied along with our magic. Don’t we just love the Untalented? All the more reason to clip their wings when Aurora takes the throne.” He stomped up the stairs. “This is how we play it . . . the parasite and his brother go unchallenged, but Aurora is told everything. If she is what I hope she is, her first act as queen will be to sentence the incubus to death.”
Niing shuffled behind him. “You first have to break the trance he has over her. Sending a few of your least reptilian smiles her way may help.”
Jorah snorted. “I’m here to fight for her, not to woo her.”
“Then I suggest you get used to the idea of a wife who forever hankers after a man she can’t have.”
That Niing had voiced Jorah’s own concern about Aurora’s heart steeled his resolve: Whatever happened, before he made Aurora his wife, she had to know exactly who and what Raith was.
He rushed to the villa with Niing trotting to keep up.
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Raith froze at Keahr’s distressed cry.
And then he silently cursed Carian. If he could hear the fae’s screams all the way out here, how many other people in the villa, the piazza, and the surrounding buildings would also hear her?
How could Carian have been so indiscreet? If he were caught harming the girl, Raith would be implicated. What could Raith possibly say to explain what his brother—his second in the trials—was doing, drawing blood off Aurora’s handmaiden?
All questions that should have been thought of beforehand, but he had been so desperate in the forest with Carian that reason had fled.
Beyond the Guardians, back in his Magical form, the craving for power had been overwhelming.
All controlling. All consuming.
He would have done and said anything to sink his fangs into a smooth Magical neck to get another hit of power—even if it meant blackmailing his closest ally and brother into doing something rash and stupid. Like attacking Keahr.
Raith’s stomach clenched.
And then there was Jorah.
Back in the forest, even with Raith’s magic restored, and his ears assaulted by the hundreds of rasping voices from the critters and insects creeping in the leaf litter—a sure sign that he had made his father’s magic his own—he sensed his weakness compared to the pure brute force of the dragon, Jorah.
Not for one second did Raith fool himself into believing that he could beat Trojean’s killer in a fight to the death. Not even if Raith drank the potion while Jorah’s scales, fiery breath, and talons were locked under his skin.
Still Keahr screamed.
As much as it burned Raith to betray his brother after he had caused this mess, the only solution was to distance himself from the attack.
And to keep Aurora and Zandor as far away from Keahr for as long as possible.
It helped that Aurora was still somewhat under his thrall. He leaned in to croon some nonsense at her when the bodyguard reacted.
He grabbed Aurora’s hand, wrenched her away from Raith, and started running for the arch leading back into the piazza.
Aurora struggled to match his long strides.
“Hey!” Raith spluttered. “Where do you think you’re going with her?”
“My friend’s in trouble. Where else do you think I would be going?” Aurora yelled over her shoulder.
Whatever was left of his entrapment had broken, much to Raith’s chagrin. He cursed, then broke into a run. He soon caught up with them. “Exactly! Should you be going to her when it could cause trouble for you, too?”
Even as she struggled to breathe, Aurora managed to give Raith a skewed look. “You wouldn’t help a friend?” she puffed.
His question had been the wrong one.
He fumbled for some way to rectify this. “I’m just saying that there are other people who can take care of her. You are soon to be queen. You shouldn’t go running into trouble.”
Aurora rolled her eyes. “Too late for that. Trouble finds me quite happily no matter what I do.” Face beet red, she added, “And Keahr’s like a sister to me. Wouldn’t you help your brother?”
Guilt made Raith’s skin crawl as he ran.
The memory of Trojean’s face in the lake flooded him. Back then, he had been so certain of his course. He was to avenge her death and help Carian in his quest to become Magical. Nothing else had mattered.
Apart from his bone-crushing cravings, nothing had changed since then. So why had he considered betraying Carian?
“My brother is everything to me,” he blurted. “I would help him no matter what.”
“Then you get how I feel about Keahr.” Aurora panted as Zandor raced her across the piazza.
Keahr’s shouts stilled.
What did that mean? Had Carian killed her? Had he escaped when she’d first cried out? Did he get a vial of blood?
Most important of all, if still alive, had Keahr seen Carian? Would she identify him as her attacker? Had Carian already been arrested by the musketeers?
And as for the potion . . . Unless they could find the Magical they needed in the faceless masses in the capital, the risk was too high to target Aurora’s inner circle. The whole notion of doing that was insanity.
Unless I help Carian escape this, the potion is moot.
He scrambled to find a solution to protect Carian as he followed.
If Carian had been caught, would he be imprisoned? Or would the bloodthirsty Ryferians condemn him to death?
Over my dead body.
No matter what happened, he would free Carian before they harmed him.
A plan uncurled in his mind as he ran next to the huffing princess.
She may be a dryad, but after a lifetime of having her magic locked away, she would not easily call on her powers if they were unexpectedly restored to her. That made the ugly thing ideal for protecting Carian.
But first, Raith had to beguile her, even if it meant using every trick he had to lure her into the forest beyond the broken giant. Once there, he would sweet-talk her into protecting his brother. When he was done with her, the princess would return to the capital as Carian’s greatest ally.
There was one major complication with this scheme. His gums itched at the notion of being alone beyond the Guardians with Aurora. It would be so simple to pierce the soft skin on her neck and to sink his fangs deep into her vein.
Saliva pooled in his mouth at the prospect. He swallowed, wishing it would appease the hunger burning in the pit of his stomach for her.
It didn’t.
And the more he dreamed of drinking Aurora’s blood, of claiming her power as his own, the deeper the haze of red that settled over his eyes. It blinded him to all else.
He understood so clearly why Trojean had gone repeatedly to Warrendyte to reap. It had been worth the danger, the risk.
A tiny voice of reason squeaked at him: It didn’t work out so well for Trojean.
He didn’t care. Nothing mattered but the hunger. He needed Aurora if he was to survive it. Now.
Almost drunken with craving, he stumbled, righted himself, and then fumbled for her hand to pull her away from Zandor so he could drag her to the forest.
That same little voice pleaded with him to stop. Zandor’s here, a witness to everything.
If Raith acted rashly, he would be condemned along with Carian. There would be no one to save either of them.
Jorah would win. Again.
Even in his frenzy, the pain of that victory was too much for Raith to bear.
He pulled back to let Aurora and Zandor race ahead of him. They careened around the enormous fountain in the piazza, just yards from the front door to Aurora’s villa.
And then
Jorah loped through the Guardians standing sentinel at the edge of the square. The dwarf shambled some distance behind him.
Raith cursed the timing. He stopped to assess the situation. As far as he could tell, Trojean’s killer hadn’t spotted him yet. Whether that was good or bad, Raith wasn’t sure. But the dragon and the dwarf certainly complicated things. Getting Aurora away from Zandor was challenge enough, but sneaking her past both Jorah and the dwarf would be nigh on impossible.
Still, if it protected Carian, he had to try. He slunk closer.
“Aurora! Zandor! Wait,” Jorah called.
She skidded to a stop. “Oh, praise everything that tinkles! Niing! Jorah! Something’s happened to Keahr. Just like Jorah warned.”
Just like Jorah warned?
Raith’s blood chilled. How had Jorah known that Keahr was a target? Had the dragon followed him or Carian into the forest?
Raith shook his head to clear his jumbled thoughts.
Why would Jorah have done that? There was no way possible that Jorah could have known what he and Carian had planned.
That meant that Trojean’s killer knew of another threat to Keahr. How could I use this?
Hoping an idea came to him, Raith broke into a trot and joined Aurora and Zandor just as Jorah and Niing reached them. Before chasing Aurora up the stairs, the ice in the dragon’s eyes almost froze Raith to the spot.
Raith braced himself against it. Feet pounding, he took each step at a leap and reached the gracious landing at the top seconds after everyone else. Only Niing, on his tiny legs, struggled to keep up.
Aurora’s hands slumped onto her knees for a split second while she grabbed a breath. “Go. Find Keahr,” she managed to gasp.
Both Jorah and Zandor hesitated. Aurora slapped at them both to obey.
Jorah and Zandor exchanged a quick, troubling look Raith didn’t understand—and then Zandor shot across the hall and flung open a set of oak doors.
As far as Raith knew, the centaur didn’t like the dragon much—hardly surprising given that horses were a dragon’s natural prey. So when had Zandor decided he could trust Jorah?
Had the dragon and the centaur made some kind of pact?
There would be time enough to ponder that. For now, Raith strained to see into the room.
Zandor’s solid frame filled the doorway. He hissed and vanished inside.
“Let me help you.” Jorah tucked his hand under Aurora’s arm, even though she seemed quite capable of helping herself.
The lanky thing smiled up at Jorah with a genuineness lacking in all the beaming grins she’d bestowed on Raith. An unexpected spark of jealousy fired through him.
Jorah half-carried her into the room.
Heart threatening to chisel its way through his chest, Raith followed.
Keahr lay in a crumpled mess on the floor of her bedchamber.
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As grateful as she was for Jorah’s support, Aurora broke free of his grip and stumbled across the room. She fell down on her knees next to Keahr. Her breathing faltered as blood in the thick-piled carpet squelched into her dress.
Zandor already crouched at Keahr’s head. Stubby fingers stroked a blue egg growing on her forehead. “She’s alive. Knocked unconscious.”
Aurora almost sobbed her relief. If Keahr had died, she would never have forgiven herself. If she hadn’t wandered off with Raith, Zandor would have been here to protect Keahr. The shock and loss would have been too much to bear, especially coming so soon after Lazard.
“Where’s she bleeding from?” She grabbed Keahr’s hand, wet, sticky, and rough—
Ribbons of slashed flesh cut from Keahr’s palm. She yelped.
Jorah dropped down next to her. “Looks like someone attacked her with a blade, but she fought them off.”
She agreed. The question was who had done it? This wasn’t Artemis’s style.
Or was it? Had he paid an assassin to hurt Keahr? But why? Keahr was no threat to him or the Intelligentsia. None of this made sense.
There had to be another reason—and another person—who had targeted Keahr.
She was about to yell for the musketeers when it struck her that the two men who should have guarded Keahr’s door were not at their post. If they had been, no one could have gotten in to attack Keahr.
Raith brushed her side as he knelt to join them. He seemed unusually pale. “She took a blow to the head,” he said, stating the obvious.
Desperate not to lose herself in the never-ending depths of Raith’s unfathomable dark eyes, she focused on Jorah. “You said someone wanted to harm her. Who? I can’t see Artemis doing this. And there should be guards at the door. Where are they?”
Zandor shot to his feet. “I’ll go and find them.” He glared at Jorah. “Guard my princess and friend like your life depends on it.” His glower deepened. “Because it does.”
Jorah nodded. “That goes without saying.”
Niing shuffled into the room as Zandor loped out. When his gaze landed on Keahr, an almost animalistic moan escaped him. He immediately stoked his pipe.
Jorah broke eye contact with Aurora. “Not in here, Niing. The smoke isn’t what we need now.” His eyes trailed suggestively to Raith.
Niing slipped his pipe into his pocket, an act so foreign it almost shocked her more than Keahr’s attack had.
Supremely tired of all the secrets between these two, she slapped her hands on her hips. “Okay. I’ve had enough. What’s going on? And I want the truth. No more diversions, riddles, or nonsense.”
Raith brushed her face with a cool finger. “Perhaps we should be worrying about getting a doctor for your friend. I will accompany you, if you like.”
Jorah grabbed her hand and pulled her roughly to his side. “She doesn’t go anywhere.” Before she could protest, he added, “Niing, find a physician.”
She wanted Keahr attended to, but it also seemed like another convenient ploy to avoid answering her questions. She pulled away from Jorah, leaped to her feet, and bolted to the open window. One of the drapes fluttered in the breeze, while the other hung from the railing. Had it been yanked in a tussle? Perhaps Keahr’s attacker had hidden behind there?
That was a thought for later.
She poked her head out and yelled to a group of courtiers seated at the fountain. “Send for a physician. And be quick. Lady Keahr has been attacked.”
One of the courtiers jumped up to obey.
She faced Niing and Jorah. Niing was tearing up bits of the silk sheets to bandage Keahr’s hands. Satisfied that she could do no more for her friend, she snapped at Jorah, “Now. Answers.”
Jorah stood to face her. But he angled his body between her and Raith. “I will answer every question you have,” he said, his voice strangely tender. “All I ask is that we go somewhere private to do it.”
Raith stepped between them. “Forget it. If there is anything being said, you say it in front of me.”
She threw up her hands. “I get that you two don’t like each other, but this constant squabbling is getting on my nerves. My friend has been attacked, and I want to punish the bastard who did it. To do that, I need the facts—all of them.”
Raith’s beautiful eyes enveloped her. “You think it was one of us?” His silky voice sounded distant as it swept her away. “How is that possible? I was with you. And Jorah”—he waved his hand—“was with Niing, I presume.”
Jorah grabbed her arm and wrenched her out of Raith’s line of sight.
She wasn’t a doll to be tugged around! She opened her mouth to—
Zandor strode back into the room. “I found the guards. Their throats have been slit. Whoever did it dragged them behind the drapes.”
Her heart sank. Two of her people, cut down for no reason. More families grieving. But something was clear: Artemis would never target the musketeers.
Bow drawn and arrow nocked, Zandor wedged himself next to her. Jorah stood on her other side.
“Did you call the captain?” she asked in a strained voice.
Zandor nodded. “Unfortunately, these are not the only deaths he’s dealing with. Half a dozen mutilated corpses have been found in the city.” His face hardened. “All Infirm.”
She clutched her face as if that would stop the blood draining from it. “Why? I changed the trials because I wanted to stop the bloodshed. Who would do this?”
Raith’s shrug was cut short by Jorah’s fist crashing into his jaw.
She—and Raith—yelped as he slammed against the wall. Too stunned to react, she stood helpless as Jorah strode over, picked Raith up with one hand as if he weighed no more than a kitten, and then punched him a second time.
Raith’s eyes spun, and his head lolled. Jorah dropped him with utter disdain.
She found her voice. “What are you doing?” she screamed.
A voice from the door. “Seems I have arrived just in time.” Aurora’s physician held his portmanteau to his chest. “Who do I start with? The unconscious suitor”—a glare at Jorah—“or the unconscious Lady Keahr?”
“Keahr, of course,” Aurora snapped. She rounded on Jorah, still dumbfounded by his unprovoked act of violence. “You better have a very good explanation for all this.”
“I do.” Jorah grabbed her hand.
Despite her protest, he dragged her from the room.



THIRTY-ONE








Aurora






Aurora dug her heels into the carpet outside Keahr’s bedchamber. Either that, or the swarm of musketeers in the hallway, brought Jorah to a halt.
He looked pointedly at the captain glowering across the hall—she was sure it was only the presence of Zandor and Niing that stopped the musketeer from challenging Jorah.
“I promised you answers,” Jorah said softly to her, “but what I have to tell you should not go beyond the ears of the Infirm.”
Could the day get any weirder?
Jorah pressed on. “Is there somewhere private where we can talk?”
“After you knocked the lights out of Raith?” But she flung open her apartment door. “In here. And regardless of what you say, Niing and Zandor are invited.”
Jorah stood aside to let her enter the room first. “I would not have it any other way.”
The others followed. Peckle slunk into the room moments before she slammed the door shut. He positioned himself on a cushion next to the hearth and wrapped his tail around his paws. Calculating green eyes watched them all like they were his minions.
Aurora decided to follow his lead, except she didn’t bother sitting. She intended to own this meeting.
With an imperious hand, she waved Jorah to a chair. He sat without a murmur, even though it placed him at an obvious disadvantage. Niing shuffled onto the seat next to him. He stoked his pipe. As reliable as the sunrise, Zandor stood at her side.
The only person missing was Keahr. Aurora clenched her skirt in her fist with worry—and fury—for her friend. Whatever happened, by the end of this talk, she would have all her answers—answers she hoped would reveal who had hurt Keahr.
She owed Keahr that and much more.
Hand on her hips, she snapped, “Speak.”
Jorah smiled at her, a slightly crooked one. Why, in all the creation of cats, did it make her stomach swirl?
She ground her feet into the carpet. “This isn’t a smiling matter. Wipe that smirk off your face right now.”
Jorah’s eyes flared, and for a second she thought he’d challenge her. Then he laughed; a low, delicious bubbling sound, it sent an unexpected thrill of pleasure through her. “You certainly have fire, princess. But be careful whom you spar with. You might find that my fire burns longer, fiercer, and brighter than yours.”
“More riddles, Lord Thalyn?”
Jorah tilted his head. “Tell me how it feels when you are working in your garden.”
She blinked. “What has that got to do with who attacked Keahr? Or where you and Niing know each other from?”
“Everything. Indulge me.” Without waiting for a reply, Jorah turned to Niing. “Blow some of that smoke my way, and let’s see if I can work a little magic.”
Magic. What a strange choice of word.
Aurora shifted her weight from foot to foot while Niing billowed out clouds of pipeweed smoke.
Jorah’s eyes closed as he inhaled.
It gave her an opportunity to study him. Not classically handsome as Raith was, his rugged face, peppered with sexy blond stubble, made her blood bubble. As for the rest of him . . . she swallowed as she took in his broad shoulders, narrow waist, and long legs; waking up next to Jorah Thalyn would not be the worst thing that could happen to her.
Eyes tight shut, Jorah lifted his hand and held it out. He had beautiful fingers—
Her breath hitched. If her eyes didn’t deceive her, Jorah’s middle fingernail had narrowed, curled, and grown.
And then the illusion vanished.
Jorah groaned. “More smoke, Niing,” he mumbled.
Niing puffed.
Transfixed, she watched that hand.
And then it happened.
No doubt about it.
Jorah’s fingernail—no, his whole finger, buckled. The tan flesh vanished, replaced by a black blade that glinted in the light . . .
She rasped in a breath. “A talon . . . like a bird.” She shook her head. “Only—”
Only no bird she had ever seen had talons like steel.
So much for controlling this meeting.
She staggered back until she bumped into the wall. Her hands clawed at Mamma’s silk tapestry. “W-what are you?”
But as she looked at Jorah, slumped in his chair with sweat beading his face, her fear vanished.
Whatever he was, whatever he’d done, producing that talon had cost him deeply. He opened those azure eyes to look at her, but all she could see was his hand—a perfectly normal one—resting on his lap.
Niing hopped off the chair and waddled over to her. He bowed low. “I owe you an apology, my princess, and I hope you will forgive me.”
She stared first at him and then at Jorah.
More color infused Jorah’s face, but he had clearly decided to leave it to Niing to speak while he regained his strength.
“I should have told you a long time ago, but I feared for all our lives if you knew the truth.” Niing wrung his hands. “That temper of yours. You say things without thinking—”
She brushed his comments away with a sharp hand flick. She didn’t want to listen to Niing ramble when Jorah had just done something so incredible. So impossible.
Still Niing continued, “The Infirmities we suffer are nothing more than suppressed magic. An effect of the foul Guardians. My pipeweed smoke has a minor neutralizing effect. Because Jorah hasn’t lived his whole life under the power of the Guardians, it allowed him to tap into his magic to show you his true form—the man he would be beyond the constructs.”
Her mouth sagged, but her shock was short lived. “Magic! You mean . . .” She stamped her foot. “I knew those Guardians were trouble!”
Then the full force of Niing’s words hit her and, with it, a storm of rage that threatened to drown her.
Gasping for air, she shrieked, “You knew this! And you never told me! You knew how much I wanted to go beyond the Guardians—I would have risked my life to do it. Yet, you let me live in darkness when I could have . . .”
She didn’t know what she could have done, but it wasn’t important: Niing—Niing—had betrayed her.
It didn’t matter that his face paled or that his shoulders slumped or that his crumpled features could have belonged to a man so very much older than he was. He had kept something so vital, so important—so obvious—from her.
“Who else knew?” she demanded.
Zandor shifted at her side, and even Peckle looked away.
The cat’s many idiosyncrasies suddenly sharpened into focus. Magical cats and dogs had apparently been common before the Guardians.
The pain of betrayal almost leveled her. “All of you? Keahr, too?”
Niing sighed, then threw up his hands. “All of us. Me—I’m a true dwarf. Before the Guardians came, I controlled the earth. Keahr—she’s a fae, and she controls the air.” He waved at Zandor.
Her bodyguard’s face twisted with contrition. “Despite my allergies to animals, I’m a centaur. But in fairness, Keahr and I only discovered this recently when Niing took us beyond the Guardians to meet Jorah.”
Aurora backed away, not wanting to hear or believe that all three of the people—creatures—closest to her had kept something so life-changing from her. But with the wall behind her, there was nowhere to go—and she didn’t run away from a fight.
She was about to launch a stream of fury at them when Jorah jumped up and grabbed her hands. He looked intently in her eyes. “You don’t ask what you are?”
His words flushed her outrage like a bucket of iced water.
“W-what am I?”
Jorah smiled tenderly at her, as if she were incredibly special. “Undoubtedly a dryad—probably the most powerful one I have ever met.”
She stared at him blankly.
Dryads controlled plants. Or that is what she had read in the palazzo library in the few books that remained from before the Guardians. There were even dryad Guardians around Ryferia. One on the edge of the forest surrounding the capital.
A strangled laugh choked up at the notion of a mechanical dryad protecting her from the plants she connected with so deeply, so utterly.
But then she shook her head in disbelief. Could she really be such a creature? Did that mean she wasn’t human?
Jorah squeezed her hands. “I know you’re angry, and you have every right to that anger, but please, when we restore your powers to you, don’t set any of the nastier plants in that poison garden on me.”
She pulled away from him—his calloused hands against her skin weren’t helping her concentration. “You knew, too?”
Why was it so important that he say no?
Jorah opened his mouth, but Niing burst out, “He’s been wanting to tell you the truth from the second he arrived here. Please, don’t blame him. This was my decision and mine alone. I take full responsibility for it.”
She fixed Jorah with beseeching eyes. “Is this true?”
Jorah’s eyes in turn narrowed to mere slits—almost reptilian in their keenness. “Dragons live by a code of honor. I will never lie willingly to you. It is against my nature.”
Dragon shape-shifter. That talon suddenly made sense.
She gulped. If he was, in reality, a dragon shape-shifter, no wonder he spoke about his fire burning brighter and fiercer than hers.
She longed to ask him how that worked; instead, she roved her eyes up and down his body, seeing the truth of his claim in the planes, ridges, and bulges of his muscles beneath his very mundane clothing.
He showed no emotion as she plundered him.
Only when her focus shifted back to his face—and those beautiful blue eyes—did he speak. “My honor rebelled against keeping something so critical from you.” A glare at Niing. “You’re a woman of courage and strength, even if you are too quick to lose your temper. Your friends feared you would betray them in a tirade. I bowed to their superior knowledge of you. I will not be doing that again. To that, I pledge my word.”
He didn’t see her as a reckless child, like everyone else in the palazzo—her friends included—seemed to. She could have flung her arms around his neck.
She didn’t act on the impulse.
Struggling to keep her trembles of rage under control, she asked, “Raith? Does he know we are Magical? Is that why you knocked him out? So you didn’t have to say this in front of him?”
We are Magical. As she admitted to her own nature, the enormity of it struck her. Her hands flew to her mouth. If Artemis and the Intelligentsia suspected that magic lay behind the Infirmities, they would never allow the Infirm to live. There would be carnage.
Genocide.
And she would be helpless to stop it; no Magical queen would be permitted on the Ryferian throne. Mamma’s murder suddenly made sense. As Infirm as Aurora, Mamma had to have been Magical, and that had to have contributed to her death. It also suggested why her killer had never been found. With Lazard also dead, her shaft of suspicion fell squarely on Artemis.
She sank to the floor and clasped her knees to stop them quivering.
Jorah knelt to eye level with her. “Raith is also Magical.” His voice was surprisingly gentle. “He’s an incubus—one of the foulest manifestations magic can take.”
“I—I don’t know what an incubus is.”
“A creature that uses fangs to suck blood from the Magical. As he kills his prey, he absorbs their power, making it his own.”
She blanched as bile rose in her mouth.
Jorah covered her hands with one of his. It was warm, comforting. “An incubus is an enemy of all the Magical. Our only natural predator, he uses his beauty to beguile so he can sink his fangs into us. You have experienced some of that when he looks at you.”
Jorah had noticed her silly infatuation with Raith? She blushed. But at least it explained her crazy giddiness when Raith was around.
Jorah half-smiled. “Imagine what it would be like if the Guardians were gone.”
A shudder rocked her.
And then everything came together in her head. “Lila . . . Was Trojean one of these things, too?”
The shutters crashed down over Jorah’s face. “She was,” he said, voice distant. “I killed her in Warrendyte. Too late to help Lila.”
So Warrendyte existed? It wasn’t just a fabled place in people’s wild imaginings?
“Her brother is on the same quest. To reap as much magic as he can.” Jorah’s voice hardened. “That’s why he’s here. He hopes to marry you so he can suck you and everyone else in Ryferia dry. And then he plans to take on Warrendyte.” Jorah shifted on his heels. “First he has to get through me. I’ve pledged my life in my quest to destroy him.”
She glanced over at Niing, Zandor, and—too crazy to be admitted out loud—Peckle to see if they knew all this.
From their shifting eyes—even the cat’s—they did.
Face hot with fury, she demanded, “So when did you plan to tell me? Or were you going to let Raith suck me dry?”
“Of course not.” Niing gasped. “We did not know Raith would come when we sent out the invitations. And with Jorah here, winning the trials . . .” He took a quick puff on his pipe. “Why do you think I asked Jorah to come and fight for you? So you will have the support you need to take on Artemis and the Intelligentsia.”
“A man in love with another woman,” she snapped, and then avoided looking at Jorah.
He didn’t deny her claim.
It hurt.
It was time to take back control.
She pushed Jorah away and forced her aching body to stand. “What do we do about Raith? Clearly, we can say nothing to Artemis or the Intelligentsia.” She threw a glare in the direction of her “friends.” They thought she would be so stupid as to betray something so deadly to their enemies?
Niing and Zandor had the grace to squirm. The confounded cat just stared at her.
Aurora broke eye contact first. It burned.
Jorah jumped to his feet and walked over to sit on the window seat. “I have to beat the parasite in the trials. We have no other choice. The lives of every Magical in Ryferia depends on that. Not to mention my own. I staked it as part of a contract with a fae named Sabrisia. She will hold the chair on the Warrendyte council next term.”
Well, that explained why Jorah was here.
It also confirmed what she already knew: Lord Jorah Thalyn, dragon shape-shifter extraordinaire, would not be falling head over heels in love with her anytime soon. Best she guard her own heart with a fireproof wall.
“Do I pretend to Raith that I don’t know all this?” She didn’t think she could.
“He will know that we have told you,” Niing said with quiet certainty. “But his hands are tied, just as ours are. But that does not mean he’s not a huge threat—”
“Jorah,” she said, cutting Niing off, still too angry to listen to him, “tell me everything you know about Raith and his brother.”
Her eyes threatened to pop straight out of her head by the time Jorah had finished explaining to her about Raith’s diabolical potion designed to dodge the Guardians and his smoke-reaping ritual.
She slumped down onto her bed. “So it is likely that Carian attacked Keahr?”
Nods from everyone.
“It would help immensely if Keahr saw him,” Zandor said. “We would then have proof we could use without implicating ourselves. We can have him arrested. That would hinder Raith.”
He was right. Without proof, it was impossible to say anything to, or about, Raith. She considered the torn drape in Keahr’s bedchamber. Had her friend spotted Carian in the tussle?
“We need to find out if she has regained consciousness.” She looked at Zandor. “Please go check.” She spared Peckle a scowl. “I would ask the cat, but he’s so stuck-up, I doubt he’d comply.”
Peckle licked his paw and then washed his face as if he hadn’t a care in the world.
“All he wants are the Guardians down,” Zandor said as he strode to the door. “Then, I promise, you won’t get him to shut up.”
Aurora eyed the gangly tabby as she waited for Zandor to return with news on Keahr, still not quite grasping that Peckle could talk—like a human.
Jorah stared out the window. Niing puffed on his pipe.
She shook her head as she struggled to process the changes Jorah’s few words had wrought in her life. She had gone from being Infirm to powerfully Magical in a heartbeat. Who knew what other powers lurked in her subjects? Whatever they were, as their queen, she would do all in her power to help the Magical take their place as equals next to the—
What were the non-Magical called? Untalented? She gritted her teeth against that awful title.
No, in the world I will rule, we will be equal. No more Infirm and Able or Magical and Untalented. It’s the only way to create peace.
Zandor threw open the door and led Keahr in on his arm.
Her friend—a fae who controlled the air—was pale despite her dark skin and unsteady on her feet.
“I know I wronged you, and I ask your forgiveness.” Keahr held up her bandaged hands. “Like everyone here, I operated out of fear.” A rasping sigh. “Fat lot of good it did me. I still got hurt.”
“Did you see who attacked you?” Aurora asked.
Keahr’s eyes glistened. A sorrowful head shake. “No. It all happened so fast. The knife. The hit on the head.” Keahr sank down onto the end of the bed. “I suppose he got my blood?”
“You know about that?”
“Zandor has just told me. I’m sorry. The last thing I want is for my magic to be used in a potion that destroys us all.”
Aurora leaned toward Zandor. “You sure Raith didn’t hear you?”
“He’d gone by the time I got there.”
Aurora bit her lip. How was she supposed to face Raith again, knowing all this?
Maybe it will give me some immunity to him.
She could at least hope.
But now another problem confronted her.
She set her jaw into a firm line. She would brook no arguments. “I know we cannot outright accuse Carian of attacking Keahr or of killing the Infirm in the city, but we have to inform the captain that we suspect him. That way, we can at least try to protect our people.”
Zandor slammed his fist down onto the table. “I mentioned it to him when I found the murdered musketeers. The captain wouldn’t listen. He said we have no proof, and therefore he can’t act.”
“That’s ridiculous,” she snapped. “I will speak with him.”
Zandor held up his hand. “Don’t waste your time, because there’s more.” His bleak voice made her hair stand. “He said, and I quote: ‘With the trials going on, I don’t have the time or the resources to worry about a few dead beggars in the city.’”
Jorah bristled. He threw a protective arm across Aurora. “This isn’t just a few dead beggars in the street! It’s an attack on the Royal Princess’s handmaiden, not four feet from the princess’s door.”
“Not to mention the dead musketeers,” she added with a shudder.
A long sigh from Zandor. “He said that Lord Artemis has given him his orders. Nothing is to be done about the deaths in the city to cause trouble until after the trials. We are alone in this unless Aurora challenges her uncle.” A glower. “Which I don’t recommend. Not when he’s already got you in his sights.”
Her chest ached. Not that Artemis hated her enough to leave her and her friends exposed to a possible assassin, but that her people were so divided that the death of Infirm—Magical—could be brushed aside in this political expediency. It had to change.
She rubbed her temples against the beginnings of a headache. In the past, she would have looked to Niing for answers, but not today. She faced Jorah. “What do you think I should do?”
Jorah’s face was grave. “Nothing infuriates more than an Untalented harming a Magical, but Zandor is right, our hands are tied. With Artemis’s trumped-up charges against you about your brother, challenging him will merely play into his hand. The best we can do is for me to win the trials. After that happens, I will keep you safe while we remove the Guardians.”
She huffed out a breath at that logic. Still, how could she just accept the deaths of her people? She tapped her fingernail against her chin. “Why can’t one of us watch Carian?”
Eyebrows rose around the room.
“Who?” Jorah answered. “Niing and Zandor are both on Carian’s list. Keahr is injured. I will be taking part in the trials. You can’t. Too risky. That leaves Peckle. Will the presence of the cat stop Carian? I doubt it.”
She pulled her shoulders back and slapped her hands to her sides. “So we do nothing?”
Every hair standing, Peckle hissed.
She rolled her eyes. “What’s he trying to say?”
Niing decoded. “I think he’s offended by your assertion that he is of no use.”
The cat’s tail flicked back and forward as he glared at her.
Aurora wasn’t backing down. She glared right back. Peckle held eye contact with a belligerence that almost made her smile.
Niing continued. “Peckle, you must follow Carian. If nothing else, bring us news of what he plans.”
The words weren’t even cold, and Peckle sauntered out of the room.
Bemused, she watched him go. She could grow to like a Magical, talking cat—even one as prickly as Peckle.
Her mirth was swept away by the realities they faced.
She ran a hand through her wild curls, resigned but still smarting that she had to accept the death of her people.
But she had another worry to air. “The next trial. It’s held in the burrow. You’re all to pick a potion from my notebooks, which you must make. You will use the power it gives you in the final trial. Am I giving Raith an advantage if he is already tinkering with potion-making?”
A soft laugh from Jorah. “Unlikely. I’m the only one of your suitors who will have any advantages at an alchemy bench.”
Her pulse raced, and she couldn’t contain her excited smile that she and Jorah shared a common interest in something so important to her.
Jorah’s face dropped. Apparently, the same could not be said for him.
“Like you, Aurora,” he said, “I spent my youth in Niing’s burrow. Lessons on potion-making were unavoidable.”
She frowned, trying to make sense of that.
Jorah wasn’t much older than her—at least he didn’t look more than five or six years her senior.
Jorah cocked his head. “Trying to work out how old I am?”
“It would help with the timeline, yes.”
“I’m close to two hundred years old.”
She gagged.
That won her a smile. “A young man, as dragons go.”
“I—I see.” She did the math in her head. “That means you were alive when Nethric—”
“Drove the Magical out of Ryferia. I was forced to leave almost everyone I cared for here. But only Niing and Peckle were alive when I paddled out of the harbor.”
He had lost people—Magical—in the war.
Another crooked smile. “Before you judge me, dryads are long lived, too. The last one I knew of was over a thousand years old when she died.”
Another gasp escaped her throat. “How many dryads do you know?”
Again, that unimaginable sadness from Jorah. “Just that one. No dryads escaped Ryferia when the Guardians went up.” His face twisted with hate. “We have the Untalented to thank for that.”
“The people who killed the dryads and your . . . loved ones are not the same people who are alive today.”
A snort from Jorah. “Maybe. But their hearts haven’t changed.”
She frowned; clearly, Jorah was as critical about the Able as they were about the Infirm. Would this hatred never end?
“My honor hates that I know this information about the next trial,” he said. “The only way for me to appease it is if I am equally as challenged as the parasite in the final event.”
She eyed him with wonder. Having an advantage would never have worried her conscience. To humor him, she asked, “What do you propose?”
“Let the final trial be fought out on one of the Guardians. That way, we will both be sick, miserable, and equally as weak. Equally as . . . human. Then the best man truly will win your hand.”
She picked at the hem of her dress as she considered his crazy demand. She wanted to say that men who fight by honor die faster, but she didn’t. Jorah Thalyn would never understand that. “What if the best man turns out be Raith?”
The cold stare Jorah leveled at her made her regret her question.
She murmured, “Foolish of me. I’ve seen you both battle.”
Jorah grunted, but his slow smile suggested he was somewhat mollified by her observation.
Keahr cleared her throat. “Maybe we should make the last trial a quest to find Aurora.”
Niing gasped. “You are not suggesting we make Aurora hide in a Guardian?”
Aurora’s head shot up. “Are you? Because I’ve always fancied seeing inside a Guardian. Almost as much as I’ve wanted to get past one.”
“It will make you sick,” Niing objected. “And weak. And then there are the stairs. Hundreds of them. It is too risky—”
Aurora opened her mouth to interrupt, but Zandor got in first. “Enough, Niing. If it is what she wants, then let her do it.” He gave her a wan smile. “My days of over-protecting you are done. You are quite capable of taking care of yourself. And once you are queen, you will be taking care of all of us. Time we got used to it.”
She could have kissed him—until she remembered what had caused this change of heart.
Channeling Jorah, she shrugged to show her queenly disdain for him, Niing, and Keahr. “There is a dryad Guardian at the edge of the forest. We will use that.”
Jorah touched his heart and bowed his head. “My thanks for your understanding.”
She bit her lip, hoping she hadn’t made a terrible mistake by humoring Jorah’s weird dragon obsession with honor. And as for all the stairs she would have to climb . . .
She pushed her fear aside.
The only thing that mattered now was that Jorah won the next two trials.
If he didn’t, she would be forced into a marriage with a monster who wanted her dead.



THIRTY-TWO








Raith






Mind a whirlpool, Raith tapped his fingers against a page in one of Aurora’s alchemy notebooks. It rested amid a clutter of flasks, beakers, and chopping knives on the alchemy table in Niing’s burrow.
He had less than the allotted two hours left to brew a winning potion.
The presence of four musketeers supervising the trial did nothing to calm his nerves—or his conscience.
Across from him, Jorah sliced up a root for his potion in implacable silence.
Raith’s face, where Jorah had hit him—twice—ached at the sight of Trojean’s killer.
That Jorah had felt it necessary to knock him unconscious rather than speak to Aurora in front of him told Raith everything he needed to know: Jorah had somehow known about his and Carian’s plans.
That meant Aurora now knew them, too.
From the expression of fear and loathing that twisted the princess’s face when she had set out the trial twenty minutes before, she knew exactly what he was and what he and Carian had done.
Raith’s insides curled with sorrow.
Aside from his father, no one had ever looked at him with such intensity of hatred before. He would never have been exposed to such loathing when he’d limited himself to reaping trinket magic from animals.
Trojean and Carian had certainly changed his world.
After announcing the rules, Aurora had swept out of this stuffy, oppressive underground bunker, leaving him and the three remaining suitors to concoct a potion they would use in the next trial—to be held on a Guardian at the edge of the forest.
In between stalking and attacking the Infirm in the capital, Carian was supposed to scout out the dryad for any advantages Raith could use in the battle with Jorah.
The fact that he and Carian had not been publicly implicated in Keahr’s attack only meant that Aurora and her entourage—that now seemed to include Jorah—were also bound to secrecy.
That could change at any moment.
Raith feared for his life when that accusation was finally leveled. He had argued that case with Carian before coming here this morning.
To him, it didn’t matter that Carian had stolen a vial of Keahr’s blood to add to the minotaur’s blood they already had. Or that Carian had insisted on continuing the killing spree despite Raith’s fervent objections. To Raith, this had all gone too far.
That was what his logic—his humanity—had argued.
But all the while, his cravings had screamed at him that Carian was right to insist they continue the quest to find the other three Magical beings to complete the potion.
In the end, Raith’s cravings had won out against his self-preservation.
Much the way Trojean’s craving had with her.
Despite loathing himself for his weakness, he had agreed to allow Carian to continue attacking the Infirm in the capital while Raith’s—and Jorah’s—attention was focused on this trial.
Then Carian would brew the potion, and Raith would have access to all the magic his cravings demanded.
In the meantime, Raith had his own potion to brew, which would be used in the next trial.
He had yet to start his preparations, even though the clock ticked loud in the silence.
He grimaced. Everything was further complicated by his lack of information on the next trial. That made choosing a potion to make that much more difficult.
Someone would have to drink the stuff they brewed. The question was, would they have to drink their own potions, or would they swop concoctions?
He didn’t know. Without that knowledge, even Carian had admitted that making a killing potion to narrow the field wasn’t an option.
He was yet to choose a recipe.
And still the clock ticked.
He sucked in a calming breath and flipped through the pages of Aurora’s notebook again. Her extravagant, flowing text streamed before his unseeing eyes. Finally, a recipe jumped out at him: a strength potion. It would give the drinker enhanced strength for up to twelve hours if brewed for one and a half hours.
He would only have enough time if he got moving—fast.
The recipe called for a macadamia nut, the root of a fig tree, some steel shavings, an empty shark egg pod, a fresh oyster, and a measure of ground marble, all mixed together with spring water and then brewed.
Pulse racing faster than the second hand on the clock, he strode to the ingredients table—and almost slipped on a broken egg.
That idiot Lardel waved a hand in apology. “Sorry, the stupid thing slipped out of my hand. I know nothing about making potions.”
Raith ignored him. He fluttered a shaking hand over an almost unimaginable collection of dried and fresh plants, nuts, ground and whole rocks, and bits of animals in unlabeled vials, baskets, and bottles.
His mind boggled.
If he got this wrong, his potion would fail. It would not get him eliminated, but he would go into the final challenge at a distinct disadvantage.
He had enough of those already.
Stop it. You are a powerful incubus. You have a nose. Use it. And eyes, too.
He scanned the ingredients with deeper concentration.
A macadamia nut buried deep in its brown shell lay next to a shark egg, still wet and smelling of salt and seaweed. The oyster was also fresh from the ocean. The steel shavings glinted blue in the torchlight.
He placed them in a basket and then lifted root after root to his nose.
Fig had always stunk of cat piss to him. He allowed a smile through his grimace of disgust when the familiar stench hit him. He placed it in his basket.
Now for the vials of powdered rock. Marble, he assumed, would be white.
He picked up a vial of white powder and held it up to a flickering candle. Dull and lifeless, it gave nothing away.
Aware of the ticking clock, he skittered down the line. The vial at the very end of the long table caught his eye. It shimmered pearly white . . . But so did the vial next to it.
Which one was correct?
His stomach clenched. He had to make a choice. His hand dithered over the two vials, then he said a quick prayer to Maleficent, grabbed one, and tossed it in his basket. If it was the wrong one, his potion would fail—someone.
Those are the breaks in this crazy game. He gulped.
Last, he picked up a flask of water—he hoped it came from a spring—and carried his treasure back to his side of the alchemy bench.
Jorah had finished his preparation. With a casualness that infuriated Raith, the dragon swirled his steaming potion with a glass stirrer. Once again, it looked like Trojean’s killer would finish this trial first.
Raith struck a match to light his burner, but his hands trembled so much, it snuffed almost immediately.
Get a grip.
His second try was more successful. He slid his cauldron onto the stand above the flame and poured in the water. Steam hissed, and the water bubbled.
Next he prized open the oyster. A single dark pearl shone in the muck. He picked it up and held it to the dancing light. It shimmered like whale oil on the ocean. Not very pretty, but he knew its value and rarity.
Was it supposed to go into his potion?
The recipe hadn’t called for a pearl. Would Aurora have known the oyster hid this gem? How could she? Finding it had to be serendipity. He slipped it into his pocket to give to Aurora after the trial was over—it could be useful in wooing her again. The rest of the oyster went into the boiling water. The shark’s egg pod came next. Then the steel shavings. These were followed by mashed fig root.
He counted the turns of his whisk, careful not to do more than the recipe called for. Whisk held in midair, he let the brew swirl on its own, counting the seconds down in his head.
He took a moment to assess his competition. Lardel leaned over his collection of ingredients with a sour expression. He had yet to lift a blade to start chopping. Mahlon smirked over his cauldron as if he had done this a thousand times.
It fueled Raith’s nerves.
Jorah was the worst. As placid as a summer’s day, he shaved the tips of a goose feather into his solution.
Raith’s brew hissed, pouring steam into the already noxious air. He yanked the flame out from under the cauldron.
It burned his hand. He sucked in a sharp breath; he’d forgotten to grab a mitt.
Giving the water time to cool, he picked up the macadamia nut. Notoriously difficult to crack, he dropped it into a heavy mortar and jammed the pestle down onto it.
It didn’t even scratch the shell.
He tossed the pestle down and raced to the equipment table.
A small hammer with an iron head. But when he thunked it down on the nut, the tricky brown ball shot across the table and hit Jorah.
The dragon glared at him as he rolled the blasted thing back. “Keep your nuts to yourself, or I might be tempted to crack your head like one in the final trial.”
The clock struck the hour.
Sweat broke out on Raith’s brow. He had one hour left, and he hadn’t finished adding his ingredients.
Another prayer that the potion Carian made went better than this one. He considered choosing an easier recipe but rejected the idea. By the time he could find something to make, he would be out of time.
She said everything we could need is here. Something on this table will have to work.
He picked each strange contraption in turn, studying them carefully. Finally, he spotted an old iron vise. He raced to it, stuck the nut between its metal jaws, and cranked the handle. It squealed as the cog turned and the vise bit down into the shell.
Another couple of rotations, and a satisfying crack filled the air. He cranked the vise open, grabbed the nut, and ran back to his potion. The creamy white flesh he scooped out and tossed in the cauldron. Careful not to burn himself, he pushed it back on the flame.
Now for the powdered marble.
Please be right. Please be right.
He measured out the exact amount on a set of shining golden scales and tipped the tiny mound into the cauldron. A few bubbles floated to the top and popped, spreading powder across the surface. The liquid changed to a milky gray color.
The smell didn’t improve. It added to the malodorous stench that filled the room. It didn’t seem to be bothering anyone else. Lardel had started tossing ingredients into his cauldron.
Mahlon sat with his feet on the table while his potion boiled. Most of the stink was coming from his station. Raith’s nose curled with distaste. Whatever happened, he hoped he didn’t end up drinking whatever muck was in that pot.
Across from Raith, Jorah’s steady hands poured his potion in a vial.
Raith’s heart stuttered. The killer has finished?
He swallowed and risked speaking. “You done?”
A sneer from Jorah. “So it would seem.”
Lardel looked up from his stirring. “What! You can’t be. What did you make?”
An eyebrow raise from Jorah. “A potion that stops the drinker from bleeding if cut.” He fixed his icy eyes on Raith. “Figured it might come in handy.”
Raith gulped. Before he could reply, Mahlon said, “Argan Dexterity Serum. Famous for making the drinker more agile. It loosens the joints and sinews. Or so the instructions say.”
Raith had his doubts that anything that smelled so terrible would help anyone with anything other than a severe case of vomiting.
“And you?” Lardel asked Raith.
Avoiding Jorah’s stony gaze, Raith said, “Strength. It will help in the next challenge.”
Lardel tossed his hands up. “Waste of time. I’m not doing this.” He stalked away from his bench and sat on a sofa in front of a pot-bellied stove.
“You’re giving up?” Jorah asked.
“I came to fight,” Lardel snapped. “Not to mess about in the kitchen.” He folded his arms. “The way I see it, I was beat when she changed the rules. And the prize isn’t worth the loss of dignity that comes with playing on.”
“The prize?” Jorah’s voice was as frigid as his eyes. “I trust you aren’t referring to Princess Aurora?”
“The princess. The kingdom. Not worth it.” Lardel stood. “I’m going to get some fresh air.”
So that was it. Lardel gone.
Raith exchanged a satisfied look with Mahlon.
“The princess isn’t much to look at, to be sure, and she’s a bit too fiery for my tastes, but the kingdom’s worth something,” Mahlon said, with a toothy grin. “Like an old carriage, I can strip it for spare parts.”
Jorah stepped into Mahlon’s personal space. “You haven’t won yet.”
Mahlon waved at his potion. “Can’t lose.”
“I’ll see you whipped before I let you marry Aurora,” the dragon said, his voice low, “or strip her kingdom of its wealth.”
Mahlon stepped back. He must have seen something of the dragon in Jorah. His usual bluster gone, Mahlon held up his hands. “No offense, Thalyn. Let’s not get antsy.”
Jorah turned away and sat on the sofa Lardel had vacated.
Raith looked at the clock.
Half an hour left until he faced the dragon in the final trial. A trial he knew he could not win, no matter how much strength potion he drank.
It was time he and Carian came up with a plan to destroy Jorah.
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The stench of rancid potion reached Aurora the second her foot touched the top of the stairs to Niing’s burrow.
Her heart pounded.
Someone down there had made a terrible mistake.
She hoped it wasn’t deadly.
Except perhaps if it was Raith who had messed up. It would solve all their problems if he poisoned himself. She would not have to hide out in a Guardian—doubt now pricked her at the wisdom of that—and Jorah would not have to fight another Magical being on an ever-shifting mechanical construct designed to debilitate and weaken.
But even as she hoped for Raith’s demise, she doubted the gods would be so obliging.
Zandor grimaced. “What’s that? Your potions never smell that bad.”
“That’s because I don’t botch my potions. Or at least not that badly.”
“With a bit of luck, it’s Raith’s and he’ll poison himself,” he muttered.
She wasn’t the only one who sought an easy solution to the incubus she’d inflicted on Ryferia, then.
The smell was worse at the bottom of the stairs. She had to pause to stop from gagging. She cleared her throat and straightened her corset. Artemis and a group of Intelligentsia had gathered in the burrow to see the end of the trial. It seemed their blood lust had not been cured.
She swept past them and announced, “Your time is up.”
Jorah reclined on a sofa; Lord Mahlon stood smirking next to his brew; and Raith sat straight as a board next to his station. Lord Lardel was missing.
“Where is Lord Lardel?” she asked.
Jorah eased off the sofa. His tall, handsome frame was clad in black trousers and a cotton shirt, open at the neck. His cravat hung loose over his shoulders.
Her heart kicked in her chest. Beneath his shirt, she caught a curl of black ink. Her fingers itched to slide the white cotton aside to expose what he’d had tattooed on that beautiful skin. She held them clenched at her side.
When had Jorah Thalyn become so important to her?
“He decided that potion-making wasn’t to his liking,” Jorah drawled. “He’s withdrawn.”
She wasn’t sorry—it meant one less person clambering over the Guardian to worry about. But she could not show that type of emotion. “So be it.”
Almost unbidden, her focus drifted to Raith.
Was it possible the incubus radiated so much charm that he could hook her from across the room? Knowing she had to fight it, she still stared at him.
He smiled at her—but happily, his smile and his eyes were wild. Afraid.
From this distance, it was impossible to tell if it was his potion that stank. She wasn’t going any nearer to find out.
Another—more likely—possibility for his fear presented itself. Did he suspect that she knew his brother had attacked Keahr and left a trail of mutilated bodies across the capital?
If he did, perhaps it would make him reconsider the course he was on. Even if Jorah won, there was no guarantee Raith would not continue his quest to make that terrible potion.
Blindsided by that realization, she was marshaling her thoughts on what to say to him when Lord Mahlon called out, “I have a magnificent potion for you, princess.”
She gave him a strained smile, then turned to the four musketeers who had supervised the trial. “Who was the first to complete their potion?”
A musketeer stepped forward, bowing low. “My princess, Lord Jorah finished first.”
Hardly surprising, but she’d had to ask. When Jorah stepped into her personal space with his potion in hand, a flush of delicious heat pooled in her core despite her anxiety.
Not even Artemis leering over her shoulder could cool it.
“Just for you,” Jorah said, voice a low rumble in his throat.
All she could think as he handed her the potion was that she wanted this distant, disdainful, ruggedly handsome dragon more than she had ever wanted anyone.
She swallowed, praying that he—and Artemis—wouldn’t feel the lusty heat streaming off her body like the rays of sunlight at noon day. “What have you made?”
“You hadn’t named the potion, but from your scribbled notes I think it’s safe to call it an elixir to stop bleeding.”
Very good choice, given what they knew about Raith.
She only just managed to resist giving him a knowing smile. It would not do to let Artemis suspect that she and Jorah had a relationship outside the trials.
Relationship.
Oh! How much more intimate that sounded than it really was.
Struggling to keep her voice steady, she commanded, “Drink your potion.”
He didn’t hesitate, swallowing the black liquid in three mouthfuls. Not blinking, he placed the vial back on the table.
She picked up a chopping knife. “Your hand.”
Palm up, Jorah extended his hand—the same one that last evening had revealed his Magical secret. When she sliced the blade cleanly across his skin, he gave not even the slightest flinch.
No welling of blood. Or trace of his dragon hidden in his core.
Her heart sang. A blood elixir was not an easy potion to make. He truly was adept at potion-making, something so dear to her heart. Would he never grow to care for her the way she was beginning to care for him?
Jorah’s cool blue eyes gave nothing away.
To hide her roiling emotions, she forced a bland expression. “Nicely done.” Her eyelids fluttered stupidly before she could stop them.
He smiled for the first time—a slow, crooked one that set her blazing. “My princess. You honor me.”
She coughed and took a step back, only to bump into Artemis, standing at her shoulder.
Her toad of an uncle looked at her with cold calculation. He must have seen her lust for Jorah.
As usual, her skin burned.
Worse, being Artemis, he would no doubt devise some dastardly plan to use that information against her.
Whatever he tried, she—and Jorah—would come back fighting.
Briskly, to cover her embarrassment, she turned to the musketeer. “Who finished second?”
“I did,” Lord Mahlon shouted before the soldier could reply. He sauntered over, arrogance rolling off him like waves, and placed his vial on the table before her. “Woman, as requested, a perfect potion.”
She sniffed it, then recoiled.
Lord Mahlon’s potion was the source of the terrible smell.
This was not going to go well for the man. She forced that bland expression again. “Thank you, Lord Mahlon. What have you made?”
“Argan Dexterity Serum. Famous for giving the drinker extra dexterity by loosening the joints and sinews.”
She bit her lip. Would saying anything break the rules? Then her common decency stepped in. “I fear that you might be mistaken. I am always wary when one of my potions smells that bad. I generally feed it to the sink when that happens.” A smile. “Or maybe I offer it to the stable manager to use as rat poison.”
“Nonsense, woman. You’re just afraid of the power it will give me, that I’ll win. I won’t be tricked! Trust me, you’ll appreciate my increased dexterity even more on our wedding night.”
Her hands found her hips as ribald laughter rose from the crowd behind her. To cover her embarrassment, she shot back, “Yes, you would need that compensation, wouldn’t you?”
The laughs grew louder.
She didn’t give Lord Mahlon an opportunity to perform for his audience or to further embarrass her. “I give you a choice: throw it away or drink it. You know what I would do.”
Lord Mahlon smirked at her, then at the crowd behind her as he lifted his vial to his lips. He swallowed it, then thumped the vial back on the table. He, and the rest of the crowd, waited in anticipation.
A cough raked him. He cleared his throat, but it didn’t seem to help. He coughed again, thumping his chest to dislodge whatever had him struggling for breath.
His eyes turned from arrogance to widened alarm. A pale-blue tinge claimed his face.
The Intelligentsia sniffed blood. They started a slow clap.
Lord Mahlon scratched at his throat desperately. “An antidote?” he rasped as he stumbled back from the table, and landed heavily on the floor.
She gripped her skirts, hating to see him suffer even if he had brought it on himself. “Unless you can point out the exact ingredients you used and the method you followed, I would not know where to start.”
He tried to lumber to his feet, but collapsed back onto the floor. Wide, unfocused eyes gaped up at her. “Help me,” he rasped.
“I would, truly, but—” What more could she say? She was as helpless as he was.
The Intelligentsia clapped.
Lord Mahlon’s fingers clawed at her skirts.
It took all her strength not to look away—she owed him the honor of watching him die.
His feet juddered in his boots.
The clapping increased in pitch and tempo.
Mouth as blue as a salamander’s back, Lord Mahlon’s head lolled.
And then, his body crumpled into the flagstones to rousing applause.
He was dead.
A few of the Intelligentsia cheered.
She swayed on her feet. She wanted to be sick.
Brute that he was, it still grieved her that another human being had died in the quest for her hand.
And were the Intelligentsia any better?
Her country and her people were corrupt if they found pleasure in something so cruel, so barbaric. Yes, she wanted Raith dead, but that was to protect thousands of her future subjects, not just because she enjoyed spilling blood.
And what of the royal houses who had sent sons here to die for her hand? Even knowing the risks, they would not be happy with their deaths. No doubt she’d made enemies throughout this process. How would she contend with seven angry houses and kingdoms, all out for revenge?
Her only hope was that when she was queen, perhaps she could lead them all into a kinder, gentler world.
Artemis shifted next to her. “Aurora. You have forgotten that you still have a suitor to check.” He waved at the Intelligentsia. “Note how she hesitates. Is this what you want in your queen?”
“They won’t have a choice but to accept me once I am married.” She glared out at the men who had come to mock her. “And the first thing I’m going to do when I take the throne is to change that stupid law that says a woman has to be married to wear the crown. Or your disgusting discrimination of Infirm in government. My mother stood by my father’s side. She held his council. And you killed her for it. You won’t do the same to me.” She clenched her jaw, more shocked than anyone that she had blurted out her suspicions.
Artemis’s mouth tightened. “You would accuse us?”
Raith gripped Artemis’s shoulder before she could reply. “Did I not warn you that I would not tolerate any more of your abuse?” He glanced over at Jorah. “I doubt he will take kindly to it either. So how about you step away from your niece so she can check my potion.”
No matter what Raith was, or what his brother had done—with his compliance, no doubt—he had again stepped between her and Artemis. She couldn’t deny her gratitude. Surely only a man who had suffered similar abuse would feel so strongly as to act for a virtual stranger? Part of her wished she and Raith could explore that bond instead of being enemies.
But even as that thought manifested, she didn’t trust herself with him. Not when he could so easily spin her into a web of thrall she might never escape from.
Artemis glared at Raith, but he stepped back.
This was the third time Artemis had stood down from a conflict with Raith. Was it possible that an incubus’s powers extended to the Able, too?
So much to learn in this new world.
Raith held out his potion to her. “My princess, I’ve made a strength enhancement potion called Draught of Vigor.”
Relief snagged her breath at his choice. It was a basic potion, and not a particularly potent one. She had made it for the first time when she was a young girl, trying to cure herself of her ailments. It had helped, but very little. Eventually it wasn’t even worth the effort to make. Jorah would have no trouble overpowering Raith on the dryad Guardian.
“Drink it.”
Raith smiled at her. “First, I would like to give you this.” He dug into his pocket and produced a black pearl the size of a pebble. They weren’t as beautiful as white pearls, but their rarity and inky luster made them far more valuable.
He leaned in close, drawing her into his smoldering eyes. “I found it in the oyster. Please accept it as a sign of my regard for you.”
Almost like an automaton, she took the pearl and slipped it into her pocket. She tried to blink to break the terrible—but at the same time, wonderful—connection she had with him.
Her eyes refused to obey.
She shuffled closer. “I—I thank you—”
The shattering of glass ripped her focus away from Raith.
Across the room, Jorah stood over a broken flask. He glared at her, the message clear: Get the hell away from the incubus.
Chagrined at her weakness, her hands flew to her hair, finding comfort in the wild curls.
The man was impossibly powerful even without his magic. With it, when she and the rest of the Magical in Ryferia slumbered in their Guardian-induced ignorance, he would be unstoppable.
Despite what the captain, Artemis, Zandor, and Jorah believed, too much was at stake here to allow his brother to finish that potion.
Perhaps Jorah should kill Raith in the next trial.
She cringed. It was one thing for Raith to poison himself with a potion, but altogether another for Jorah to actively seek to kill him. It went against everything she had believed in when she’d changed the trials, but what other option did she have?
As angry as she was with Niing, Zandor, and Keahr, this was something she had to discuss with them and Jorah before the next trial started. That meant delaying the next event.
It’s my party. If I want to change the schedule, I can.
But first she had to finish this trial. “Raith, drink your potion.”
Despite his previous confidence, his hands trembled as he raised the vial to his lips.
Someone sniggered. And then the clapping started again.
Raith’s eyes flashed, but he swallowed the first mouthful.
She remembered the taste, and when he grimaced, she empathized.
The Intelligentsia must have read more into her expression than what she had intended because a few of them started stomping rhythmically to accompany the clapping.
Raith hesitated before taking the next sip. Checking its effects?
“Drink!” someone in the crowd shouted.
Raith’s face hardened, and his nostrils flared. He tossed the last of the potion back—and then stared down at himself as if expecting something terrible to happen.
She scanned the room for something to use to demonstrate his newfound strength.
The pine logs stacked next to Niing’s pot-bellied stove.
Given what the potion could do, a stout log would be ideal for her demonstration. She gestured at the wood by making a snapping gesture with her hands. “Give me two halves of a log.”
Raith strode to the wood and selected the thickest stump in the pile. He gripped it with both hands and, without using any leverage, strained to bend it in two.
The wood didn’t curve.
The veins popped in his arms as he increased the pressure. Even gritted in concentration, his face registered disappointment at the potion’s power.
Finally, the log buckled, then splintered.
When it cracked in two, cheers rose from the Intelligentsia.
Raith still managed one of his wooing—if sweaty—smiles as he handed her the two halves. “I had hoped for something more.”
“I think you have power enough,” she replied, pointedly avoiding looking at him.
Ignoring Raith’s gasp, she faced Jorah. The dragon’s incisive eyes and disdainful features were instantly grounding. She anchored herself in him. “Lunch will be served in the banqueting hall. It will be followed by the final trial. As promised when I sent out the invitations, by the time the moon rises tonight, I will be married to one of you.”
She sucked in a breath as she locked eyes with Jorah, wishing she could have said, to you.
Instead, she shifted again so no one behind her could see her mouth. “Join me in my herb garden while everyone else eats,” she said to Jorah, her voice barely even a whisper, but no doubt perfect for Jorah’s enhanced hearing. “You will find it on the other side of the poison garden. If you stick to the south path, you won’t have any problems. We have to talk about the next trial.” She glanced at Zandor. “He’ll fetch Niing and Keahr.”
Peckle was out on the streets following that thug Carian and would therefore not join them.
Jorah frowned. He’d heard her—of that, she was certain. Concerned?
It probably had less to do with traversing her poisoned plants to get to the secluded, safer herb garden—Jorah would have no trouble with that—but more to do with the word trial.
Of course the dragon would have a problem with a private discussion that could give him an advantage.
She sashayed to a passageway that led to her smaller, less lethal herb garden. Hopefully, no one watching would guess at the fear nipping at her.
If Jorah didn’t arrive for the meeting, how could she plan Raith’s demise when that demise depended on the dragon doing the killing?
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As hungry as Raith was, he grabbed a handful of pastries off the groaning tables of food in the banqueting hall and followed Carian out onto the piazza, where they could speak unheard.
Although he didn’t know why Aurora had changed the schedule, he wasn’t sorry for a reprieve before facing Jorah. By the end of this discussion with Carian, they had to have a concrete plan in place for defeating—
He grunted.
Defeating . . . Another way of saying killing Trojean’s killer in the final trial.
The last thing he wanted as he reaped magic in Ryferia was a living Jorah breathing down his neck.
They stopped next to a tinkling fountain. “The hit on my jaw wasn’t just because Jorah doesn’t like me,” Raith said. “He knows. Everything. I’m convinced of it. Ginger, too. We have to act—”
Carian patted his arm. “Relax, my brother. So what if they know? Have they said anything? Are the musketeers chasing us down?”
“No, but—”
“Exactly. They can do nothing without implicating themselves. Never before have we had such advantages.” He patted his pocket. “We can pick and choose our targets without fear of recrimination.”
Raith’s fangs vibrated in his gums. “You have more blood?” What he really meant was more body parts to appease his cravings, but he didn’t want to admit how much power Carian had over him.
“Of course I do.” A broad grin. “I collected it on my way to check out the dryad Guardian.”
Raith shivered. “I sometimes think you’re a psychopath.” What did that make him, when he was happy to make use of his brother’s kills?
“I’ll consider that a compliment. But you don’t ask how much blood?”
“Given your smugness, I would say all of it.”
“Nine vials. We only need three of those to be from noble lines.” Carian bowed from the waist. “I would say we have this covered.”
A flash of movement on the other side of the fountain snagged Raith’s attention.
An ugly tabby cat shot across the piazza away from them.
He swore. “That cat . . . did you see it today while you were . . . busy?”
Carian spared a glance in the cat’s direction just as it rounded a corner and vanished. “How would I know? The town is filled with mangy strays. Both human and animal. I was focusing on the humans.”
Despite it being wet, Raith sank down onto the honey-colored stone rim of the fountain. “That cat is Magical. I don’t know why I didn’t factor that in because I’ve seen it just about every time you and I’ve spoken.”
Carian shrugged his mountainous shoulders. “So what? It can’t talk to anyone here.”
Raith gaped, unable to believe that Carian—the supposedly smart one in the trio of siblings—was being so dense. “What stops it meeting Jorah or Niing outside the Guardians?” Raith let rip with another expletive. “That’s how they know everything!” He dropped his uneaten pastries and clasped his head in frustration. “You have to hunt it down and kill it. Now. Go. Before it spills everything we’ve just spoken about.”
Carian didn’t move. “With pleasure. But like I said, what does it matter that they know? While you’re clambering up the Guardian, I’ll brew your potion. You can drink it while Jorah marries the ugly bitch. Before they’ve even finished the toasts, you will have them. It will be over for Jorah and Ginger before they even know what’s hit them.” His eyes glinted. “And then you can give me my reward.”
Raith shot to his feet. “Power has blinded you. Trojean spoke to me . . . in that vile garden. She warned me, but I didn’t understand. But I’m beginning to see now.”
He sighed as the full import of his hallucination hit him: Whether it was Trojean who had spoken to him, or his own mind, it didn’t matter. The message had been clear—Carian’s lust for magic had destroyed their sister long before Jorah had killed her. Just the way it would destroy him—if he let Carian continue unfettered.
Carian snorted, his face darkened. “What are you implying?”
Raith gathered all his courage. “Forget the cat. It’s too late for that now. And forget about Jorah living long enough to marry Aurora. You have to help me kill him. Today. During the trial. He’s drunk a blood elixir and cannot bleed. How long it will last, I don’t know. But I bet his potion is a lot stronger and better than the rubbish I made. While he lives, my—our—lives will always be in danger.” He sucked in a breath as his courage took on an unstoppable momentum. “I don’t care how you do it, but Ginger must never know.”
Carian eyed him for a long time. “I don’t appreciate that you doubt me. But to prove that I am not the enemy here, I will do as you ask. I will kill Jorah Thalyn.”
Raith’s shoulders sagged with relief. It was tempered with caution. “Tell me everything you discovered about that dryad Guardian. And your plan for killing the dragon.”
Carian’s face clouded with unfamiliar concern. “I won’t kid you, brother, but the dryad’s a monster. Easily ninety feet high. And it moves. All the time.”
Raith’s heart sank. Climbing a moving construct wasn’t his idea of fun, even with the extra strength his potion gave him.
“There’s a door at the bottom of it, but I doubt you’ll get in through there. They wouldn’t permit that—it’s too easy. The best you can do is scramble your way up the sides to the platform behind the dryad’s face. That’s the only safe place where Ginger can wait.” A dry laugh. “Although how the bitch is going to climb all those stairs inside to get to the platform, I will never know.”
Sprinting up a ninety-foot tower would be child’s play for Carian. Even Raith would only be slightly out of breath when he reached the top. For Aurora, it was a huge challenge. If the trial couldn’t start before she reached the top, that gave them time to get Carian safely ensconced in the Guardian to topple Jorah. The only challenge was that the final trial was bound to draw a huge crowd.
Raith looked around for the cat. There was no trace of it. “Is there somewhere for you to hide inside? And don’t forget that the place will be crawling with people.”
“I already have my spot picked out. In the cogs.” A dark look. “So, if you’re quite finished laying aspersions at my door, I’ll go there now.” Carian looked at him expectantly.
Waiting for an affirmation that Raith wasn’t casting aspersions? He would wait a long time.
“Just kill Jorah before he gets to Aurora,” Raith said coolly.
“Your wish is my command.” But the fear and uncertainty flickering in Carian’s eyes belied his bravado. He took a few steps away from Raith, then stopped. “You’re not planning to renege on our deal, are you?”
Even if he was, Raith would never admit it—not to a brother who had happily sacrificed their sister in his quest for power. The same brother who would probably slit Raith’s throat if it served him.
Raith kept his face expressionless. “Of course not. We’re a team. I can’t do this without you any more than you can do it without me.”
Carian grinned, eyes twinkling, all trace of suspicion gone. “Good. I’m glad you see reason. I will bring you Jorah’s corpse.”
Raith wasn’t fooled, but he smiled back. Carian was willing to sacrifice anything and anyone for power. Their vision of a Ryferia ripe for the taking still appealed, but Raith would have to keep an eye on his bloodthirsty brother.
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It was only Jorah’s respect for Aurora that prompted him to obey her request to meet in her herb garden. It was deep in the burrow, well past the poison death trap. Only his knowledge of the basic layout of the mines-turned-garden allowed him to find it easily. Still, he kept his hands deep in his pockets and his cravat twined around his nose and mouth as he trod the convoluted path through the beautiful but deadly plants.
The minute he set foot on the geometric cobbled lines into the herb garden, he unwound the cravat and breathed deeply in the heavy, fragrant air. His stomach rumbled with hunger as he swept past rows of basil, oregano, and thyme to the spot next to a sundial where Aurora waited.
“I hope this meeting includes food,” he growled.
She turned to face him. The light, reflected from the mirror above her, caught her hair. His breath hitched as the profusion of curls gleamed like fire. The soft glow muted her freckles as she smiled at him—or perhaps she drew strength from the plants that angled toward her as she walked to join him.
Whatever was happening, Jorah was struck by her beauty.
As she drew nearer, her eyes, greener than anything growing in this—or any other—garden, lit up. Her heart raced in her chest, as clear as a chiming bell to his keen hearing.
Had she not expected him to come? Or was that delight something more?
A small, unexpected knot formed in Jorah’s stomach. He hadn’t experienced that since Lila . . .
He scowled, refusing to acknowledge that this young nymph was affecting him. The sooner he escaped these confounded Guardians, the better.
Aurora’s smile faded. Her heart rate slowed, too. Her hands found her narrow hips.
“I’ll feed you when the others arrive,” she said tartly. She turned down a cobbled path between rows of aniseed.
Jorah followed. Her swaying skirt stirred the sweet smell of licorice. Mixed with her scent, it was impossibly heady.
Not what he needed when dealing with Aurora and her green eyes.
He stopped walking. “Where are Niing and Zandor?”
Aurora walked on. “Niing is meeting with Peckle beyond the Guardians. They will join us as soon as they’re done.”
“And Zandor?”
She stopped and peered at him over her shoulder. “What? A big, bad dragon like you scared to be alone with a dryad like me?”
He marveled at her insight—he was reluctant to be alone with her, and not only because of the way she shimmered and swayed through her plants. “You know I don’t like having special advantages in the trials.”
She faced him square on. “Then you won’t like what I want you to do for me—for us. All of us. Warrendyte included.” Her pulse raced again; clearly, whatever she wanted had her worked up.
He stopped a couple of feet from her. “Are you sure no one can overhear us in here?”
“My poison garden was built for a reason. People don’t come here unless they have to. I assure you, we can talk.”
For all that, he listened intently. Nothing but the creak of the mirrors and the rustle of leaves disturbed the silence. He folded his arms. “What is it you want of me?”
“I want you to kill Raith during the trial.” To an outside observer, only her hands clutching at her skirt betrayed a chink in her confidence. To him, the reek of uncertainty, mingled with shame, on her skin told a different story. She wasn’t sure what he would say to her request, and that worried her. That his opinion mattered to her brought a small smile to his lips. He pursed it away.
Had he failed to mention that he had come here with just such a quest, should Raith have entered the trials? Apparently. Still, he couldn’t resist teasing her. He stepped back and stared at her. “It’s not enough that you get to marry me? You want a dead incubus for a wedding gift, too?”
She blushed. Scarlet. It made her ears glow. And her heart gallop.
He suppressed another smile.
Her hands worked her skirt. “You know that’s not what I mean.”
“Do I?” He canted his head, enjoying playing with her. “All I know is that you’re a woman with an interesting way of choosing a mate.”
“Mate? Is that what dragons have? Because we humans have partners.”
He couldn’t resist brushing a stubborn curl away from her mouth. Her skin was soft. Silky. And very warm.
When his knuckle stopped at the corner of her lip, she started. Her lips opened and closed uncertainly around his hand.
Fingers resting against her skin, he twirled the lock. “I like your hair. It’s wild. Like you.” He narrowed his eyes. “And I hate to break it to you, but you aren’t human. You’re a nymph. You are anything but human.”
Her throat wobbled, and the blush spread down her neck—to the swell of her breasts.
He jerked his eyes back to her face, not wanting to acknowledge how his pulse had spiked. If she had his ears, she would hear the blood pumping in his veins.
“And I d-doubt Jorah Thalyn would ever consider taking a mate who was human.”
He laughed his derision. “Never in a million years. Puny, insignificant creatures.”
Her flush deepened, and her eyes glinted. Now he smelled anger—hot and spicy on her skin.
Niing’s warning about Aurora’s view on the Untalented came back to him. He wasn’t ready to fight that battle with her—yet.
He allowed a slow smile as he pulled his hand away from her face. The curl slipped from his fingers and bounced back against her lips. “So . . . Raith. My wedding gift to you. Tell me more.”
Her hand trailed to her mouth, where his fingers had been only moments before. Then she looked around. “Th-there’s a bench. Somewhere.” A frown. “Right . . . there. Let’s sit.” She turned her back and stomped to a stone bench under an arbor of white roses. She flounced down and glared at him.
He cursed at his stupidity.
A woman like Aurora probably hadn’t had many beaus growing up—if she had, she wouldn’t have had to hold a death match to find a consort.
It had been cruel to play with her when he didn’t return the feelings she so clearly had for him. But no matter that he didn’t feel the same obvious passion, it didn’t detract from the fact that he liked her. A great deal. She was a woman he could be friends with.
He walked slowly to join her but didn’t sit in the spot next to her.
She hesitated, watching him expectantly, but when he didn’t sit, she said, “Even if we marry tonight, I can’t immediately take the Guardians down—”
The patter of feet.
“Quiet!” Jorah interrupted. He cocked his head, certain he’d heard movement. He strained to see who it was, but the verdant growth hid its secret.
Every muscle tensed as he prepared to defend himself and his soon-to-be wife from this unknown threat.
Aurora stood. “It’s probably Zandor and Niing.”
The rustle of footsteps grew more marked.
“Are you willing to take a chance on that? You know what we are dealing with.” His voice dropped. “I would not put it past the parasite to send his brother in here to try and kill me.”
Her lovely eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought of that.” She clenched his hand. “You don’t even have a weapon.”
His stomach flipped at her touch.
Stunned at his reaction, it nevertheless made him even more determined to defeat the parasite and his brother so neither of them got their fangs into her. He gritted out, “I don’t need one. Wait here.”
Like a shadow, he slipped across the cobbles to intercept whoever it was before he broke cover from the poison garden. He crouched low, ready to pounce.
Behind him, footsteps.
Aurora.
He glared at her, but she ignored him.
Like a sunbeam, she flitted across her garden and then slipped down next to him. A cocky smile. “I don’t stand down from fights,” she whispered.
“Even when you’re a liability?” he mouthed back.
She pinched his arm. Hard. “Watch that mouth!”
Even in his irritation, he suppressed a smile.
Aurora would be unstoppable when she gained access to her magic. He whispered, “Leave the big one for me.”
“There are two?” came her whispered reply.
He nodded, fully intending to deal with both intruders before Aurora could even gather her skirts together to stand.
On the walkers came.
“Aurora!” A muffled voice called. “It’s me and Niing.”
Zandor.
The tension drained from Jorah’s muscles. “Niing, you almost got clobbered by Aurora,” he shouted.
“And well deserved it would be,” she added.
Jorah’s eyebrows spiked. Forgiveness was clearly not a word in his nymph’s lexicon. Something to bear in mind when he didn’t forgive readily either.
“It would be an easy victory,” Zandor called. “I almost had to carry Niing here. The run from the forest has almost finished him.”
Glimpses of Niing and Zandor appeared through the undergrowth—and then they broke cover.
“I’ve just met with Peckle,” Niing called, out of breath and looking all of his five hundred years. “The news is grave. They have enough blood to make a potion.” He stopped on the cobbles, dropped his hands onto his knees, and wheezed. “We’re all doomed.”
Aurora grabbed Niing’s arm and guided him to the bench. “No, we aren’t. Jorah is going to ensure Raith doesn’t survive this trial.” She looked up at him with determination. “Aren’t you?”
How could he refuse?
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Aurora read agreement in the hard line of Jorah’s jaw and heaved a sigh of relief. She had anticipated—steeled herself—for a fierce argument with her dragon.
No. He’s mine in name only. But as she recalled the touch of his hand on her face, every cell tingled. That cold heart will never relinquish Lila for me.
Irritation fueled by jealousy made her want to stamp a foot in frustration.
She didn’t.
Instead she moved on to the next vital item on her agenda that had to be decided before the next trial.
“Artemis.” Missing Keahr’s steady presence, Aurora looked at Zandor and Niing. They had agreed that Keahr should stay in the villa to recover from her attack until the trial. “He’s as dangerous as Raith.”
“The Untalented human? Then let’s kill him, too.” The scathing disdain in Jorah’s voice was chilling.
Her mouth gaped. Niing shifted and glared at him. Zandor coughed and looked away.
“What?” Jorah demanded. “It’s okay to want me to kill a Magical parasite but not okay for me to rid us of an equally dangerous”—a hard look at Aurora—“your own words not mine, unwanted Untalented?”
He had a point, but when she finally claimed her throne, this was not how she intended to rule Ryferia. The sooner the prejudiced Jorah understood that, the better.
She snapped her jaw closed and glared at him. “I hate Artemis more than anyone, but I can’t start my reign by killing him. The Intelligentsia and my Able courtiers will not tolerate it. They will see it as an attack on them. They will fight back. Who knows how it will end then?”
“With the Untalented back in their rightful place as soon as the Guardians come down,” Jorah said.
“And where exactly will that be?”
Jorah seemed unmoved by her flashing eyes and clenched fists. “At the feet of the Magical, where they belong!” He threw his hands up for emphasis. “And this time we make sure they stay there.”
“Jorah, those days are gone,” Niing said. “They can never return because they were wrong then, and they are wrong now.”
Jorah rounded on him. “And look what that thinking got you. Artemis could very easily derail everything for us long before I even get my mate to the wedding altar.”
She tossed her head, letting her hair fly. “Right now, I’m not even sure I want you as my mate!”
Jorah’s shoulders slumped. “What?”
“I believe in peace, Jorah. I’ve lived my whole life as an outcast. Despised because I am different. Infirm in a world where only the Able are valued. If you want to continue that kind of thinking, then, regardless of how you make me feel when you touch me, I don’t want you.”
Her frenzied words dropped into a pool of silence
The only thing that moved was the blood in Jorah’s face. It drained away, leaving him pale and gaunt.
She stood her ground, although her whole world rested on a knife’s edge as she waited for him to reply.
Finally, he almost snarled, “You would trade me, Niing, Zandor, and Keahr for Artemis?”
She closed her eyes, searching for words to make him understand. “Not trade, Jorah. Never trade.” She glanced at Niing and Zandor, wishing they were somewhere else. They weren’t, so she barreled on. “I’m often accused of being blunt, so I will be blunt now. I—I think I’m falling for you.” She held up her hands to hide his expression and to ward off anything he might say. “I know you don’t feel the same way. But please understand, I would not trade you for the world. But I also cannot be a queen of extinction. That would be the result if I follow your chosen path.”
Jorah’s eyes burned, and a dozen emotions, some of them tender, flashed across his face. In the end, though, all that remained was reptilian stubbornness. “Aurora, the only way to get the peace you want is through destruction.”
She sighed. “I agree. I do it every day when I prune my garden. I cut away the rotten wood to make way for new growth. But I fear killing Artemis, no matter how rotten he is, will merely destroy the whole tree. I can’t risk that. At least not right now.”
Jorah’s hard face remained unconvinced.
Niing stepped into the space between them. “Time is marching on. People will be gathering for the final trial.” He looked first at her and then at Jorah. “Save this discussion for your wedding bed. Now we need to get you both to the dryad.”
The wedding bed?
She blushed, then cursed her stupid face. But really, what else would she and Jorah do tonight after they were married other than continue to fight their differences? This dragon was hardly going to make love to her no matter how much she wanted him to. And she would never risk the humiliation of throwing herself at him.
Still, Niing was right to call them to order. Just as she was right to lay down the law —which is what she intended to do.
Hands on her hips, she said, “No one will kill Artemis or any of the Intelligentsia. However, we need to prepare for their wiles.” She drew a deep breath and then shared her greatest fear. “I believe that the moment Jorah wins, Artemis will accuse me of murdering Lazard with digitalis. That he died of digitalis poisoning is almost certain—almost as certain as that Artemis killed him. I can’t prove that, but he has a case against me. My potion did not save my brother. Just that looks bad for me. And then I wore that provocative dress to the send-off. Artemis will have little difficulty convincing the Intelligentsia that I’m guilty.”
Jorah hissed. “And you will take that?”
She glowered at him. “I have no choice. Artemis and the Intelligentsia will never let me saunter onto the throne. They humored my trials because they enjoy watching people die.”
“So what will these Untalented scum you seem to love so much do to you?”
She ignored the fury in Jorah’s voice. “Artemis will probably have me arrested. There will be a hearing in the forum at which I must at least attempt to prove my innocence.” Her voice hardened. “I don’t intend to go down without a fight. Until then, you must wait for me.”
“Wait for you?” Jorah almost yelled. “While they drum up charges against you?” And then his voice softened. “I can’t do that. Aurora, you ask too much.” Pain leached the color from his face. “I watched my mother and my sisters die thanks to drummed-up charges by people just like these. I will not risk losing you, too.”
The agony in his tone chilled her. It also gave her pause to think.
Could she prove her innocence? Since she had no access to the plate of food that killed Lazard, she wasn’t convinced. None of the masters and physicians who attended Lazard would risk fighting against Artemis for her. It seemed hopeless. But killing Artemis would turn the Able against her, too. They could retaliate by lashing out at the Magical in Ryferia. Far too many could die. She didn’t want that on her conscience.
She took Jorah’s hand. Her thumb curled circles around his calloused skin. He didn’t resist. “I hear what you say, Jorah. I cannot risk that either. But I also cannot kill him because of the damage it will do to my people. Help me find a middle ground.”
He squeezed her hand gently and then let it go. “There is no middle ground. It’s them or us. It has always been that way, and it will forever be that way.”
She turned to Niing in despair. “Help us solve this.”
“Jorah is right. We cannot risk you falling into Artemis’s hands. We all know you won’t get a fair hearing.” Niing tapped his pipe against his thumb. “But you are also right. To kill Artemis will lead to war.” He cocked his head. “The passage you escaped from on the night Lazard died is in your apartment, is it not?”
She nodded. “Under the bed. Peckle almost showed it to me. I never even guessed it was there.”
“Yes, very unobservant of you,” Niing said dryly. “And it shows a marked lack of attention to my history lessons. With assassination a game of kings—and queens—every royal bedchamber has a secret passageway.”
Pity Niing hadn’t told her about it while growing up. She would never have been caged.
But there was time to argue that later.
“So what you’re saying is that I should ensure Artemis sends me to my bedchamber when he arrests me?” She frowned. To achieve that, she would have to be very docile and unthreatening. Any rebellion, and he would no doubt chuck her in the dungeon. There would be no escape from there.
“But won’t Artemis know about the secret passage?” Zandor objected. “I told no one she’d escaped through it the night Lazard died, but still. Can we risk it?”
“He ordered it sealed when you moved there as a girl. I opened it a few weeks before Lazard’s death.” Niing’s sage eyes looked to Jorah. “I may be a man of peace, but I recognize a snake when I see one.”
“So Artemis doesn’t know—”
“That I used the trickle of magic my pipe gave me to move the rocks he had commanded fill that passage? No, he doesn’t.”
That explained the dust and rubble in the passageway.
“Where does it lead?” Jorah demanded.
“The beach,” she said. “To a mermaid Guardian at the far end of the spit.”
Jorah touched her face with gentle fingers. “Listen to me, nymph, if the snake strikes, get yourself to that Guardian. I will be waiting for you.” His blue eyes bored into hers. “Promise me that.”
Her skin tingled, and her eyes grew misty. “Where will you take me?”
She would never agree to leave the borders of Ryferia.
“Somewhere safe, where you can connect with your magic. When you are comfortable with it, we will come back and take what is rightfully yours.”
She could live with that. “I promise.”
His hand fell to his side. “I give you the same promise. I won’t fail you.”
She murmured, “I know, and as for the rest, we will work it out.” When he didn’t reply, she turned to Niing. “Whatever happens, keep Keahr with you. She’s been through enough. I don’t want her arrested. And that stupid cat. Zandor will be with me, as he always is.” She smiled at her bodyguard. “It seems you and I are in this together.”
Zandor returned her smile. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. If everything goes to hell as you suspect it will, I will get you to that Guardian or give my life trying.”
Jorah shifted, his face uncertain as he stood on the outside of the intimacy between her and Zandor. “Then let us go to battle,” he drawled nonchalantly.
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Carian hadn’t exaggerated. The Guardian must have reached at least ninety feet into the air. If not ninety-five. The branches of the tallest trees edging the forest only just brushed the dryad’s metal face—a face that peered out of an iron body that resembled a tree.
Raith grimaced.
At the base of the trunk, where it joined the turning spindle, there was very little he could use to pull himself up. Not until at least six feet off the ground, when the cogs and creative metalwork were exposed, would he find easy handholds.
The dryad’s leaves and branches were made from copper and silver. They swayed with clockwork precision in a wind that did not exist. Anyone trying to cling to those branches would be in for a rollicking ride.
Even five feet away from her, heat radiating from her iron belly warmed his skin. The stench of burning coal mixed with the acrid herbs was enough to stump what little access he had to his magic. Not to mention the dull ache it set up in his head and the nausea in his stomach.
There would be no advantage here, no latent strength, stamina, or speed.
In this moment, when he needed his magic most, he was more human than he had ever been.
This would be a dangerous climb. If his nerves survived today, it would be a miracle. The only blessing was that Jorah would be just as disadvantaged.
Trojean’s killer was still to arrive for this final showdown between them.
Even Aurora was late.
That dreadful uncle of hers and all his cronies had arrived half an hour before. They gathered at the foot of the dryad in clumps, their malice oozing off them like poison mist.
Farther afield, ordinary citizens waited to watch their princess claim a consort. By Maleficent’s mighty wings, Raith prayed that Carian would kill Jorah and that he would be that consort.
He and Carian had been the first to arrive at the dryad. While Raith had dug deep to find something to engage the two musketeers on guard, Carian had sneaked inside. With Carian hidden deep in the cogs, Jorah would not see him until it was too late.
“The other suitor. He’s coming!” a voice shouted.
Jorah indeed strode purposefully toward the dryad. He grimaced up at it with obvious distaste. Then his eyes settled on Raith. Jorah’s magic may have been as stymied as Raith’s, but he still shivered at the iciness in the dragon’s expression. A short nod, and Jorah took his place next to Raith to wait for Aurora.
Raith considered speaking but changed his mind.
They stood side by side in heavy silence.
The hair on the back of his neck was beginning to curl when a shout from the crowd alerted him to the arrival of Aurora’s carriage. It pulled up next to the dryad, and the bodyguard hopped out. He helped the ugly princess down and offered her his arm. Clearly, if she was going to make it to the very top of the dryad, she would need all the help she could get.
But instead of heading for the open door leading to the wrought-iron spiral staircase in the dryad, she stopped at Artemis.
“I assume the musketeers have searched the Guardian. We would not want any intruders interrupting the trial.” Her voice carried to Raith.
As Artemis looked her over with contempt, Raith’s hackles rose. “It’s been guarded since dawn. No one could get inside.”
Aurora’s lip curled, as if she were looking at something truly repulsive. “I am tempted to send Zandor in to make absolutely sure.”
Raith froze as he waited for Artemis’s reply.
“Aurora. Your tardiness has already delayed matters,” Artemis said. “Wasting time to search a guarded dryad will not endear you to your people.”
Would he add anything about the time it would take for her to climb the stairs?
Wisely, perhaps, he didn’t. Given what Raith knew of Aurora, she would not take kindly to that. At worst, it could inspire her to command every musketeer here to search every inch of that dryad.
Zandor whispered something to her. Aurora bit her lip and then nodded. When she allowed him to lead her through the door into the dryad, Raith’s breathing resumed.
And then it was the long wait while she climbed the stairs to the dryad’s face.

Aurora stopped on the narrow spiral staircase, which snaked up a pole in the very center of the dryad, for the umpteenth time to catch her breath. And to mop sweat off her face. It ran down her torso and her legs in rivulets. She was already parched and exhausted from the exertions. But even as she peered up into the shadows above her, she could barely make out the end of the spiral.
All around her, cogs—some big, some small—clacked in rhythmic chaos, driven by the fire roaring in the sealed-off furnace below. The cogs moved in a perfect cycle of darkness and flashes of light that filtered in from outside the construct.
To add to her misery, the stench of burning coal and herbs was almost unbearable. Her head throbbed, and nausea threatened to rid her stomach of its lining.
But with Zandor’s steady hand supporting her and her own hands gripping the central pole, she climbed.
She had to, because Artemis, a group of his most loyal Intelligentsia, and half a dozen musketeers were just a couple of twists behind her. Why they hadn’t gone on ahead, she would never know.
It just added to the stress.
And why he needed six musketeers would have been a mystery to anyone but her: They had to be here to arrest her and Zandor when Jorah won.
But even with all the pressure she was under, she still kept her eyes peeled as she climbed, looking for possible places someone—Carian—could hide in the dryad.
After what happened to Keahr, she didn’t trust Raith and his brother one bit. It had only been Zandor’s gentle reminder that searching the entire dryad before the trial started would take hours. A delay of that length would mean it would be nightfall before Jorah and Raith started their climbs. It was not fair to expect Jorah to scale the monstrous construct and kill Raith in the dark.
She had acquiesced.
One foot ahead of the other. Just keep doing it.
By the time she reached the platform that stretched out behind the dryad’s eyes, she was doubled over with a burning stitch in her side. She gulped the pain away as Artemis, his cronies, and his six musketeers filed onto the platform. It didn’t leave much room.
Aware of them all watching her, she forced a straight back and tried to glide gracefully to the Ryferian flag hanging limp in a stand—the only furnishings in the lookout point.
Understanding exactly how the flag felt, with heavy arms she managed to drag it out and stumbled with it to the railing—the dryad’s long eyelashes. The wind whipped her hair into her eyes as she peered far below to where Jorah and Raith waited for her to wave the flag—their signal to start climbing.
Zandor stood at her shoulder. “Need help?” he whispered.
Over her dead body would she give Artemis the pleasure of seeing her struggle. “No, I’ve got this.”
She leaned over the railing and let the wind billow her flag. It ripped from her hands and rocketed into the trees at the edge of the forest.
Laughter from the Intelligentsia.
Her stomach sank.
She hoped that wasn’t a portent of things to come.

 Jorah grabbed the only copper branch that dipped past him and Raith on the dryad’s steady rotation before the parasite reacted to the flag flying wildly in the breeze.
As the branch lifted him into the air, it swayed and danced as if it were alive.
The leaves and joints groaned against their bolts, and he said a quick prayer that it would hold his weight. He swung his leg over the rough, circular tubing, riding it like a horse—tasked with jumping over countless leaf fronds on its way to the dryad’s solid metal framework.
Thankfully, this far from the trunk, the heat from the furnace had dissipated and the metal wasn’t painfully hot to the touch. That would change when he reached the trunk.
The respite from the heat didn’t mean that the rest of his body didn’t ache from the foul energy leaking from the evil monstrosity.
As fit as he was, by the time he scrambled to the steel frame, he was out of breath. He took a moment to check on Raith.
With no easy branch to grab onto, the parasite had yet to start his climb.
Jorah grunted his satisfaction.
But hanging on the outside of the hated construct would not get him into a position to terminate Raith when the incubus finally figured out his route. For that, he had to get into the heart of the dryad.
He squirmed around the see-sawing branch until he faced the dull, black metal cogs. They spun quick and sharp.
Big gaps opened up every few seconds, showing off the dark inside of the Guardian before snapping closed again. If he timed this wrong, he’d lose a leg or an arm.
He refused to dwell on that possibility.
Heat from the furnace danced in eerie waves up the walls and across the cogs. It was unpleasantly hot. Sweat beaded his body, and his hands stung.
That was the least of his troubles.
His branch either swung too fast for him to wriggle through any suitable gaps, or, when the branch’s rocking slowed, the gaps closed too fast.
Damn it.
The branch swept around in another never-ending circle.
To make matters worse, the parasite had reached the first line of cogs some thirty feet below.
Jorah held his breath as his branch rose sharply. With it, the cogs began to move apart, the gap growing wider and wider as he drew nearer.
He was less than a yard away when the gap stopped growing, the cogs on the brink of moving back together and closing up his chance.
Jorah closed his eyes—and leaped.
He hit the wall of cogs with a painful oomph.
They responded by clacking closed.
With just seconds left, he wriggled through the closest gap. Like a shark’s teeth, they snapped at him. One of them scraped across his boot, leaving a long cut in the leather as it crunched closed behind him.
It didn’t matter. He was inside.
Now all he had to do was wait for Raith to appear below him. And then he would strike.

Raith was eye level with the first set of cogs. His fingers curled around its glowing warmth, he swung his free arm up and grabbed a second cog.
It moved down a notch, like he had changed the time on a giant’s pocket watch, taking him with it. He held on tighter, waiting for the clattering teeth to lock.
They caught—and then the cogs started a slow, upward rotation.
He made the mistake of looking down as they swept up. Even though he was no more than thirty feet high, a fall could mean the difference between winning and losing.
Nausea roiling, he quickly looked up. The sun pierced his eyes, preventing him from seeing how much he had left to climb. Maybe it was a good thing.
And then movement caught his eye. Jorah diving into the cogs.
Raith’s heart skipped a beat. Was that good or bad? Would he find Carian and kill him before Carian could strike? Or would Carian act first?
Not knowing was agony. It gave impetus to his climb.
Legs steadied against the Guardian, he let go of his cog and lunged for one farther up the frame. It moved, locking against the cog he clung to.
His arms should have been groaning with the strain of holding him up and climbing.
They weren’t. It had to be the effects of his potion. That knowledge gave him courage and, with it, even more determination to get this torture over and done with as quickly as possible.
Timing the rotation of the cogs as best he could, he swung like a monkey up the construct. The higher he climbed, the more his confidence soared.
A mere foot or two from the spot where Jorah had vanished, the entire mechanism juddered. A cascade of sound and movement. Raith gasped, then as the clack of turning cogs rattled down the dryad, he shuddered.
His arms jarred and he lost his grip. His feet slipped from their purchase.
Arms and legs flailing, he was falling. And there was nothing he could do about it.
Above him, on the very last cog beneath the dryad’s face, Jorah stood, immovable as a statue. He had trapped the cogs in place.

Instead of the incubus crashing to his death, Jorah watched as a passing branch scooped Raith up into its tangle of silver-and-copper leaves. The parasite hung on as if his life depended on it—which it did. Jorah growled a curse at Maleficent.
“The mighty Jorah Thalyn.”
He froze.
Carian. Of course he would have hidden in here. Aurora had been right to want to check.
He peered over his shoulder. The giant of a man had strapped himself to the central pole of the spiral staircase half a dozen feet from Jorah. He seemed unarmed.
Not surprising. The parasite would have told him that Jorah had drunk a blood elixir.
Could he jump across to reach Carian before he struck? He had to.
But first he had to turn to face him, for not even he could jump backward with any accuracy. At least not without his dragon’s wings.
“Dragon shape-shifter,” Carian droned. “On the high council of Warrendyte. Legendary fighter.”
Conscious of the death-defying height of the cogs he perched on, Jorah quickly shuffled around.
“First in line for Princess Aurora of Ryferia’s hand. The man who killed Trojean. Now to be murdered by a mere human.”
Carian’s huge body smashed into him—and Jorah was falling.
Carian laughed. “Oh, the songs they’ll sing in Warrendyte! The great Jorah Thalyn died fighting for an ugly horse-faced whore.”
Jorah tumbled. Straight off the cog. Ninety feet up in the air.
He controlled his trajectory with his arms and legs, as he would with his wings and talons. It didn’t help. He flailed for the closest cog, but his fingers grazed it as he flew by.
A ring of branches bobbed beneath him. Sturdy, he hoped. He steadied himself for a crash, but he slid through.
His eyes flew wide open. These branches were puny. They would never hold his weight.
Still, he lunged for the closest offshoot. His hand tore through the cold metal, but no blood dropped.
And still he was falling.
Thirty feet.
Again, he lunged. His fingertips snatched at a willowy sprig.
He closed his fist around it—and then juddered to a halt. Something in his shoulder ripped.
He gasped in pain as he hung like a chrysalis on the end of a twig some twenty feet from the ground. A fall would injure him, but he would survive it.
But it meant he would not get to Aurora before the parasite.
Another type of pain hit him. Longing, disappointment, and jealousy that anyone but him would have Aurora. Not to mention that he had staked his life on winning her hand—a life he now very much wanted to live.
“No,” he snarled. Raith cannot win. Not with Artemis threatening my mate.
Not with every Magical life at stake.
He swung his legs up to grip the branch so he could crawl back into the game.
An ear-numbing screech of stressed metal. The branch he held—
A squeal. A judder. And then he was falling.
His leg hit the ground. Pain rocked through him as it buckled. Broken.
And then his head hit—and he remembered no more.
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Aurora didn’t breathe. Didn’t move. Didn’t blink.
If there was a god, or a goddess, she internally cursed them with every cruel, disgusting, damning word she could dream up. And then she cursed Raith as he scrambled up the dryad toward her.
Far down on the ground, Jorah didn’t move.
Was he even breathing? He looked so incredibly small. Not at all like the dragon she knew, but a mere man. A broken one. Tears welled, but she swept them away. No one could know that her insides churned, or that she wanted to vomit at her loss—and his.
Zandor clutched her hand, and she barely registered it.
A loud, slow clap behind her finally made her jump. She blinked her staring eyes. If her blood hadn’t gone cold and still, it would have roared in merciless anger as Artemis rounded on her.
“Well done, Aurora. You’ve killed another one.”
He’s not dead. He’s not dead.
She had no way to know.
Artemis faced his audience of sycophants. “Unfortunately, gentlemen of the Intelligentsia, this is not my niece’s first kill.” A cruel smile. “And I am not referring to the trials, either.”
So this was it. The accusation. And Jorah wouldn’t be at the mermaid to meet her as he’d promised. Unless Niing and Keahr managed to take him there. If he was even still alive.
Given Niing’s size and Keahr’s injury, that was unlikely.
You can’t focus on that now. You have to survive Artemis. Remembering her quest to be incarcerated in her bedchamber, she wiped her face of emotion and turned to meet Artemis’s cruel, malice-filled eyes.
They danced with excitement.
“I had my personal alchemist study King Lazard’s food the night he was killed,” Artemis called out. “They found that it was laced with digitalis.” His voice rose. “My traitorous niece failed to save her king on purpose. It was she who poisoned him with plants found in her garden.”
A roar of protest—against her—from the Intelligentsia. So much for a fair hearing! They had already found her guilty and condemned her.
Fire burned in her belly. Her throat. Her tongue. All she wanted was to fly at Artemis, to fight him, and to defend her case, but with arrest now imminent and no support from her subjects, she had to ensure he sent her to her apartment. To argue would not help that quest.
Artemis stepped back, eyes running from her feet to her head, satisfaction blazing in his face. “You have nothing to say? No sharp wit? No pithy comeback?”
She bit her lip, then burst out, despite her better judgement, “I would no more have harmed my brother than fly to the moon. I loved him with all my heart. And how would killing him have served me? The law had not been changed to allow me to take the throne. You all know that. Why would I not have waited until that was done?”
“Because you had already planned the marriage trials!” someone shouted. “You didn’t need the law changed!”
Her stomach clenched. Was everything she had done since Lazard’s death to work against her?
Zandor shifted next to her. She gripped his hand to stop him from going for his bow and arrows. Whatever happened, they had to stick together. Killing one of these men would get him killed in turn. That would drive her insane with rage, and she would attack Artemis.
That would not end well for Zandor, her, or her kingdom.
The only hope was Raith appearing. He would not want to lose his place in Ryferia. But where he was, she didn’t know.
“I say we hang her,” another of the Intelligentsia called out.
Artemis smiled at her. “You see?” he asked in a low voice only she would hear. “And you thought to take my throne.” He bellowed, “The princess is a murderous traitor! That makes me king of Ryferia.”
As one, every Able man on that platform bowed to Artemis.
Then the musketeers shuffled forward, clearly awaiting the commands to slap her in irons.
Artemis waved at them. “Arrest her.”
The musketeers didn’t hesitate. Quickly, they circled her and Zandor. One jerked her arms back. Despite wanting to show no emotion, she hissed.
At the sound, Zandor rammed his fist into a musketeer’s nose. His other hand pulled out an arrow. In a blur, he had it nocked and aimed at the captain of the guard. “No one harms my princess.”
She wanted to roll her eyes at his misplaced gallantry, but this was Zandor, and protecting her was what he did. Despite knowing what was at stake, it had to be killing him to stand back and let Artemis treat her this way.
She kept her voice steady. “Zandor. No.”
His face blazed fury, but then he dropped his bow to his side.
One of the musketeers ripped the bow from his hand. Zandor allowed the man to pin him to the metal wall while his hands were bound with cords.
She hissed through gritted teeth, wanting nothing more than to run to his aid, to beat the men until they released him.
She fought her body to remain still. Her hands were bound with cords, too.
That was some relief. Cords could be cut. Iron shackles would have been impossible to escape from.
Then she held her breath, waiting for Artemis to say what she hoped he would say.
An imperious wave of his hand. “Take the traitor and her Infirm dog to the dungeons. If either of them attempts to escape, kill them.”
She gasped before she could stop herself. How could she have been so stupid to think that Artemis would afford her any courtesies when he hated her so much? As far as she knew, there was no escape from the dungeons.
But then, she hadn’t known there was an escape tunnel in her bedchamber, either. She had to keep up hope that she and Zandor would find a way to freedom.
Artemis stood back to gleefully watch as she was dragged away to the stairs—just as Raith clambered over the railing.
“What in Maleficent’s name do you think you’re doing to my bride?” Raith yelled, disheveled, sweaty, and out of breath.
Artemis gestured to a couple of musketeers, who hurried to him. “Your precious little flower has been arrested for the murder of her king. Your bride will be hanged for treason.”
Raith’s eyes flew to her, disbelief clouding their beauty. The same beauty that shone only to lure the Magical in so he could feed off their blood. For a moment, she thought he’d defend her against Artemis as he had thus far.
He didn’t.
As he lurched toward her, those eyes fixed on her.
On her neck. To drink her.
She spat in his face.
He danced back. “You’re mine. I earned you. Fought for you. I will have you.”
Artemis laughed, little understanding the interaction. “Find a whore, boy. There are sure to be some pretty ones in the brothels in town. This one will never see the light of day again.” To the musketeers, he said, “Take them away.”
A ring of soldiers barred Raith from getting at her and Zandor as the musketeers elbowed them down the stairs.
Through the cogs, she strained to see if Jorah had moved.
Niing and Keahr had gone to his aid. Even Peckle stood by. Her heart soared. They would know what to do.
And then the cogs clattered closed, and she saw no more.
It was now up to her and Zandor to plot their escape, not just from the dungeons, but from Ryferia. Perhaps if they made it to Warrendyte, Jorah’s council would allow her to muster an army willing to fight for Ryferia. To fight Raith and stop him from reaping the Magical unfettered.
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Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, Jorah heard Niing calling his name. He stirred and cracked open an eye. Niing and Keahr’s faces hung above him, worry creasing every line. Even Peckle hovered.
His mouth gaped, and the tendons in his neck strained as he tried to breathe. Finally, he coughed and sucked in a breath.
Niing placed a hand on his shoulder. “Steady, my friend. Steady.” Normally, the gesture would have been out of comfort. Now, it was out of fear—it poured out of Niing’s every pore.
He tried to sit up.
“It’s happened,” Keahr spluttered. “Aurora and Zandor have been arrested. But instead of taking her to the villa, she’s headed for the dungeon.” She didn’t wait for her coughing to subside. “We need to save her and Zandor.”
She wasn’t saying anything he did not agree with.
Jorah forced himself onto his hands and one knee while his head danced. His other leg, the left one, throbbed something terrible. Away from the Guardian, even in Ryferia, he would have started the healing process to some degree. Now, all his senses were dulled.
The Untalented and their foul constructs had held Ryferia and destroyed his people for far too long.
And today, taking Aurora crossed a line he hadn’t even known he’d drawn.
Jorah would make them pay for it.
And as for the parasite and his brother—
Keahr grabbed his arm with a bandaged hand. “Get a move on!”
He glared at her. “Then help me up.”
Despite her lacerations, she pulled him up onto his good leg.
Spears of pain shot up from his ankle into his femur. “Maleficent’s arse,” he muttered to hide his swaying and his pallor—he could feel the blood draining from his face.
Anger at himself burned even fiercer than the fire turning the dryad in its endless circle. He hid it as best he could behind a mask of physical pain.
For once, Niing didn’t chastise his language. His eyes were wild with panic. It had been a long time since Jorah had seen that look on Niing’s face. He liked it even less the second time.
“Your leg?” Niing asked. “You’re favoring it. Why?”
“Fractured.”
Usually so self-assured, Niing wrung his hands. “How in Maleficent’s name are we going to get you to the caravel? Let alone rescue our friends?” He looked around.
The crowd had thinned. And even if it hadn’t, no one in Ryferia would help a loser.
Jorah cringed at that title. Worse, he had failed in his quest and Sabrisia would call in her death bond.
Pity the fae didn’t stipulate a timeframe.
Even the Silver-Tongued Oracle would have to agree to that loophole.
Or so Jorah hoped.
But first he had to get his mate to Warrendyte. She could go alone, of course, on his caravel, but although she was probably more powerful than most of the fae on the council, they would scorn her for being a mere nymph, a creature they considered below them.
Somehow, he had to rescue this situation. His mate could never be allowed to say that he let her down. Twice.
Keahr clicked her tongue in frustration. Quick as a flash, she wriggled under his armpit and hoicked his arm onto her shoulders. “We are doing this. Now. We have to find them.”
Jorah grimaced but didn’t argue. Once propped up by Keahr, he said, “In my current state, the chances of us breaking into the dungeons are zero. We need an insider to help us.” He looked around for Peckle.
The cat sat upright with his tail curled around his feet.
“You once knew the palazzo better than anyone living. I bet you still do. Can you help Aurora and Zandor?”
A smug curl of his mouth, followed by a quick baring of teeth, and Peckle slunk away.
“Do you think he’ll do it?” Keahr asked, watching him go.
“It’s always a risk with a cat,” Jorah bit out. He called to Peckle, “Be at the mermaid, or I swear I will skin you next time we meet.”
A flick of Peckle’s tail, and then he vanished into the undergrowth.
Jorah huffed a breath. There was nothing more he could do. What would it help if the cat did find and rescue Aurora and Zandor, and they arrived at the Guardian and no ship awaited them? As it was, his ship was at least three miles away, and he couldn’t walk. The best he could manage was a slow, laborious hobble with Keahr propping him up.
Once hidden from the stragglers milling around the Guardian, Keahr stopped.
“And now?” Jorah demanded.
She rasped in breath after breath. “Guardhouse. Stables. I’m going to steal three rides.” Her voice was little more than a wheeze.
“A horse?” Jorah gulped. Would the humiliation never end? He couldn’t ride. Why should he when he had wings to fly?
“You have a problem, dragon?” Keahr snapped.
“Horses are his natural prey,” Niing answered. “It would be like playing with his food.”
Keahr rolled her eyes. “Is that all?”
He mumbled, “I don’t ride.”
“You do today.” Before he could comment, she slipped away through the trees.
He had nothing else to do but lean against a tree and ponder his failures. He, more than anyone, should have anticipated something like this from Carian.
My hatred of puny humans has turned out to be my weakness.
It said something for Niing and Keahr that they hadn’t mentioned his defeat. He would forever be grateful to them for that.
The sun clipped the top of the trees when Keahr finally returned, trailing three horses. Although drooping from the effort, her eyes glinted. She brushed the sweat off her face with a bloody hand and then tossed the reins to Niing.
“Hold those.” She grinned at Jorah, making her dimples dance. “I need to help our wounded dragon mount his dinner.”
He glared at her. “Your hand is bleeding. And I don’t appreciate the humor.”
“Pity. It’s not every day I get to say that.”
“For which I am eternally grateful.” He allowed her to prop him up as he hopped over to the docile-looking gelding she’d stolen. Unlike others of his kind, he generally didn’t feed in dragon form, so he had, in fact, never eaten a horse. It didn’t matter. None of this felt right.
Getting onto the horse proved both painful and mortifying, but finally Jorah was perched uncomfortably in the saddle. His broken leg hung useless in the stirrup.
“Dragon, hold on tight to the pommel.” Keahr smacked the saddle. “This bit. And use your good leg to hug the horse’s belly—as if you’re trying to stop your lunch escaping.”
“This joke is going to get old, isn’t it?”
Another grin from Keahr. “You have no idea. I’ll remind you about it on your thousandth birthday.”
“At least you’re optimistic that we are going to get out of here.”
“With me leading that nag of yours? How can you even doubt?” Keahr strode over to help Niing onto his horse.
The smallest of the three, his legs didn’t even reach the stirrups.
Then the plucky fae mounted a gray mare in one fluid motion, only to ruin it with a hacking cough. “Hold on tight,” she wheezed. “Don’t fall off. I’m not stopping if you do.”
Jorah grabbed the pommel. This ride was going to hurt.
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Aurora’s carriage jolted along the cobbled streets of her capital. How soon would the news of her arrest spread? Would anyone rise up and fight for her?
She doubted it. Not when they weighed all her so-called crimes.
Her bound wrists were swollen by the time the carriage stopped at a portcullis leading into the dungeon. The musketeers waited until the iron gate had creaked closed behind them before unlocking the carriage door.
The stench that hit her doubled her over. She retched, almost emptying her stomach into the carriage. Whatever happened, she could not—would not—stay long in this dark, forbidding place.
Zandor stumbled out first. She followed, barely managing to stand on wobbly legs on a stone floor slick with filth. Water seeped from the canal, which abutted the building, down the age-blackened walls thick with a crust of mold.
A musket nudged her ribs. “Get moving,” its wielder grunted. The other musketeers peeled off to attend to other duties.
“Leave her alone,” Zandor snapped, stepping between her and the guard.
“Easy, Zandor,” she crooned. She started walking in the direction the musketeer had indicated to stop further trouble.
After a moment’s hesitation, Zandor followed her.
The guard led them through a wooden door and down a passageway to a twisting staircase. She had to concentrate hard to stop her feet from slipping on the treacherous stone. When she reached the bottom, five narrow cells with bars instead of a front wall loomed before her.
Four of them held ragged prisoners. In the guttering torchlight, dull, hopeless eyes watched her little procession as the musketeer shoved her and Zandor farther down a narrow passage.
They stopped at an empty cell. Filthy straw, flung into one corner, was the only furnishing.
She gulped. This was real. She and Zandor were about to be imprisoned with no hope of escape.
“Why are you doing this?” she pleaded to the guard. “You have no proof beyond my uncle’s word that I am guilty.”
Hard eyes gazed at her. “Everyone knows you play with poisons.” He unlocked the cell door using a key from a bunch tied to his waist with a chain.
She wished her hands were free so she could grab hold of him. Her voice spiked. “I didn’t do it. I give you my word.”
“In. Now.”
She didn’t move. “My mother was poisoned. Do you think I did that, too?”
No answer. Just a hand gesturing for her to move into the cell.
“I believe the same person who killed my mother killed my brother. And I assure you, it wasn’t me.”
Silence.
All she could hear was the drip of water and moans from the prisoners in the other cells.
Finally, the musketeer sighed. “I liked your mother. She was good to everyone. Infirm or Able.”
She snatched at that. “Do you have Infirm in your family? If you do, do you think Lord Artemis will treat them kindly? He hates the Infirm.”
The man stared at her mutely. Then he gestured for her to turn her back to him. Not sure what he had in mind, she obeyed. He shocked her by slashing her bonds. Her wrists tingled and itched as blood rushed back into starved fingers. Then he did Zandor’s.
“My wife’s Infirm. I did that for her,” the man muttered.
“Thank you!” Aurora breathed. “You have given me hope that things could be different in Ryferia.”
The musketeer snorted. “Get into the cell. Now.”
Zandor drove his fist into the musketeer’s stomach. An oomph, and Zandor followed it up with a fist to the man’s throat. The guard crumpled to the ground.
Before she could react, Zandor dragged the man into the cell and ripped the keys off his waist. He clanged the door shut and locked it.
“Should we free the other prisoners?” she whispered.
“No. We have a small advantage. I’m not squandering it by having them alert the guards that we are free.”
Zandor grabbed her hand and ran for the stairs. He shot ahead of her, no doubt to check for threats at the top.
Puffing, she followed, reaching the landing seconds behind him. She stopped next to him and looked left and right down the gloomy stone corridor. To the right lay the doorway into the cavern that abutted the main portcullis. To the left, more cells.
A whistle came from one of them.
“Isn’t that the princess?” someone shouted.
Zandor swore. He grabbed her hand again and ran—toward the door to the portcullis.
They had not gone far down the narrow passageway when something flickered in the torchlight ahead of them. It was followed by a low hiss.
Peckle stepped out of nowhere a few feet ahead of them. Eyes like lamps, his tail flicked—and then he was off, running straight through their legs, back the way they had come.
“No,” Zandor whispered as Aurora turned to follow him. “Too risky.”
The cat ignored him and sped on.
Trusting Peckle implicitly, she grabbed Zandor’s hand and dragged him with her after Peckle.
Another curse, and Zandor followed.
She closed her ears to the catcalls as she, Zandor, and Peckle ran past the row of prisoners in their cells.
And then another stone staircase, this one leading down. Guards could appear at any second. She clattered after Peckle with Zandor following. The final rung opened to a small landing with a wooden door. Rust and verdigris coated the door’s hinges and the metal studs in the warped wood.
“The key?” she asked. “Do we have it?”
Zandor fiddled with the key ring he’d stolen from the guard.
A hiss from Peckle. She looked at him. The cat snarled and then raced to a low arch jutting above the floor. It was just big enough for her and Zandor to crawl through. Although open to the air, six bars blocked their exit, embedded into the floor and the top of the arch.
Still, the cat rubbed his lanky body against the moldy bars.
She was about to say that the door was a better option when Zandor shot over to the arch. He knelt next to Peckle and tugged on the middle bar. A grunt; he yanked again, harder this time. Ears peeled for sounds of pursuit, she ran over to join him. Her nose twitched with a new smell—the ocean.
Her heart broke into a gallop. Quickly, she knelt to look out.
The restless sea heaved back and forth on a white beach just a few feet below the bars. At spring tide, the waves would crash into this opening.
Surely a lifetime of that pounding, combined with the salty air, would have weakened the bars?
She snatched at the closest one. Masonry crumbled, both top and bottom, which held the bars in place.
“Move,” Zandor commanded, as he strained at his bar.
She skittered back, giving him space.
Face red, he grunted as he tugged and tugged. The perished metal squealed, then cracked at the base. He pulled it away, tossed it onto the floor and started on the next bar. With the mortar crumbling, it came away more easily. He tossed that one down, too.
She could have hugged him—and Peckle for leading them here. Was there any secret in the palazzo the cat didn’t know?
Instead, she grabbed a bar and was about to start working it when Zandor’s third one popped free. The fourth quickly followed. He was about to start on the fifth when she whispered, “Let’s not waste more time. I can get through that, and I’m sure you can, too, if you squeeze.”
He shuffled aside and made space for her. “Go.”
Before she could move, Peckle jumped out and vanished from view.
“Damned cat,” she muttered as she eased herself through the ragged opening after him.
Her feet alighted onto dry sand. The beach, deserted despite the beauty of the setting sun, opened before her. At the far end, the mermaid Guardian turned on her spindle.
Although hidden by shadows, Aurora hugged the crenulated palazzo wall that loomed behind her in case an archer looked down and saw or heard her.
Zandor shoved his feet through the opening. Back arched, they dangled onto the sand. He wriggled more of his torso out then stopped. A groan, followed by a curse.
“I’m stuck,” he hissed.
Heart thumping, she stepped into the open and grabbed his feet. She tugged with all her strength, while he wriggled his top half.
The rip of clothing.
She tugged harder—and then he was out, tumbling onto the sand. He leaped to his feet, grabbed her hand, and started running down the beach.
The mermaid had to be about five hundred yards away.
Too far for the musketeers, but just in range of the archers.
She tried not to think of arrows raining down on them as they crossed that exposed stretch of sand.
Her heart sank. Even if they got to the mermaid, what did it help when there was no sight of Jorah’s caravel in the bay?
With nowhere else to go, she half-ran, half-stumbled toward the Guardian. Peckle raced along on her other side.
Bells clanged.
She almost tripped over her feet. Someone had discovered that they had gone.
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 Jorah gritted his teeth against pain that brought tears to his eyes as Keahr urged their horses forward. It was worse the farther they moved from the Guardian as his senses returned. The best he could do was focus on the brisk clip of his horse’s hooves as it clattered down a rutted path.
They passed the two-mile marker. A cobbled road that led to the dock replaced the track.
They had not gone more than twenty strides when a discordant clanging jarred the air.
“The bells!” Niing wailed. “They know she’s gone.”
Jorah shouted to Keahr, “Can you get any more speed out of these things?”
Keahr urged her horse—and therefore his—into a canter.
Hands white with tension, Jorah hung on, moaning softly with each jarring step.
The one-mile marker slipped by in a blur of brown and green. The same spring-oak-leaf color of Aurora’s eyes.
A roar erupted from his chest, one he hadn’t known was coming. His horse whinnied and surged forward. The gray mare, egged on by his gelding, bucked.
Keahr brought it under control, then turned back to shout at him, “Managing?”
“Yes.” The wind whipped the word from his mouth. He shouted louder. “Don’t slow.”
The half-mile mark.
They mounted a rise, and then the road dropped down sharply. Below them, the turquoise sea gleamed gold and pink in the sunset.
He barely noticed the beauty. He only had eyes for the harbor—and the promise of sliding off this horse before the bones in his leg were ground into powder.
The docks were crowded with traffic. People selling their wares; men with fishing poles, baskets and nets, sitting with their legs hanging off the side of the pier; fishing boats coming back in from the small stretch of sea surrounded by the hideous Guardians. A few small boats dotted the bay. Best of all, his caravel, The Nautilus Spray, was tied to the dock with his crew onboard waiting for him.
A spit, spread out like fanned playing cards, circled the left side of the bay. At one end, where the high, ugly wall that divided Ryferia from the rest of the world ended, a winged fae turned on her spindle. On the other, about a mile away as the crow flew, a mermaid stood guard. That was where he was to meet Aurora and Zandor.
Between the two, some five miles from the coast, wound a line of chain mail hung from smaller Guardians mounted on buoys. The barrier hung some fifteen feet into the sea.
He, Keahr, and Niing raced onto the docks. Their horses’ hooves clattered onto the wooden pier as they careened to the berth where The Nautilus Spray waited.
A few people raised their heads in alarm. Others darted out of the way.
When they reached the caravel, Keahr pulled on the reins. Her mare whinnied as she slowed. His horse shot right past hers and dug its hooves into the ground to stop. He almost pitched right over its head before he managed to grip the pommel.
The fae dismounted in a mess of limbs. She pulled Niing off his horse, leaving bloody streaks on his clothes, and dropped him unceremoniously next to the caravel’s gangplank. Looking older than Jorah could ever imagine, Niing dithered between the ship and his horse.
Without waiting for Keahr to help him, Jorah slipped off his gelding, careful not to place too much weight on his injured leg. Still, the bones groaned in complaint, willing him to stay still. He ignored them—and his pride—as Keahr flung his arm over her shoulder once more and pulled him up the gangplank.
His crew rushed to their aid.
Arwan, his captain and friend—a silver-haired fae with power over air, just like Keahr—levered him away from Keahr’s possessive grasp and half-carried him onto the deck of his ship.
Jorah didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “We need to get to the mermaid Guardian. Fast.”
Arwan set him down on an upturned barrel. “Consider it done.” He shouted to the crew, “All hands on deck!”
Arwan raced to the wheelhouse to guide them out of the harbor. If Arwan had access to his magic, he would have called up a wind to stiffen their sails.
As it was, they had to rely on the gentle breeze that cooled the sweat on Jorah’s face. With their Guardians, the Untalented blocked something so natural as breathing. Jorah groaned in frustration at the insanity.
The minutes dragged as the crew edged them beyond the harbor wall. Once in the bay, the wind stiffened the three lateen sails. Sleek and agile, The Nautilus Spray responded with a surge of speed as it cut through the waves.
“Relax, my friend!” Arwan yelled at him from the wheelhouse. “I’m on this. We’ll be at the mermaid before you know it.”
There was nothing for Jorah to do but wait.



FORTY-TWO








Aurora






Aurora sped up. It still wasn’t fast enough.
“Damn it.” The lines on Zandor’s face deepened with alarm. “It won’t be long before they find us.”
If she hadn’t been so painfully out of breath, her body beating against her will to run, she might have snapped back a fearful retort.
Her ankle buckled.
Zandor’s hands flew to catch her, pulling her back upright. “We can’t stop. We have to go.”
She gulped down a breath, hiking her dress up to her knees.
The bells chimed louder.
“There they are!” A shout from behind them.
She risked a glance back.
Musketeers lined the walls of the palazzo, armed with bows and arrows. She couldn’t see Artemis.
“Open fire!” Artemis’s voice carried clear over the walls and across the beach. “They do not leave this beach alive!”
The first assault found its mark in the sand around her. One glowed bright orange right where she had been only moments before.
She moaned through gritted teeth as she pushed all the energy she had left into her numbing legs.
It didn’t improve her speed.
Zandor and Peckle remained by her side. They could go faster, could escape, if it weren’t for her. She opened her mouth to say so, just as another hailstorm of arrows rained down around them.
Blood spewed as an arrow ripped through Zandor’s leather coat and lodged in his back. His hand ripped from hers.
Her eyes widened in horror.
He stumbled forward only to fall face first on the sand.
She flung herself down next him just as another shower of arrows rained down around them.
None met their mark.
It didn’t matter.
An arrow in Zandor’s back was no different than an arrow in hers. She would never leave him, just as he would never leave her.
He turned his face to her. “Go. Save yourself.”
She slapped the back of his head. “Don’t be stupid.”
“Please.” His voice was desperate. “I don’t want you harmed.”
“Shut up so I can think.”
His head dropped back onto the sand, and then he struggled to rise.
Peckle meowed and, every hair standing, sprinted to the mermaid.
The little traitor was leaving them to their fate! Peckle turned to hiss at her, and then he was off again, headed down the beach.
No, he was showing her what to do. The best—the only thing—to do was to brave the arrows and to get Zandor to the safety of the Guardian. She understood, and Peckle was right.
Heart threatening to explode, she gripped Zandor under his arms and helped him stand. Ignoring his groans of pain, she tossed her arm around his shoulder and started to run for the mermaid.
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Raith shook his head to clear his thoughts, still unable to believe that Aurora had been led away for murdering her brother.
Shock. That was the word.
Surely, no one could be stupid enough to believe it? The Intelligentsia just couldn’t stand the idea of an Infirm woman in government.
Worse, they had stolen his feast from him.
He stomped through the woods away from the Guardian, ignoring Carian following him through the trees.
Tired, angry, and craving blood, he slumped down on a rock ledge that dipped sharply down to the sea.
He had lost. Even when he had beaten Jorah, he had still lost.
“So that’s it?” Carian growled behind him. “You’re just going to give up?”
Raith spun. “What do you expect me to do now, Carian?” he snarled. “She’s gone.”
“Get up,” Carian seethed. “We are not done. Not by half.”
Raith turned back to stare at the sea. Below him, another of those hateful Guardians turned—this one, a mermaid.
“Get up, you piece of filth!” Carian grabbed Raith by the collar and yanked him to his feet. “You don’t give up. You don’t sit down until we have what we want.”
Raith gagged under the pressure on his neck. He flailed his arms to swat Carian off. Finally, a lucky punch caught Carian on the nose. The psychopath jumped back and let him go.
“I’m not going to marry her! I have no power in Ryferia! Artemis and the Intelligentsia hate me almost as much as they hate her! I have nothing! That means you have nothing! Get used to it!”
“So you lost the bitch—big whoop!” Carian shouted right back. “There are thousands of Magical people in Ryferia you can suck on.”
Raith threw his hands up for emphasis. “None will be as powerful as her. People with Aurora’s power only come around once every few decades, if not centuries. If I can’t have her, right now, I don’t want anyone.”
That wasn’t entirely true; the craving was killing him. But his psychotic brother—no one—would ever understand his craving for Aurora. For days now, he had courted her, smelling her skin, dreaming of her blood.
And now, to be denied, was devastating.
Carian took a deep breath—then smiled. “Okay. Let’s look at this logically.” His tone was placatory. He patted the rocks. “Let’s sit.”
Exhaustion made Raith sink down next to him.
Carian draped an arm around his shoulders. “You have done well, Raith. Really you have. But don’t give up now. We can go into town—find one of those brothels that bastard Artemis was talking about. We can use it as a base. I will make the potion, and then you can go out and feed. Soon you will be so strong that—” The psychopath broke off as bells began to peal.
Raith and Carian both turned toward the sound.
And then Raith saw her . . . and his breath snagged in his throat.
Aurora, hemmed in by Zandor and that hated cat, tore down the beach toward the mermaid.
Even without his powers, this would be his last chance to sink his teeth into Aurora’s neck. Perhaps that alone would be enough to still his cravings.
He shot to his feet and burst into a run.
Carian called to him, but he ignored the cry and scrambled to a gully on the side of the ledge. Filled with loose stones and exposed roots, it would be a treacherous path down the hill.
The prize was worth it.
He jumped off the ledge and landed on the shale just as a storm of fiery arrows rained down around Aurora and her friends.
One of them hit Zandor in the back.
At last! Something was going his way. He threw his fist up into the air in a victory salute.
With the centaur gone, Aurora was defenseless. If he moved fast, he might even have time to get her through that confounded mermaid before the musketeers arrived.
Excitement lent speed to his helter-skelter slide down the hill.
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The Nautilus Spray drew parallel to the mermaid when Jorah spotted Aurora, Zandor, and Peckle.
Wild locks blowing like sails in the wind, Aurora half-carried, half-dragged her stumbling bodyguard. Zandor was trying to help her, but he was pale and weak—and with an arrow protruding from his back.
Around them, more arrows thudded—how they missed Aurora, only Maleficent knew.
His heart skipped a beat, and he almost dropped the broom he had commandeered to use as a crutch. He shouted, “Aurora!”
The sound was swallowed by the wind and the crash of the waves on the beach.
He doubted that she’d even seen them riding parallel to her.
Peckle looked his way. The cat skidded to a stop and then spun to dart in front of Aurora. She almost fell over him. From her flailing hand, she had to be cursing the cat. Peckle darted back across her feet, this time in the direction of the breakers.
Aurora’s head followed him—to the caravel. Her shoulders sagged, and she almost dropped Zandor.
Jorah was just as thrilled to see her. He waved.
She gave him a furious one-handed wave in return.
He gripped his broom tighter and hobbled into the wheelhouse. Niing and Keahr sat on the floor behind Arwan at the wheel.
Jorah yelled, “Arwan, get in closer. The centaur’s down, and Aurora isn’t strong enough for this.”
“Can’t,” Arwan snapped. “There’s a reef just off the breakers. It’ll rip us apart.”
Niing and Keahr sprang to their feet to look over the railing.
Jorah swore, then yelled at his lieutenant, a powerful sea-snake shape-shifter, “Baylon, drop a boat. Get the princess and her people here, now.” He cursed his leg, wishing he could do it himself. “And then take the boat and open the chain mail.”
Baylon and two fae, Simeon and Asher, rushed across the deck to obey. Skilled hands quickly lowered a rowing boat into the wind-whipped water. Weapons strapped across their backs, the men paddled with strong strokes to the shore.
Jorah couldn’t rip his eyes from Aurora. Filthy, hair a tangled mess, face red and gleaming with sweat, she had never been more beautiful.
More powerful, even without her magic restored.
Someone on The Nautilus Spray screamed. It was followed by a thud of something—a body?—hitting the deck.
Jorah swore as he spun on his broom. One of his crew sprawled on the deck with an arrow through the eye. Another clutched an arrow in his belly. Two dangled from the rigging, both dead. Another hung with his head over the railing. The inertia proved too much, and he slid off and splashed into the sea.
Five men out of his crew of fifteen.
They may have been too far from the beach to help Aurora but clearly not too far from the battlements encircling the outer rim of the palazzo, where Artemis’s archers swarmed.
“Archers!” Jorah bellowed.
Every man, except Arwan, who was needed in the wheelhouse, nocked arrows and pulled bowstrings taut. A mess of twangs as each arrow was released. They whistled through the air.
Without the height of the battlements and the wind on their side, most fell short of the mark. The one or two that did breach the honey-colored stone crenulations shot true.
It was too much to hope that Artemis was there to receive his due.
Another shower of arrows hit the ship. Some stuck to the masts. Others ripped holes in the sails.
A few even cut down some of his precious crew, leaving the deck slick with blood.
Jorah hobbled to where Niing and Keahr crouched, holding their heads in a feeble attempt to protect themselves.
“Get below deck,” he yelled above the chaos that had erupted aboard his ship.
“I’m not leaving until Aurora and Zandor are on board!” Keahr yelled straight back.
Niing remained silent.
“You are on my ship now, Keahr. And that wasn’t a request. Get below deck. Now.”
“Cut it, dragon,” she shouted back. “I’m not leaving. So get used to it.”
He was about to manhandle her to safety with his free arm when one of his crew shouted, “Maleficent help us. More of the bastards. On the beach. A whole army of them.”
He spun to look.
A swarm of musketeers, some carrying bows, others swords and shields, spilled out onto the beach from somewhere in the palazzo. Running like the wind, they tore to the spot where the rowing boat would breach.
At sixty men, he stopped counting—and yet more came.
He had three fighters on the rowing boat. And less than five crew left on the caravel.
He yelled to those men, “Take out that army.”
Arrows thudded down on the musketeers.
Even though men screamed and fell, it wasn’t enough—on and on the soldiers came. And the arrows flew.
Amid shrieks and curses, he swung back to the rowing boat.
It had reached the shore.
Baylon was the first to leap out into the swell. He sprinted up the beach to Aurora and ripped Zandor out of her arms. A grunt, and he heaved the wounded bodyguard onto his shoulder. He grabbed Aurora with his other hand and started to run with her down the beach.
She tripped over her skirt.
Keahr and Niing gasped. Jorah’s knuckles, holding his broom, whitened to bleached bone.
Simeon and Asher scooped her up by her elbows and ran with her to the boat.
With all the disdain in the world, Peckle picked a path through the foam and hopped onto the boat first. He took the prime spot on the prow.
The first line of musketeers were just yards away.
Too close for Jorah to risk arrows. He yelled, “Hold fire until our people are safe.”
He held his breath, watching Baylon bustle Zandor onto the boat. Zandor said something, and Baylon handed him a bow and the quiver of arrows off his back. Baylon plunked down and grabbed an oar.
Zandor swept the cat off the seat at the prow, dragged himself up onto it and let fly a barrage of arrows.
Ten musketeers dropped onto the beach.
More replaced them, tripping over their wounded and dying to reach the boat. The archers amongst them responded by raining a volley of arrows.
Simeon and Asher, still carrying Aurora, dodged the deadly hail. Jorah was almost sure they would make it to the boat when an arrow grazed the side of Aurora’s neck. It left a bloody trail across her skin.
Niing wailed.
That anyone dared harm her made Jorah’s back muscles, where his wings were hidden, itch. In his true form, he would have annihilated that army.
Next time I come to Ryferia, I come in power to exact vengeance for every wrong ever committed by this scum.
And then Asher was hit. He stumbled, then fell into the surf. The surging swell ran red.
Jorah closed his eyes to contain his fury. But not knowing what was happening with his mate—Aurora—was untenable.
He opened them just as she and Simeon reached the boat. A flash of filthy petticoats, and she tumbled into its bowels. And then she was up, next to Baylon, with an oar in her hand.
Simeon shoved the boat into the swell. But instead of jumping onboard, he pulled out his sword and faced the onslaught of musketeers.
Jorah wanted to scream to him to get on the boat.
He didn’t.
Simeon’s sacrifice bought Baylon and Aurora enough time to make it back to the caravel.
The little boat nudged the side of the ship.
With eyes only for Aurora, Jorah left it to Arwan to control the vastly outnumbered defenses of The Nautilus Spray.
Sweaty and pale, she smiled wanly up at him. “You’re alive. You don’t know how happy that makes me.”
He touched his heart in salute. “Likewise. Now let’s get you and Zandor on this ship so Baylon can go and tear open the chain mail. We need to get out of this benighted place before they pick us all off.”
Her eyes flashed toward the beach. “We’ve come this far and at such loss. We are not letting them stop us.”
Voice bleak, he said, “My view exactly.”
A crewman dropped a rope. Zandor clambered to his feet.
Aurora grabbed him. “No! Be careful. Wait until we help you.”
“I can manage.” The centaur gave a strained smile. “Now I know how irritating the constant offers of help must have been.”
She rolled her eyes. “You have no idea.”
Jorah guided the rope to Zandor. “Pony. Let her help you tether this to your waist. We don’t want you tumbling into the sea.”
A glare from Zandor, but he obeyed. Hands gripped the rope and hoisted him up into the caravel. He flopped back into Keahr’s waiting arms.
“Incoming!” Arwan shouted. “Arrows from the beach.”
Swearing curses at Artemis, Jorah hung over the side of The Nautilus Spray to drop a rope to Aurora.
A hail of steel thudded into the little boat and splashed into the sea around it. Baylon gurgled, then fell backward, only to hit his head on the bench behind him. Blood pooled around his face as his sightless eyes looked up at the rising sliver of moon.
Hand reaching for Jorah’s rope, Aurora froze.
“Aurora! Take it!” he yelled.
Her perfectly green eyes met his. And it clicked.
All of his men on the rowing boat were dead. Dead crew littered the caravel. He was injured. Who was left to open the chain mail?
“I have to go.” She tossed the rope aside and picked up both oars.
And he was too far away to stop her.
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Hands blistered and aching, Aurora pulled hard on the oars.
“Maleficent curse me, Aurora! Get back here now!” Jorah shouted.
She had recognized the moment the awful truth clicked in his brain. The moment he realized they were trapped.
If she hadn’t seen him hobbling with that broomstick as a crutch, perhaps she would have stayed to argue with him. But he was injured, and in no position to scramble around Guardians.
He’s done that enough today.
She would hate Raith and Carian until the end of time for harming him. Determined to free herself and her friends from their enemies, she set a course for the mermaid.
Dark and brooding, it leered down at her from its spindle at the very farthest tip of the peninsula.
Nothing but loathing burned in her as she watched it draw near with each agonizing sweep of the oars.
“This time, nothing in Ryferia is stopping me getting through you.” The familiar throbbing in her head began again, and she cringed. “And I don’t care how sick you make me, either.”
A sharp meow, followed by a vibrating purr. Peckle hopped up onto the prow and stared at her.
She had forgotten that the cat was still on the boat.
“I take it you approve.”
A narrowing of his eyes was his only answer. His message seemed clear: Save your energy for rowing.
He was right. The muscles in her arms trembled, refusing to move as fast as her mind. Still she pushed, harder than she ever had.
Shouts from the beach reminded her that her lack of strength was not the only enemy tonight. The musketeers would know exactly where she was headed. She shuddered to think of all the men—her subjects—who had died tonight trying to arrest her.
I guess I really am a traitor now.
At least the darkness would offer some cover.
On she rowed.
When she finally thought she could do no more, the rocks at the end of the peninsula loomed, black and threatening, before her. In the limited moonlight, silvery foam bubbled and popped from where a monster wave had crashed on them. With no crew to help her, the only way on those rocks was by riding just such a wave and beaching onto those mussel-encrusted crags. She gripped the sides of the boat and waited to be dashed ashore.
The boat spun and bobbed in the turbulent wake churned up by the water meeting land. But these little waves, while enough to make her hurl, were not powerful enough to sweep her where she needed to be.
And then she saw it coming. A monster wave rolling in.
“Brace yourself, Peckle! This is where we leave the boat!”
The cat looked at her as if she had gone mad.
“How did you think we would get to the Guardian?” She laughed; it sounded manic. “And I thought it had been hard to walk across the beach to get to her. I knew nothing about hard back then.”
The wave surged in. The boat wobbled precariously—but it rose as it pitched and yawed.
And then she was screaming with a combination of exhilaration and terror. The wave chucked her, the boat, and Peckle onto the rock.
An almighty crack, and then the splintering of wood made her gasp. Water rushed into the little craft. It teetered. They would be washed back out to sea.
She grabbed Peckle despite his protests. His claws dug into her back as she readied to jump onto the razor-sharp rocks.
And then the boat juddered, crunched, and settled. All around her, water rushed back to the sea.
With water dripping from her sodden dress and Peckle fighting to escape her arms, she struggled to stand. Her legs wobbled as she stepped away from the shattered boat onto the sharp rocks.
How she’d get back to the caravel, she didn’t know.
That was a problem for after she opened the gate.
Seaweed hooked on her ankles as she slithered and slipped her way to drier, higher ground. The ground on which the spindle turned.
She tossed Peckle down. “You rescued me. I rescued you. Now we are even.”
He stalked off toward the Guardian. She followed.
The metal scraping of the mermaid’s tail squealed above the relentless crash of the sea. The wind blowing into her face was hot from passing across the Guardian’s furnace.
Once on the peninsula, she joined a rutted track, made by the carts that arrived once a month to pour fuel and herbs into the Guardian’s hopper. It stopped at a rusted door that led into the mermaid’s spindle.
Rust had frozen it open just enough for her to wedge her fingers between it and the jamb.
She yanked, once, twice, three times, before it swung open enough for her to pass through.
Peckle followed.
Heat enveloped her from the furnace built into a pit below the spindle cogs. The glowing embers sent shadows dancing along the walls, daring her to explore them.
A hacking cough doubled her over, driving all such notions from her mind.
The cat rubbed against her legs. Perhaps trying to comfort her?
Fingers numb with exhaustion rubbed his ears to say thank you.
No time to play. Just open the gate and then get out.
She grabbed the iron railing of the spiral staircase, dreading another huge climb. But up she went, one rotation after another. Her head throbbed, and she groaned.
On she climbed.
Her eyes swam, colors and edges blurring.
Hurry.
It wouldn’t take long for Artemis to send in reinforcements to take the caravel and to slaughter everyone on board.
Jorah. Zandor. Niing. Keahr.
She stumbled up another step.
Jorah. Zandor. Niing. Keahr.
The words were nothing but a whispered thought, but she refused to stop repeating their names.
Legs like jelly, she finally reached the top. The door on the landing was rusted, too. Only this one was open all the way.
She staggered through, only to collapse against the open hole that made the mermaid’s right eye. It gave her a moment to assess her surroundings.
The only furnishings were a panel mounted on one of the Guardian’s cheeks. Cogs, buttons, and knobs bristled. She pushed off the wall, stumbled to it, and then huffed, trying desperately to focus on the labels written in black ink on yellowing parchment above each knob and button.
The word gates jumped at her.
She slammed down on the button, and—with renewed energy—rushed to the eye to see what was happening in the water below. On this side of the Guardian, the sea lapped onto the gently sloping beach she had walked along the night Lazard died.
A creak of machinery, followed by a shudder. The cog turned the winch to drop the chain mail.
Her heart soared. She’d done it.
And then Peckle yowled. A sound so distressing it made the hair on her body stand.
She spun.
Raith stood in the doorway, his eyes burning.
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Raith cocked his head to the side as he watched Aurora. Dirty, dress wet and tattered, hair a bush of tangled curls, she slumped against a round, glassless window set in a sloping sheet of copper—the eye of the mermaid.
Her filth and disarray didn’t matter. Even with the Guardian pulsing its vile poison, he could smell her blood—and it was delicious. His smile spread wide even though his fangs zinged uselessly in his gums and hunger gnawed his stomach.
He crooned softly, “Hello, wife. You didn’t think I’d let you leave, did you?” A deep breath. “I can smell your magic.” Knowing how his eyes affected her, he allowed them to flutter. “And your fear.”
She looked away and cringed back against the wall with its gaping hole, but there was nowhere for her to go.
As he stepped up to her to grab her face so she had no choice but to look at him, pain, like a thousand needles, pierced his back. He yelped and writhed a mad jig to dislodge whatever it was attacking him.
A yowl, and the claws sunk in deeper.
The cat.
Aurora started to slide past him along the wall. If she got too far, she’d be out the door.
Stopping her escape was more important than a bit of pain.
Yes, he could easily catch her on the stairs, but first he had to taste her.
He pounced in front of her and pinned her to the mermaid’s face with a hand on each side of the wall. “No, you don’t. And call your cat off before I skin it with my bare teeth.”
She glared at him. “He’s not my cat. He owns himself. And if he wants to shred you, I’ll never stand in his way.”
Raith reached behind him with one hand, ripped the beastly creature off his back, and tossed it out the window.
Aurora gasped, then flew at him with her fists flailing.
Raith grabbed her. Skinny, lanky thing that she was, it was a simple matter to dangle her in the air. “I don’t have time for this. The musketeers could be here at any moment.”
His logic screamed that he should knock her unconscious the way Jorah had knocked him out and flee with her before the soldiers arrived.
Craving for her blood drove all logic and reason from his mind.
Mouth watering, he shoved her back against the window with all his strength.
Pinned against the wall and the nothingness below, she squirmed like a worm on a hook. Her little fists, so ineffectual, pummeled him.
He buried his nose in her neck and inhaled. Below the sweat and grime and blood from an arrow nick, her magic hummed.
All control snapped.
He pulled back his lips, sank his very human teeth into her skin, and bit down hard. Even her shriek didn’t stop him sucking on the blood that welled up in his mouth.
Nectar.
Bliss like no other, he swallowed and sucked, swallowed and sucked.
Would it transfer her magic to him even if neither of them could access their powers?
He didn’t know.
Perhaps Carian does.
The thought had barely germinated when blinding pain and nausea doubled him up. Mouth bloody, he rocked back from her, clutching his burning groin.
“You bitch!”
Her eyes, wide and strained, darted to the door.
Even in his agony, he could not—would not—let her escape. Not now that he had tasted her.
“I’m not done with you,” she yelled. “Not by half. Watch yourself, because I will be back. And when I come, every plant you see will be out to kill you.”
And then she fell—straight out the window he’d tossed the cat through.
He screamed and flailed his fists, but to no avail; she was gone.
Still clutching his groin, he hobbled to the window.
All that remained was a silvery circle of ripples.
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 Jorah watched as Arwan, already soaking from pulling Peckle from the sea, dove into the swell to rescue Aurora. Helpless, angry for that helplessness, Jorah clutched a rope as he leaned against the railings on The Nautilus Spray.
Niing clasped his elbow. Jorah didn’t resist.
The cat sat on the deck behind him with Zandor, licking his bedraggled fur.
Aurora had already sunk twice below the surface. Given the way her lifeless body drifted, it was only the churn of the waves that had tossed her back up into the glare of the spotlight Keahr held.
In the distance, a dozen Ryferian ships raced toward them. With only two crew left alive aside from Arwan, Jorah stood no hope of fighting them. His best bet was to slip
through the gate Aurora had opened—a gate he would never cross until he had her safe onboard with him.
Seeing Peckle tossed out the window like trash was bad enough, but when Aurora had followed moments later, his world had clanged to a halt like two cogs jammed together.
How was it possible that Aurora had wheedled her way into his heart in such a short time? He steeled himself against a racking shiver. He now had to live through the pain—again—of losing a woman he cared deeply for.
His heart ached in his chest for this fiery nymph.
Without her by his side when he reached Warrendyte, he would have to face Sabrisia and his failure. His honor—the lodestar of his life—refused to accept that the fight was over. Not while Raith stalked and Artemis ruled.
Sabrisia would need to call on more than the Silver-Tongued Oracle to enforce the terms of that blood bond. Maleficent herself could not make Jorah relinquish his quest to avenge his mate, to destroy Raith, and to purge Ryferia of men like Artemis.
Arwan reached her. He grabbed her under her arms.
Jorah threw him the line, which Arwan wrapped around her. Jorah and Niing pulled her onboard.
Arwan followed. He ran past Jorah yelling, “All hands on deck! Let’s get through that gate before the enemy has us.”
All hands.
Jorah’s face hardened. There would be time enough to mourn them all. For now, Aurora was his only priority.
Teeth gritted against the pain of his broken leg, he laid her gently on the deck and rocked back to assess her.
Limp body, heavy with water; bright red hair darkened and wet; mouth open; lips blue. Green eyes closed.
“I need to get the water from her lungs. Help me kneel,” Jorah snapped at Keahr.
The fae set her lamp on the deck and ran to him. He creaked down and shifted the hair from Aurora’s neck so he could feel for a pulse.
A white but unmistakable bite mark marred her skin.
Raith.
Anger surged through him, but he suppressed it. There would be time enough for revenge after he had done everything in his power to save his mate. He pressed his finger against her neck—and felt nothing.
Next, he pressed the heels of his hands on Aurora’s chest. It took three plunges before water trickled from her mouth.
No cough. No stirring that said she was alive.
Hands pumping, he pressed his lips to her icy ones and blew gently into her mouth.
Still nothing.
Keahr, kneeling next to him, sobbed.
On the other side of him, Niing puffed on an unlit pipe.
Even Zandor, face pale from his injury, knelt next to her. Only the cat ignored them.
“Come on, my nymph,” Jorah pleaded. “Don’t give up on me—us.”
She didn’t move. Her eyes didn’t flutter.
Despair settled like a heavy hand on him—and then his skin tingled. His wings, buried so deep, twitched as if waking from a long sleep. A familiar healing itch crept into his leg and his aching shoulder. He looked up to see the mermaid Guardian trailing behind them.
His magic was back!
Under his hands, Aurora coughed. Her back arched as her deathly blue lips gasped for air. A couple of gulps, and her breathing settled back into its natural rhythm.
Relief flooded Jorah. Before he knew what he was doing, he leaned down and kissed her.
He pulled back, shocked with himself.
And then her oak-green eyes flew open. Wild as her hair, she raked the faces circling her. “I—I’m alive?”
“Yes!” Keahr shouted through her tears. She fell down and hugged Aurora. “Thrilled. That’s what we all are.” She dropped a kiss onto Aurora’s lips.
Aurora patted her hair. “No more than I am, I assure you.” Her voice was as smooth as molten gold. “Now move so I can sit up.”
Keahr fell back.
Aurora sat up and frowned. “I feel different. Strong. I can breathe.” She touched her face. “Why?”
“Jorah!” Arwan shouted. “The Ryferians—they’re here.”
Jorah lunged to his feet to look. The ships were indeed bearing in on them.
Aurora clambered to her feet. Her hand flew to her mouth. “There are so many of them. What are we going to do?”
Jorah’s eyes narrowed to slits. Already changing form, he gave her his best reptilian smile. “We are going to sink the bastards.”
“Wait.” Fearless, despite the long black talons morphing from his knuckles. “Let me handle this.”
Longing to unleash a plume of fire at the closest ship, he peered down at her instead. “I love your enthusiasm, but you’ve never used your magic. Leave it to me and my remaining men. We’ll give those Untalented scum a trouncing they will never forget.”
She backhanded his stomach. “No! Enough people have died today. I will not let you kill every man on those ships.”
Smoke trailed from the sides of his mouth. “Aurora, they want you dead. They will never stop until they get that.”
Green eyes adamant, she snapped. “I know that. And I know some will have to die before they stop. But let me deliver that message. If it doesn’t work, then you and your crew can—do whatever you do.”
Jorah didn’t know whether to be angry or overjoyed at her resolve.
He waved a claw at the gathering Ryferian ships. “Crew, wait. This I want to see.”
Everyone on The Nautilus Spray froze.
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Aurora expected her hands to tremble the way they always had when she was scared, or tired, or excited . . . or anything. They remained still and steady despite every eye on her.
With Jorah morphing into a magnificent black dragon with golden scales and feathered plumes trailing his back on one side of her, and Zandor in his centaur form on the other, she dove deep into herself, searching, waiting for . . .
There it was . . . her magic. It had lain dormant for so long.
It stirred, answering her call.
And not a moment too soon. If she was ever to be taken seriously by anyone—especially the dragon circling above the ship—she had to prove that she was more than just an Infirm girl with a loose tongue.
She snatched at the blossoming within, but it slipped away from her grasp.
A gentle touch, she told herself.
Again, she reached in—only to sense fingers reaching back at her from the deep.
Excitement trilled through her. Careful not to drive them away, she let her mind drift, imagining the water lapping the barnacled hull. Her mind nudged the seaweed drifting below the caravel.
Come to me, she pleaded to ribbon-like strands.
The weeds swayed toward her.
Go away.
Again, they obeyed.
She opened her eyes and called out, “Surround the closest ship!” She wasn’t sure if they would obey a verbal command. She wasn’t sure of anything with this new power.
The water rippled, then bubbled against the sides of the leading Ryferian ship as if it were boiling. Great gouts of water erupted as lengths of seaweed as thick as her limbs burst from the surface like serpents from the deep.
She threw back her head in wonder. They had obeyed her!
She turned her focus inward, to the magic humming in her veins like fire. She pushed more of it at the plants, imagining them sliding onto the ship, grasping it like a shell in a fist.
The plants responded.
In her mind’s eye, magic, bright as sunlight, flowed unfettered and powerful around her. She pictured weaving it through her fingers, feeling it writhe and dance with her every thought as she controlled the seaweed. It was all she could do not to close her eyes and revel in the power.
The screams of her countrymen cut her pleasure short.
Some jumped into the churning water. Others tried desperately to hack away at the seaweed with their swords. But for every bough they cut, three more took its place. More and more men dove off the ship. There, at her command, her weeds ignored them.
She raised her hands high as a crescendo of magic rushed through her.
She was a queen. A traitor. A rebel.
A dryad.
And she wasn’t going down without a fight.
She curled her fingers in, folding them into her palms, and wondered what the seaweed would do.
It closed its fist around the ship. Wood cracked. The last few men on the deck screamed, giving up hope of cutting themselves free.
“Enough!” she commanded.
The seaweed sank beneath the sea, taking the broken ship with it.
The water stilled as the mast, the last visible part, snapped and disappeared under the waves.
No one moved. Not aboard Jorah’s ship, or the eleven remaining Ryferian ships that came to a halt behind the Guardian line.
Trembling like a leaf, she yelled at the top of her voice, “Just you wait, Artemis! Enjoy being king while it lasts. I’m coming back for my kingdom!”
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Raith






Raith huddled with Carian on the side of the hill above the mermaid Guardian. Neither of them said anything as the moon cast a ghostly glow on a broken ship wreathed in seaweed. It sank into the inky black.
Aurora had found her magic.
Still, the taste of her blood lingered on his tongue. Just enough to drive him insane, but not enough to give him power.
He closed his eyes. I will find you, little princess, and then I’ll suck each of your friends dry. He clenched his fists. And then I’ll tear into your precious Jorah and take his dragon magic from him, as you watch. And then I will sup on you.
Carian slapped him on the back. “Come. Time to go back to the city. We have a potion to brew and Magical to reap.”
Raith stumbled after his brother, ready to drink whatever Carian offered if it gave him what he wanted.
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Aurora






Aurora stood on the prow of The Nautilus Spray, watching her homeland, a mere speck of light on the horizon, vanish from view.
“A new beginning.” Jorah’s low voice.
A thousand butterflies swooped through her belly at the sound of it. She turned awkwardly to face him, hopelessly aware that she was falling in love with him. Love he didn’t return.
He had changed back into his human form—and devilishly handsome he was, with his shoulder-length blond hair and powerful body. Heat pooled in her stomach for him. If things had not gone so horribly wrong, they would be married. Now they were just two people locked together on the high seas for the week it would take them to get to Warrendyte. She wasn’t sure she could handle being in such close proximity with Jorah Thalyn and not touch him, kiss him—
Generally make a fool of myself.
She swallowed. “A scary beginning, you mean.”
He stood right next to her. In her personal space. Those butterflies took flight. His blue eyes hooked her, but not like Raith’s had. With Jorah, she could look away at any time. She didn’t want to.
A small crooked smile. “You delivered that message well, my nymph.”
His nymph? Another hard swallow to rid her throat of a lump the size of the caravel. She found her voice. “It saddens me that people died.”
“I know. But they won’t be so keen to go after you again. That is why we use violence.”
She nodded, far too aware of the blond hair on his arm tickling her skin. “You are quite a sight in dragon form.” She coughed a laugh. “I like it. A lot.”
He grinned. “Do you now?”
A shrug. She closed her eyes against her feelings for him. Giving in to them would just lead to heartbreak.
Time to take control here.
She fixed him with a sharp gaze. “Will the council in Warrendyte help me?”
A long sigh from Jorah. “That’s . . . complicated.”
“Meaning?”
“I struck a contract with a water fae named Sabrisia that I would kill Raith and then marry you. As king of Ryferia, I would have removed the Guardians. With that done, I could return to Warrendyte a free man. The council would have sent an emissary to manage our interests in Ryferia.”
He would have just upped and left her? Where was the honor in that?
He touched her face with a gentle finger. It irked when her skin sent out a thousand delicious shivers. She pulled away, scowling.
“Don’t look so angry, nymph. I didn’t know you then.”
“And now?”
He canted his head. “You don’t ask what will happen now that I didn’t win your hand?”
She tucked her hands into her sleeves to stop herself from saying, Here, have one. “No doubt you will tell me.”
A soft laugh. “Sabrisia can claim my life.”
Her jaw dropped before she could stop it. “Over my dead body.” She blushed, mortified that she had exposed such raw passion for him.
His hand touched his heart. “I thank you for your care, but fear not. Sabrisia thinks she can fight against a dragon and win.” A grunt. “She’s a fool who didn’t stipulate a timeframe.”
“So . . . she won’t harm you?”
“Which brings us to your quest.”
Aurora leaned in closer, uncertain how this all fit together.
He pointed to the sky. “The solstice. From tomorrow, Sabrisia takes over the chair on the Warrendyte council. She will bay for my blood.”
Aurora closed her eyes again, suddenly exhausted by all the politics she did and didn’t understand. She whispered, “I had hoped Warrendyte would be . . . kinder than Ryferia.”
A snort. “Fae. They can be arrogant, capricious, and cruel. Too many of them think the sun rises and sets for their personal benefit. Sabrisia is one of the worst. She will hate you for no other reason than that I like you.” He took her hand. “A lot.”
Her skin tingled even though she wasn’t sure if he meant that Sabrisia would hate her a lot or that he liked her a lot. As his thumb turned small circles on her hand, she figured it was both.
“So, it is unlikely she will hand me an army?”
A slow smile. “You forget the parasite. He’s our . . . how can I put this? Our ticket to success.” His face hardened. “His death has merely been delayed, but that will be enough to put a thousand shades of fear into the council in Warrendyte. After he has supped in Ryferia, a dragon will be the only force powerful enough to take him. I am the only dragon left in Warrendyte.”
It was her turn to sigh. “Who would have imagined an incubus could be an ally—however unwittingly.”
“Indeed. And don’t forget, no matter what happens, I promised you my sword.” He leaned back against the railing on the prow and looked at her. His steady blue gaze made her blush. He smiled, then brushed a curl off her face. “I find myself conflicted. You are nothing like Lila, yet . . .”
Her pulse sped up. Hating that she was so needy, she asked, “Yet?”
“Yet I have an overwhelming need to—” His head dipped, and he brushed her lips with his.
She gasped.
He smiled, feathering her lips. She clutched his shirt with both hands to stop from swaying, and also because she wanted to touch him. His stomach was hard beneath her fingers.
His arm wrapped around her waist. Then a tug, and she was pulled tight to him. His tongue slipped into her mouth. With soft, gentle strokes, he sought hers. She gave it to him, reveling in the taste of him.
The sweeps became harder, more demanding. She was happy to give him exactly what he asked for. And she took what she wanted—the opportunity to run her hands down his back, to feel his silky, soft skin, such a contrast to the muscles rippling under her fingers.
A low, bubbling laugh, and then he broke away from her. Still holding her in his arms, he said, “We will take on Warrendyte together.”
Heart pounding, she smiled back. “We can’t fail.” She faced the east, toward the Pearl Sea, where an unknown isle awaited. Would she find favor there, or would Jorah’s warning about the mysterious Sabrisia prove her undoing?
Magic nipped at her, a reminder that no matter what she faced, she was a dryad, a powerful one for whom the plants would bend.
Whatever Sabrisia threw at her, she would be equal to it.

Thank you for reading Queen of Extinction. We loved writing it! If you enjoyed it, please leave a review. As a special treat for our readers, we have created a map of Jarah, the capital of Ryferia where most of the action takes place. You can download it when you sign up for our newsletter. The second book Queen of Destruction, is
available now. We hope you enjoy it.
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