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A RECAP


Summary of Vale of Dreams

Nia spent months training to be a spy in Camelot, developing her Sentinel powers to break through magical veils. Working as a knight of the Round Table, she learns how to fight back against the Fey occupation of Europe. King Auberon is monstrous, but his son, Prince Talan, the sinfully gorgeous monster known as the Dream Stalker, is even worse.

Now, the Fey have conquered most of France and the UK, apart from Scotland.

At the start of Vale of Dreams, the Fey army has imprisoned Raphael, Nia’s lover. He’s one of the leaders of Avalon Tower in the war against the Fey, and Nia makes a reckless decision to sneak into the Fey castle in Brocéliande to break him out. She finds him broken and half-dead but manages to free him. What she didn’t expect was that he’d end their relationship the moment he got out.

On the way out of the castle, Nia finds herself trapped by the Dream Stalker. He’s lethally hot, dangerous, and terrifying. She pretends to be a simple Fey farm girl, but Nia can control minds. The Dream Stalker recognizes immediately how valuable her powers might be to him and brutally severs them, leaving her with headaches whenever she uses them.

Talan bullies her into serving him. She will pretend to be his mistress, bending people’s minds to his will with her powers, no matter how much it hurts.

But Talan doesn’t realize that he and his father are not the real heirs to the throne. King Auberon tricked his subjects, employing magic to make them believe he is descended from Queen Morgan of Avalon. In fact, her son was Mordred—and Mordred’s daughter is Nia.

Nia does as Talan demands, but only so she can operate as a spy. While she spends her days in the Fey court, pretending to be his mistress, she is still working for Avalon Tower. She’s collecting information, reporting back to Camelot, and planning to defeat the Fey occupation.

Talan lives up to his reputation, cutting down enemies and tormenting people when it suits him. Yet he’s undeniably alluring, and when Nia kisses him as part of their charade, it is hard to keep her mind clear. As he sleeps, she learns that while she has been hearing fragments of his thoughts for years, he has also been hearing her thoughts.

At the end of Vale of Dreams, she races to a battle in Scotland, trying to stop Talan from slaughtering the entire British army. On the battlefield, she watches Viviane, one of her mentors, die. Still, Nia manages to hide herself from Talan on the battlefield, and he never suspects she was there.

When Nia returns from the bloody battle to Brocéliande, Talan is waiting for her in her room. He still thinks she’s merely a farm girl who likes insulting him.

But he needs a wife, and he thinks Nia will make the perfect bride.

In the back of the book, you will find a timeline for reference.
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Claret-tinged moonlight slants through the palace windows, casting an otherworldly glow on Talan’s body from behind. Russet light sculpts the hard angles of his muscled arms.

For one breath in the cedar-laced warmth of the room, the world fades away, and I am alone with the divine, breathtaking Dream Stalker.

In the next breath, I remember he’s a sadist. And he wants me to be his wife.

The worst person I’ve ever met is so fucking hot. So hot that I forget how to form words when he’s near. Forget how to think around him.

Forget that I’m here to end his life.

He steps closer, moving at an unhurried pace. In the firelight, droplets of water gleam on his broad shoulders like liquid gold. Shadows and light glide over his features: the masculine jawline, high cheekbones, and sensual mouth of a true voluptuary.

His eyes lock on mine, smoldering with a dark intensity. “Nia? I need to get you ready for our wedding. Now. I sent for the dressmaker the moment I heard you were riding back into the kingdom.”

I’m sure he knows the effect he has on others. His beauty is a weapon, a poison he uses to disarm his victims before he strikes, a sedative before a lethal blow.

And me? My thoughts are a raging storm. In the hollows of my mind, my voice screams at me to run.

But it doesn’t help that he’s only in a towel, or that his earthy, jasmine-tinged, smoky scent wraps around me.

“Our wedding,” I repeat. My voice sounds a million miles away.

I’m not sure if it’s the fatigue, or if it’s just him, but my thoughts can’t seem to catch up with the reality of the situation.

Our wedding?

I scan the room. His clothes are laid out on a mahogany table beneath towering, mullioned windows. His wedding clothes?

I wonder if he plans to drop that towel and get dressed in front of me.

“I didn’t say yes to a wedding,” I finally manage.

Days ago, we were on opposite sides of a battle, but he doesn’t know it. He has no idea his soldiers slaughtered my friend Viviane, or that I was still spattered with her dried blood when I crept back into my bedroom here. He doesn’t know I’m the one who ruined his battle plans, who leaked his attack.

He’s talking about marriage, and I’m here to kill him. My life has reached new depths of absurdity, wrapped in layers upon layers of lies.

As I stand, dripping with melting snow in my room, I struggle to wear the mask of my Fey persona. Here, in Castle Perillos, I’m Nia Vaillancourt—a farm girl, a fake mistress to the crown prince of Brocéliande, not the Nia raised by a human mom in LA, someone who spent her twenty-first birthday singing bad karaoke in a dive bar. I’m a lifelong subject of King Auberon and his son, the prince.

Talan’s molten copper eyes drink me in. “I don’t have much time before I’m supposed to marry Arwenna, and you, farm girl, are my only way out.”

This man is a flickering flame in the darkness, and I’m the moth drawn to his fire. I know he’ll singe my wings, but I can’t resist the light.

My mind offers up a memory of Talan the first night I spoke to him, torturing a servant. His victim writhed in pain on the floor, half-mad with agony. Broken. A more recent memory flares to life: Viviane’s body, shattered on the wintry Scottish earth, her jaw slack, eyes vacant, staring up at the gray skies as if hoping for an explanation, some answer to the glistening pool of gore beneath her head.

Emptiness carves through my chest.

Talan’s work.

He’s an artist, and violence is his medium. Doesn’t matter how gorgeous he is, I can’t ever let my guard down around him. Not for a single moment.

But I’m still here, standing before him, listening to him talk about marriage.

Mentally, I’m scrambling to put a thought together. At last, I manage, “Not much of a proposal, is it? This isn’t how I imagined my wedding, rushing into marriage so another woman doesn’t get there first.”

“Would it help if I got down on my knees to propose?” His voice is a soft purr.

“No.”

He gazes into my eyes like he’s trying to read my thoughts for just a moment, still holding his towel in place. “Then perhaps we should get on with it.”

Back when I worked in the bookstore—both a year and a lifetime ago—I’d sometimes flip through the wedding books to look at the gorgeous images of women in white, cream, and pale pinks. I’d pour over the beautifully set tables blooming with flowers and flickering lanterns, so gorgeous they might as well have been put together by the Fey. Perhaps I let myself dream once or twice of what my own wedding would be like, but never in any of these daydreams did I imagine I’d be planning to kill my husband soon after our wedding day.

I stall. “Surely a commoner can’t marry the prince.”

“She can if I fucking say so. And as I said, if you don’t marry me, you’ll likely end up dead.”

I bite my lip. “I’m not sure the threats are improving this situation for me.”

“I’m not the one who will kill you. If Arwenna gets her claws in my army, she’ll have your head delivered to her bedchamber on a silver platter. Probably gilded just for the aesthetics.” A disarming smile. “She can be very theatrical. But if I marry you today, it will solve my problems. So, that’s what we’re doing. And you get to spend more time with the most devastatingly seductive man in the kingdom. We both win.”

I wrinkle my nose. “At what point in your life did you start referring to yourself as ‘the most devastatingly seductive man in the kingdom’?”

He shrugs. “You hear it enough times in people’s dreams, and it sinks in.”

“And why me, exactly, and not a noblewoman?”

He goes still, one hand on his towel. Water slides down his skin, trailing over his dark tattoos and his abs. “Why you? Because as far as everyone knows, you’re my mistress. I’m refusing to marry Arwenna, but my father is desperate now. Our army just took a terrible blow. My own plan of beating the human military failed spectacularly.”

My blood goes cold. “A military loss? That’s a shame.” I clear my throat. “Do you have any idea what went wrong?”

He shakes his head. “A traitor among us. Someone alerted the humans of our invasion plan. But I will find the cunt, and I will crush his bones into dust, then hang his head from the castle door as a reminder to anyone who fucks with me.”

My lungs feel tight, my head dizzy. Fuck. “Of course.”

“It’s part of why my father is desperate to marry me to Arwenna. With our treasury empty, the nobles are starting to rebel. There’s unrest within the commoners as well. Father is taxing them to death, and they’re ready to light this palace on fire. My father needs money desperately, and he can get that easily from my marriage to the countess. According to our laws, the king can force me to marry even if I refuse. I don’t even need to be at the wedding. He threatened to keep me in the dungeons until it was over. The only thing that can stop him is if I’m already married.”

“So, why not just marry Arwenna and get the money?”

He arches a dark eyebrow. “That woman? I’d sooner burn the kingdom to the ground myself.”

“Fair point.”

“And trust me, my darling mistress, if Arwenna becomes my wife, her power will only grow, and it will become harder to protect you. The first thing she will try to do is murder you. Do you know what she did once to a woman she mistakenly believed to be my lover? When I was away on a hunting trip, she had the woman stripped, covered in bacon fat, and eaten by wild dogs in Corbinelle Square. I may not show it, Nia, but my hatred for that woman runs deep.”

I swallow hard. “I admit that it doesn’t sound like it would make a great marriage.”

“I’ve brought you into this castle, and I told you that I would protect you, didn’t I? The best way for me to protect you is for you to be my wife. No one will touch a princess.”

My heart slams against my ribs. She’d already tried to kill me twice. If she did manage to marry Talan, I wondered if she’d demand my death from Auberon as a wedding gift. “But that’s not really what this is about, is it? Keeping me safe? What’s your real motivation?”

He leans in, his voice rich and edged with steel. “My father is losing control, and I intend to take what is mine before he drags us all into ruin. And you, my little rustic poppet, are going to help me do it.”

Talan turns away from me and drops his towel. I stare at his perfect ass, the network of smooth muscles, and force myself to look away.

When I glance at him again, he’s sporting a pair of black underwear. He lifts one of the candles to a lantern, and my breath speeds up as the light washes over his abs. My cheeks flush. I may be here to kill him, but I can’t take my eyes off him.

He grabs his trousers and pulls them on. “Instead of staring at me, my little farmer, why don’t you do what I tell you? Remove your clothes, wash the dirt off, and get ready for our wedding. You get to be a princess, and all you have to do is stand beside me and pretend you want me.” His gaze slides down to my throat like he’s watching my pulse. “Though I’m not sure how much you need to pretend.”

“I don’t want to be a princess. Not when the prince…” I bite my tongue.

Not when the prince is my enemy, a target on my kill list—and on top of that, a temptation I’m not sure I can resist.


CHAPTER 2
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Talan prowls closer, his movements graceful and controlled. He pulls on a shirt, and I find myself slightly better able to focus.

“Not when the prince what?” Each word is like a jab of ice.

“Not when the prince isn’t actually in love with me.”

His gaze flickers into a dark expression I can’t quite read. Then the composed mask slides back into place. “Love? Nia, I don’t need love to claim something as mine.”

A knock sounds at the door, interrupting us.

“Come in,” Talan calls.

Jasper sweeps into the torchlit room. His two assistants, Ranae and Tilly, trail in behind him, moving together with a sort of nervous excitement, their eyes on Talan. Given the way the women treat me with utter contempt, I’m fairly certain Talan had them both at some point, perhaps at the same time. They glare at me, their lips pressed into fine lines, until Jasper snaps his fingers at them. “Come on, come on ladies. Let’s focus.” With a grin, he flutters his hand at Talan and bows. “We are here for you, Your Highness.”

Talan gives them a short nod.

Jasper turns to me, his jaw dropping in horror at my disheveled state. “Oh, dear.” He frowns at me. “Apologies, Your Highness. I was not expecting guests. Are you…what are you wearing?”

Ranae mutters, “Plucked from the onion farm like a rotten vegetable from the earth.”

I fold my arms. “I was traveling.”

Jasper frowns. “Through a war zone? You look like a mud-spattered fugitive.” He shudders visibly. “It’s a trend now in the Gilded House, this rough sort of look. They’ll let anyone in there these days. It’s not the same anymore. It used to be exclusive.”

“Well, I do like to follow the trends.”

“I’m a classics man.” He snaps his fingers. “Ranae, burn those rags. Take them somewhere far away from the prince and light them on fire. They could be flea-infested, and we must not let the prince catch it. Our crown prince is marrying soon, and we don’t need him passing them to the countess on their wedding day.”

Talan pulls on a moonlight-blue jacket. “Jasper, I need you to focus. We need a wedding dress.”

“Of course. I made it the moment your father asked. Countess Arwenna will be dressed in the finest dewdrop gossamer. She looks stunning in my creation, naturally. An absolute dream.”

Talan picks up a wine glass, his silver rings flaring with gold in the candlelight, and looks vaguely bored at having to explain himself. “You misunderstand. I don’t want a wedding gown for Arwenna. I want one for Nia. I’m going to marry her. Further, you will stop calling her a farm girl and insulting her. Only I have that privilege. From now on, I will tolerate nothing but respect from those who address her. She will be a princess.”

Jasper blanches. “That…that cannot…”

The expression on the prince’s beautiful face is one of utter disdain. “You will design a dress for Nia, and then my guards will escort you to your quarters, where you will remain with your assistants.” He quirked a brow. “I’m afraid you’ve taken ill with the mongrel flu, and you could be infectious. You won’t be able to even talk, I’m afraid. If you were able to talk, Jasper, it would be very bad for your health. Speaking might result in your head tumbling away from your body, a dreadful symptom of the mongrel flu. Do you understand?”

Jasper’s eyes widen. “How long am I to be…quarantined?”

“Two days,” Talan says. “And then you will be able to step out with the most exciting tale.”

Jasper’s throat bobs. “And what might King Auberon do to me if I tell that tale? The one where I defied his orders?”

Talan takes a step closer, a predatory gleam in his eyes. “Tell me, Jasper, who do you fear more? The king or me?”

Jasper’s mouth opens and closes soundlessly.

Talan frowns and scrubs a hand over his mouth, his rings gleaming in the candlelight. “Let’s ask a simpler question. Have you heard what I do to people who displease me?”

Jasper nods, his face pale. “Yes, Your Highness.”

“List them for me.”

“You…uh…peel their skin off. You carve poetry in their flesh.” Jasper swallows. “After the civil war, you unleashed your dragons on the traitors. You pulled their organs from their bodies while they were still alive. You ripped them apart with horses and⁠—”

Talan holds up a hand. “Good, I see you get the point. Now, you simply need to tell the truth. The drunken and sadistic prince forced you to make a dress against your will. The Dream Stalker threatened not only your life, but those of Ranae and Tilly, the innocent maidens you courageously wanted to protect. Let Father’s rage fall on me. I’m used to it. Embellish the story all you like. I tortured you. I ripped out your fingernails and broke your bones on the rack, and all the while, I was drinking champagne and laughing. Everyone knows that’s how I like to spend my evenings. Isn’t that right, Nia?”

“So I’ve heard,” I say dryly.

Talan takes a step closer, towering over Jasper. “So, you can tell Auberon I tormented you, body and mind, forcing you into a nightmare so horrific that you no longer knew what was real, only that you wanted the pain to stop. Then I twisted your thoughts and made you believe that Nia was Arwenna. I can actually do those things, if it helps.” He shrugs, and a dark smile ghosts over his lips. “Or you could simply do as I’m commanding and save yourself the agony. I know which option I’d choose if I were in your position.”

Jasper nods. “Right. And you think Auberon might let me live…”

“Of course he will. No one else has your skills, Jasper. And everyone knows how absolutely wicked I am. A master of manipulation and cruelty.” Talan reaches out, adjusting the collar on Jasper’s jacket. “How could anyone blame simple old helpless Jasper when he came up against the will of the Dream Stalker?”

Jasper clears his throat and forces a smile on his face. “And what, exactly, do you have in mind for the farm g—for the future princess?”

Talan shrugs. “I want Nia to have a dress finer than whatever you made for Arwenna.”

Jasper clutches his stomach and looks ill.

“Is there a problem?” Talan asks.

“No problem at all,” Jasper says. “Nia’s gown will make Arwenna’s look like peasant clothes. Peasant clothes.” His face has gone red, and he says the last two words so vigorously that they come out sounding choked.

Tilly glares at him, her expression agonized. “You said Arwenna’s dress is your best work ever, that it would be unmatched through the ages.”

Jasper waves his hand. “Nonsense. I was mistaken. Marrying a countess is boring, predictable. But this…” He clears his throat again. “This woman is covered in dirt, but what’s so bad about dirt, really? The sacred, life-giving soil of our land, blessed by the goddess, a union of the royal court and the countryside, of gold and loam. Our prince always makes the most interesting decisions. You never know what he’s going to do, do you? Always one step ahead. Our prince, choose a mere countess like any other prince? That would be fucking boring. But he’s not boring, is he? Prince Talan is a god among Fey, and he has chosen someone mysterious, someone unexpected. He’s done something no other prince would do. It’s visionary, that’s what. You are a legend, Your Highness, and if I may be so bold, there are two legends involved in this wedding.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “I’m a legend now, am I?”

Jasper rubs his hands together, still staring at Talan. “I was talking about me, but sure, let’s say three legends. The stories will last centuries—the brilliant tailor who created a visionary work of art after enduring hours of agonizing bone-breaking torture in the dungeons. This is a challenge unlike any I’ve faced before.” His eyes dart to me. “Now, take your clothes off, and let’s get you in the bath.”

I try to mask my discomfort at this request. Despite my training, I still haven’t mastered the Fey level of comfort with nudity around others.

Time to act imperious and take control of the situation.

I flick my hair behind my shoulders. “I assure you, I am fully capable of bathing by myself. Tilly, Ranae, fetch me some of my finest white underwear, will you?”

“You can’t wear something that’s already made,” Tilly says, her words laced with coldness. “Not for a royal wedding. Did you not realize?”

My jaw tightens. “Fine. So, I don’t come from Corbinelle or the high society of the court of Auberon, but where I come from, we have our own tradition. In the farms of Lauron, a groom is never allowed to see a bride’s naked body on her wedding day. In fact, no man is. Once I’m done with my bath, Tilly can stitch my new underwear for me before I step back out into the room. Anything else would be bad luck. Terribly bad luck. These are my traditions, and this is, after all, a sacred union of gold and loam.”

Tilly rolls her eyes but doesn’t argue.

I cross into the bathroom. I need a few minutes alone to think. Moonlight spills into the chamber, casting rosy beams across the stone floor. I turn the hot water tap, and steam rises from the tub, tinged with moonlight.

I pull off my mud-spattered cloak and boots and peel away my dirt-encrusted clothes, revealing the bruised body beneath the grime. I leave my discarded garments on the floor and step into the bath. The hot water reddens my skin, soothing my exhausted muscles.

After the battle and the long journey, every part of my body aches. A hot bath is exactly what I need.

I sink into the water for a few moments, then run the soap over my skin. My exhaustion melts away, but not the hollow loss deep inside my chest. After everything I’ve been through, death still clings to me. Visions flit through my skull—Viviane’s beautiful blue eyes, staring and vacant. The soldiers weeping over the dead. The traumatized corporal who couldn’t stop shaking by the side of the road.

My eyes sting. So many dead left behind, and here I am, talking about wedding dresses with the man who composed that blood-soaked masterpiece.

But there’s no saying “no” to him. It’s obvious how determined he is. There’s no getting out of this unless I abandon my mission and run back to Avalon Tower.

No…but what am I supposed to do next?


CHAPTER 3
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Ineed to think clearly and rationally. It’s what Viviane would want me to do.

If I go through with this madness and marry Talan, it will become increasingly difficult to keep my cover. With so many eyes on the new princess at court, people will piece together that I’m not who I say I am. Someone will point out that there was never a farm, never a dirt-poor backstory, no onions or alcoholic dad. The nobles hadn’t bothered to dig up gossip about a simple mistress, but a princess? They’ll uncover every secret they can. The villagers of Lauron will hear the story that one of their own is now close to the crown. They’ll ask who the fuck I am.

My chest tightens. I wish there were a way to conjure Viviane in my thoughts.

I can guess what she’d say because she’d said it before. Her words echo in my skull: No one has ever gotten this close to the royal family. To be in a romantic relationship with the prince himself is an opportunity we can’t pass up…

She gave her life for this, to bring him down. My throat tightens. She wanted to come back to Brocéliande someday—to her homeland. She missed the dark, wild beauty of this place, the two ethereal moons. This was her home.

I breathe the steamy air. I have to take the risk to stay close to him.

I need to plan the assassinations, to keep feeding information to Avalon Tower. I can warn our spies of the next attack, save more lives. I’ll do my best to conceal from Talan that I’m the traitor he’s hunting. But I need to delay the wedding, at least until we can get some agents in Lauron to fill in my life there. With increased scrutiny on me as a princess, people are bound to discover the truth about my fictional past.

As my thoughts churn, a cold sensation slides across my wrists. I lift my arms, and my jaw sags. Silver symbols writhe across my skin, intricate spirals that resemble three-petaled flowers. The next moment, the symbols are gone.

I stare at my blank wrists. Maybe I’m hallucinating from exhaustion.

I drain the tub and refill it, washing myself with clean water. I shampoo my hair under the flowing tap and rinse it. Grabbing a towel when I’m done, I dry off, then moisturize my skin with lavender-scented oil. As I rub in the oil, the bruises on my body fade. I add a little oil to my hair and work it through the tangles. Staring at my reflection, I almost recognize myself again.

Holding the towel close, I call for Tilly.

She slams through the bathroom door with unnecessary force, like she’s about to pillage the bathroom or start a bar fight. Glowering, she folds her arms in front of her chest.

“Can you make my underwear before I go out there? I don’t want the bad luck,” I tell her.

“You’re actually going to marry him?” Ranae asks from behind Tilly, her voice dripping with venom. “Do you really think it’s a good idea?”

I shrug. “Who am I to say no to the prince?”

“Drop the towel.” Tilly snaps her fingers at me, an annoying affectation I can only assume she picked up from Jasper.

Sighing, I let the towel fall to my feet and try to ignore the weirdness. I’m standing in front of two women who openly loathe me, stark naked.

Tilly whispers a spell, and thin wisps of white silk slide around my backside, then stitch together to form an extremely tiny pair of underwear, delicate threads binding together over my hips.

“There,” she says, “now you can put on the dress.”

“And the bra?”

She shakes her head. “Jasper doesn’t approve of bras. Go on.” She jerks the bathroom door open and gestures back into the room.

Holding my arms over my breasts, I return to my bedroom, feeling the weight of their scrutiny on me.

At least I have a cover story to explain my very un-Fey-like self-consciousness.

Still as the stone wall behind him, Talan stares at me with a darkened expression I can’t decipher. Whatever he’s thinking, he’s not moving an inch, and darkness stains the air around him.

Jasper snaps his fingers twice. “Tilly, help me with the stitching. Now, listen to my ideas. I want ethereal. I want dusky, evenfall, gloaming, aerial diaphanous, vespertine chiffon. Do you understand, Tilly? Nod your head if you understand. Good. She has a perfect figure. Full breasts, perfectly round. More than a handful, yes. Let’s make sure the fabric cinches at the bodice to accentuate that nice waist. And there needs to be a plunging neckline. One that runs to her navel, a deep V to show off the full breasts. Keep the nipples covered, as is her peasant tradition, but we’ll show off the interior spheres of the breasts, yes? We will do a leg slit on one side. Short capped sleeves. Vespertine.”

As he speaks, Tilly is weaving her magic, and a beautiful fabric of pale periwinkle begins to drape over my body exactly as he described. Little gems stitch onto the fabric, forming organic tendrils. Slowly, the vine-like designs take the form of weeping willow branches that match Talan’s tattoos. A few more gems appear, sparkling with warmer tones like pale coral and amber. The dress reminds me of the liminal, golden hours of twilight. The material is delicate as dusky clouds, and thin layers drift over my breasts and down the top of the skirt.

“Jasper,” I say with all seriousness, “this is absolutely beautiful. You really are a genius.”

I turn to see Talan staring at me. He stalks closer, his lips parted, and his gaze sweeps down my body. “Perfection.”
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They leave, and I carefully pack my wedding dress in a leather bag and change into a warm blue wool dress for our journey. The soft fabric wraps around me, and I’m desperate to climb into the bed and sleep for days. But as a spy, I don’t have that luxury.

Before I’m marched off to my wedding, I need to get a message to Nivene.

Quickly, I pull out a piece of parchment and transcribe an encoded message, an update for Avalon Tower. If I end up forced into marriage with Talan, they need to get agents into Lauron to pretend they’ve seen me before and make sure none of the locals talk.

Candlelight wavers over the room as I scribble in code. Each stroke of the pen is a blade carving a secret that puts my life at risk.

Talan’s deep murmur echoes in my thoughts, sending chills dancing up my spine. I will crush his bones into dust, then hang his head from the castle door...

I’m halfway through my message when footsteps echo outside my room. Shaking, I shove the paper into my small leather bag. My heart hammers, my skin cold with sweat, but I disguise my features with a mask of calm.

Talan strides into the room like he owns everything in here, including me. And I suppose he does. Who am I to say no to a prince with this much power?

He carries a finely crafted leather bag. His wedding clothes, maybe?

Mischief sparks in his eyes, and the light catches the gleam of a pearl earring. “Are you ready to ascend as a gods-given ruler of Brocéliande, the crown prince’s anointed wife?”

His dark, silken magic skims over me, and some twisted part of my mind wonders what it would feel like to be in love with this man. What about him? Is he even capable of real love? But as soon as the thought brushes against my consciousness, I shove it away again.

“I’m ready to go.”

A lock of dark hair brushes his high cheekbones. “Good. Grab a cloak, and let’s head off. I’ve prepared two horses. We’ve got a ride ahead of us.”

The exhaustion from days of traveling has already burned through my muscles, sinking into my bones. Of course, I can’t tell him why I’m this tired. I swallow the truth—that mere days ago, we’d been yards apart, enemies on a battlefield, and he’d come close to killing me.

I sigh. “Won’t it raise suspicion if we run off into the night? You’ll be leaving with your mistress when the king wants you to marry Arwenna.”

He tilts his head. “On the contrary. The court expects me to savor the taste of my mistress before the wedding. It would be rude to disappoint them.”

“You won’t be savoring me.”

He takes a step closer, heat and power rolling off him like smoke. He peers down at me. “All it takes from you is one word, Nia.” His gaze strokes slowly down my body. “One day, you’ll give in. I wonder if you’ll resent yourself for wanting it or hate me for making you. Perhaps both.”

My throat tightens, my cheeks heating under his gaze.

“In any case,” he goes on, “the right to a lover’s farewell is a custom in the court, and one they know I wouldn’t miss. Is it not traditional in Lauron?”

My heart kicks up a notch. Even now, after so much time with him, I always feel at risk of making a misstep. The silken caress of his dangerous magic strokes my skin, and I rack my brain to remember the Fey wedding customs.

“In small towns, mistresses are not as common,” I say at last. “It causes too much emotional chaos, and there aren’t many women to choose from, anyway. Only at court can you get away with that kind of debauchery.”

“Right. Well, in any case, they expect me to fuck you in a cabin in the woods throughout the night. Conveniently, that means the king’s men won’t be breathing down our necks.” His gaze sharpens, copper sliding into the shadows. “But tell me—why, exactly, do you look as if I’m marching you off to your execution? Are you that sad to be in a castle instead of your farm? Surely the nostalgic charm of clawing half-rotten onions from the frozen soil has started to wear thin by now.”

My chest tightens. “This isn’t real.”

He lowers his face to mine. “Is real love what you’re after? Was there a farm boy you set your cap at, Nia?” His deep voice rings faintly with a hint of mockery.

I loop the satchel over my shoulder. “No. Everything is happening very quickly, that’s all. And won’t Arwenna be furious?”

A faint smile. “That is an added bonus. But have no fear—when you are my wife, she won’t be able to lay a finger on you. Anyone who so much as looks in your direction without my permission will beg for death before I’m done with them.”


CHAPTER 4
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Ifasten my cloak and follow him out of the room. In the hall, torchlight glows over vibrant tapestries and portraits. Our boots clack against the flagstone, echoing off the soaring Gothic arches.

My thoughts are a storm in my skull as we stalk through the hall.

I can’t marry the man I’m going to kill.

When I glance at the portraits of Fey nobles, I swear they’re watching me. Lace collars and gemstones frame their faces, and their painted eyes seem to shift as I walk past. A trick of the light, but I feel their judgment all the same.

A cloaked traitor here to kill her husband. A viper in the grass.

The air grows colder as we descend the stairs. When we reach the heavy oak doors at the bottom, Talan pushes them open. A vast courtyard stretches to the fortress walls, and a bitter wind tosses drifts of snow in our direction. Soldiers still guard the portal beneath the swaying icy branches of the willow tree.

I tug my cloak more tightly around me and slow my pace near one of our message drops. Talan looks back at me, the wind toying with his dark hair. “What’s wrong?”

“I have a pebble in my boot. Just give me a second, will you? I’ll meet you at the stables.”

He nods, then stalks off, shadows consuming him as he walks away, and I scramble to snatch the message from my leather bag. With cold fingers, I pry up a stone under a thorny briar and shove the parchment beneath it. The message ends mid-sentence, but Nivene will learn the important part: Talan wants to marry me to get out of his marriage to Arwenna. Hopefully, she will realize we need to clean up the Lauron situation, because if she doesn’t, I may end my days with my throat slashed by the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.

I straighten and hurry to catch up with Talan, passing the fountain with ravens spewing water from their stone beaks, coils of steam rising into the cold air. In the rookery, soft cooing breaks the silence of the night. I find Talan leading two horses from the stables, a delicate white mare and an enormous black stallion.

I reach for the reins of the stallion. “I assume this one’s for me?”

The horse rears back his head.

Talan flashes me a faint smile. “Absolutely not. Clover, the white mare, is yours. No one rides Maponos but me. I can be a little possessive sometimes.”

“Fine.” I take Clover’s reins and run my hand down her neck to reassure her. Sidling up to her left side, I hook my foot into the stirrup and swing my leg over her back, settling into the saddle. I lean forward, stroking her mane with my fingers, and whisper in Clover’s ear, “We’ll be good friends, you and I.”

She flicks her ear like she’s listening to me.

When I look up, Talan is already riding toward the gate. Shivering, I follow his lead, coaxing Clover into a steady canter.

Already, the heavy wooden gates are groaning open, and the soldiers part to let us through. As we pass, the guards bow.

We pass through the gate, and I urge Clover into a gallop.

My life is a maelstrom of chaos, but hasn’t it always been that way? A new disaster around every corner—Mom’s car smashed into a house, the sofa on fire, another eviction. Kidnapped, taken to an academy, engaged to an evil prince…

When the seas of turmoil rage around me, I can’t still the waves. All I can do is cling to the mast and hope I don’t drown.

I focus my mare onward, the wind shrieking in my ears.

Clouds slide over the moons, darkening the stars and blotting out the crimson sheen. Icy raindrops sparkle in the light from the windows as we ride through the winding city streets of Corbinelle, clopping past the slumbering occupants in the timber-frame homes that crowd the roads.

For a moment, I wonder if I should try to flee.

I can’t marry a man I’m trying to kill.

What, then? Running away from my problems is a childish impulse. I have a responsibility to do my job, to bring down the Court of Merlin, and I can’t abandon it.

My role is simple: get close to Talan and help Avalon Tower’s assassins kill him. Kill the prince. Kill the king.

Most importantly, don’t let my secret get out.

My mind is a whirlwind of panic and fatigue as I follow Talan out of the city and into the forests of Brocéliande. Overhead, the clouds thin, and moonlight illuminates a cobbled road that winds out of the city, toward the dark forest of oaks and rowans. Talan leads the way, and I follow, my body aching from days of travel. My thighs and ab muscles burn intensely.

As we ride into the woods, the shadows grow thicker, the air heavy with the scent of soil and moss. Faint, crimson-kissed moonlight pierces the canopy above us, dappling the earth with rosy flecks. Tiny lights flicker above us beneath the trees’ leaves. Fireflies, I think.

After a while, the trees thin to a clearing. Nestled in the woods is a ramshackle oak cottage with shuttered windows. Every line looks crooked: the mossy chimney juts out at an odd angle, and the roof sags on the right side. By all appearances, it could tumble onto the tree next to it.

It’s a wreck of a house, but right now, I can relate.

“Here we are.” Talan stops his horse and swiftly dismounts.

“Where are we, exactly?” I grip the saddle and slide off Clover’s back. “This little cottage doesn’t seem your style.”

Talan hitches Maponos to a tree and arches an eyebrow at me. “Exactly how much do you know about my style?”

“I know you like pearls and silver rings, which seems at odds with a forest hovel.”

He turns to me and puts his finger to his lips. “This is where we find our cleric and you become the newest member of the de Morgan royal family.”

My stomach clenches. No delays, then.

He turns, knocking on the little rounded green door inset into the misshapen wooden walls.

I rub my arms, shivering in the cold. The door is opened by an old man in midnight blue robes. A nightcap slouches over his head, and he stares at us from beneath wild silver eyebrows. Behind him, a fire lights up the room with gold.

“Wadoyouwant?” he barks. He narrows his eyes at Talan. “Oh. It’s you.”

I’ve never seen anyone react to Talan with such a blasé attitude, like he’s an annoying neighbor turning up to ask for some spare sugar.

Talan quirks a smile. “Nice to see you, Griflet. Sorry about the hour.”

“No, you’re not, but you do lie well, Your Highness. Have you brought me crushed bisen-root? I’ve run out again, and it’s given me the most dreadful aches.”

Talan reaches inside his cloak and pulls out a small leather bag tied up with a strap.

Griflet’s eyes widen, and he snatches it from Talan. He tears off the strap and pours a small handful of glittering metallic powder into his palm. Without another word, he leans over his hand and snorts up the silvery powder. When he raises his head again, his nostrils shimmer. His eyes dart to me with a manic gleam. “Wonderful. Wonderful. And who’s this lovely lass? A lover?”

“This is Nia. She’s my fiancée.”

“Really? Despite living in this gods-forsaken shithole, I’ve heard you’re engaged to Countess Arwenna de Bosclair of Val Sans Retour.”

Talan sighs. “Must I limit myself to one? How boring.”

“If you want to live a peaceful life, Your Highness, but you’ve never seemed much interested in that.” Griflet dips his finger into the bag of silver powder and rubs a little on his gums. His green eyes gleam maniacally. “Well, at least she’s pretty.”

Talan leans against his doorframe. “I have excellent taste. Will you marry us?”

Griflet blinks. “How very flattering. Marrying royalty is usually the domain of the Grand Cleric of the Wald.”

“Yes,” Talan says. “Unfortunately, the Grand Cleric of the Wald is a member of the King’s Watch and reports directly to my father. And my father has other plans for me.”

“One of the seven Great Clerics of the Paimpont River, then.”

“Three of them are members of the King’s Watch, two would immediately ask the Grand Cleric for permission, and two report to Arwenna’s father, the Marquis de Bosclair.”

Griflet considers this. “There’s the cleric of the main glade of the Melian Forest.”

“Heavily bribed by my father to inform him of anything that might displease him.”

Griflet sighs. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Your Highness, but you came here because all of the other clerics are corrupt, terrified for their lives, or politically motivated.”

Talan’s dark eyebrows raise. “Excellent summary, Griflet.”

“Am I also to surmise that you think I’m the only cleric mad enough to defy the king’s wishes?”

“Again, you grasp the essentials. Now let us inside.”

“How will you ensure my safety? The king will never approve it, and I will likely end up on the execution block. I may be eccentric, but I don’t have a death wish.”

Talan shrugs. “You will need to return to Corbinelle with me as a witness. Of course, I will explain that I ripped some of your skin off and invaded your dreams, and that you had no choice. And the moment you confirm to the court that I have married, my soldiers will escort you to a secret location, somewhere far away in the Melian Forest. I will have a secret cottage built for you among the bisen-root.”

Griflet’s eyes widen. “You’ll tell me where that is, where it grows?”

“If you grant me this favor.”

“All right.” Griflet steps back into his cottage. “Come in, come in. We have a wedding to plan.”


CHAPTER 5
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Inside, the cottage is enchanting and cozy. A fire burns in the hearth, casting golden light over rustic wooden chairs. Books line every wall, their gold-lettered spines labeled with titles like Songs of the Hawthorn Kings and Spirits of the Yews. I suspect they’re mostly religious texts.

As Griflet makes us nettle tea, his movements seem stumbling, nervous, and the clatter of porcelain fills the quiet. We sit on an upholstered bench by the fireplace, and I breathe in the sweet, nutty scent of the burning chestnut wood. Embers drift from the crackling flames.

“Right, then.” Griflet hands us each a hot, steaming mug of tea. “A royal wedding. Customarily, the gods demand a sacrifice of a dozen wild boars and the release of five hundred white pigeons. I don’t have any of those on hand.” He drops down into a wooden chair across from us. Next to him stands a rough-hewn table strewn with papers.

Talan leans back, utterly relaxed, and drapes one arm over the back of the sofa. Even seated, his powerful presence dominates the room. Sometimes, I get the sense that the whole world exists for his entertainment.

“We don’t have time for the boars and birds.” Talan’s deep voice thrums over my skin. “My father means to arrange for my marriage tomorrow, whether I’m there or not.”

I clear my throat. Here’s my chance for a delay. “On the other hand, we can’t afford not to. If Auberon realizes we skipped the boars and the pigeons, he could pronounce that we aren’t truly married. Surely we want to follow the ancient traditions for members of the royal family.”

“Five hundred pigeons?” Talan narrows his eyes at me. “Do you have any idea how long it would take to organize that?”

“Lady Nia is quite right,” Griflet says, gripping his little leather bag like his life depends on it. “Of course, this is all quite symbolic. We could try to perform the ritual with something symbolizing the pigeons and the wild boars.”

“Like what?” Talan asks.

“Well, the intent is a sacrifice. We could, for example, sacrifice some finely baked biscuits and release a chicken from my coop.”

“Are you serious?” I ask.

Griflet nods wildly. “Yes, yes. I’m always serious when it comes to the gods. The ancient texts permit me some leeway. It’s about the intent, you see.”

“Excellent.” Talan runs his tongue over one of his sharp canines. “Let’s sacrifice the biscuits.”

Griflet clutches the bisen-root to his chest. Snatching up a pen with his free hand, he starts to scribble on the parchment. “Now, for the guests…in royal weddings, all the nobles throughout the land are invited to witness the sacred matrimony.”

“Right. We can’t do that.” The firelight gilds Talan’s perfect features. “Because, as I said, this needs to happen tonight.”

Griflet looks up, wide-eyed. “I’m afraid we must. You are the heir to the crown, should anything happen to Auberon, gods forbid. You have been chosen by the gods. All the nobles from the Court of Morgan must be invited. It’s what the gods demand.”

“Griflet, you will be our witness.” A knife’s edge cuts through the low tenor of Talan’s voice.

Griflet’s jaw clenches. “Your Highness, I will not cross the gods, not for all the bisen-root in the world.”

“And yet, you would cross me?”

A chill spreads through the room. Outside, thunder rumbles.

“Well, I’d rather not. But even you are not the gods, and I will not ignore their demands.”

Already, Griflet is pouring more bisen-root onto the parchment. He pulls out a small silver straw and snorts a line. I stir uneasily on the bench. He reminds me of my mom, and I wonder what she’s up to at Avalon Tower. Wrapped up in Tarquin’s machinations, no doubt.

I touch Talan’s arm. “Maybe there’s another way besides marriage.”

Talan’s eyes spark in the firelight. “There isn’t.”

Griflet stares at the ceiling, blinking wildly.

“Stay with me, Griflet,” says Talan. “So, the gods demand that we invite the nobles. But do we need to wait for them to arrive?”

Griflet drags his gaze back down to Talan, his eyes glinting. “Let’s consult the texts. They have been my closest companions these long years, and I think I remember…” He trails off. Standing, he leaps over to a dusty bookshelf.

Talan brushes the melting snow off his trousers. “I have full confidence in you.”

Griflet pulls a dusty tome from his bookshelf and darts back to his chair, flipping through the pages. After several moments of perusal, he raises his eyes from the book. “We are required to invite them. That is all.”

“Fine.” Talan shrugs. “I will send out a messenger. He’ll deliver those invitations on foot. They’ll all be invited. Too bad that they won’t receive notice in time.”

“You’ll need actual witnesses,” Griflet says.

“How many?”

“Two should do the trick, one more besides me.”

Talan sips from his mug. “I’ll handle it.”

Griflet nods, writing it down on his parchment. “Now, royal weddings are always conducted when the red moon shines brightest.”

Talan sighs heavily. “And when is that?”

“In a week’s time.”

My muscles relax. Thank god for Fey royal traditions. “We can’t make the moon shine brighter,” I say, trying to sound frustrated. “We’ll have to wait.”

“Is this also symbolic?” Talan asks. “Can we say that we lit a candle to signify the moon’s light?”

“No, not for this,” Griflet replies, “but you’re in luck. The Grand Cleric announced that the gods permit royalty to wed outside that auspicious day, probably at your father’s behest, so you could wed Lady Arwenna tomorrow.”

“So, the grand cleric can just change the rules?” My heart sinks.

“My lady, the Grand Cleric talks directly to the gods,” Griflet tells me. “I am but a humble cleric who can only listen quietly and do as he says.”

“Anything else?” Talan asks.

“I assume both of you ate no meat for seven days?”

“I haven’t eaten meat,” Talan says. I suspect he’s lying, and I also suspect that he doesn’t really give a fuck about the gods.

“Well, I can’t say the same.” Perhaps, this is my salvation. Fey always avoid meat before marrying. “I had venison yesterday. I’m afraid I didn’t know we were getting married.”

Talan cuts me a sharp look, his dark eyes sparking with metallic intensity. He holds my gaze for a moment too long.

Griflet frowns. “I can’t wed you within a week of eating meat.”

“I think you can,” says Talan, his voice dripping with a hint of venom.

I meet his cold, dark stare square on. “We don’t want to offend the gods. It would be terrible luck. We’ll have to figure out a way to buy ourselves some time, to delay your father for a week.”

“When did you become so pious?” His eyes burn like embers in the firelight.

A chill settles over my skin.

I’m navigating a razor-thin tightrope. On one side, I die at the hands of Arwenna and Auberon, ripped to shreds by dogs. They might send my head and hands back to Avalon Tower as a warning and leave the rest of me hanging off the castle gates.

On the other side of the tightrope, Talan learns the truth about me. He might kill me himself. The question is, will it be fast or slow? Will he torture me in my dreams first?

My job is to stop myself from plunging down either side.

Talan leans back in his chair and traces a finger over his lower lip, thoughtful. “Wait a moment, Griflet. Didn’t I have a cousin who got drunk the night before his wedding and ate duck confit off a courtesan’s tits?”

“Ah, yes. Archduke Bors de Ganis,” Griflet says. “A fine gentleman.”

“He did a purification ritual.” Talan straightens. “He spent a night in the forest, hunted by the spirit of a basilisk conjured by a cleric. After he survived the night, he was considered purified.”

Griflet pales. “That’s correct,” he stammers, “but it was very dangerous. He nearly died, and he wasn’t heir to the throne, was he? So, it was a risk we could take. If anything should happen to you, gods forbid…”

“But you can summon a basilisk?” Talan says.

He smooths out his robes. “Technically…I don’t like this idea very much.”

Talan’s lips curl in a half smile. “Well, I think it’s a fantastic idea, and it’s been a long time since anything exciting happened around here.”

Says the man who just rode a dragon to a battlefield.

“Hang on, a basilisk?” I say.

Horrific creatures—part serpent, part bird, all violence. One look into its eyes will drive you mad. According to the records in Avalon Tower, the fuckers were extinct.

“A basilisk hunt,” Talan muses, rolling the words off his tongue. “It doesn’t really seem like much of a challenge.”

“But we will be the hunted, not the basilisk, is that right?” I ask.

He tilts his head, considering. “Only if we’re slow. And a basilisk isn’t as fast as a Fey.”

I’m half human. I am fucking slow.

Griflet stands and shuffles over to the bookshelves again. “Very well. If this is your will, Your Highness, though I must say…” He trails off. “Well, there’s no religious reason to deny your request. Give me a moment for the incantation.”

As he flips through a book, the silence is broken only by the snapping of the firewood. In the glow of its flames, Talan stares into the fire. He taps his fingertips rhythmically against his mug. “Hurry up, will you? The gods are impatient, and so am I.”

Griflet doesn’t answer him. Instead, he mutters under his breath, a quiet incantation that makes the hair stand up on my nape. As he intones a spell, a shiver skitters up my spine. The atmosphere is growing thinner, darker.

I clear my throat. “Perhaps if we take a few moments to think⁠—”

With a gasp of breath, the cleric whirls to face us, his knuckles white. All the color has drained from his face, and he clutches the book to his chest.

“It’s here, isn’t it?” Talan’s smile is slow and satisfied.

“I wasn’t sure if it would work so quickly,” Griflet whispers, “but I think it already did. I think the basilisk is already in the forest. Already hunting.”

Outside, the wind rattles the shutters like a spirit trying to get in. My breath hitches at the sound of an otherworldly howl in the distance.

Talan’s smile widens. This is all a game to him. “Well, then, I’ll need a bow and arrows. Let the hunt begin.”


CHAPTER 6
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Somewhere in the depths of the forest, the basilisk is already hunting us.

Or rather, hunting me.

On his own, Talan would have no problem escaping this creature, but I keep getting winded, my lungs wheezing. I can fight and throw daggers and control people’s minds. What I cannot do is run like a Fey. I stopped sprinting after about ten minutes.

I’m behind Talan. I walk quickly through the dark woods, twigs snapping under my feet, and try to keep up with the Dream Stalker.

Armed with a bow, Talan prowls with a tiger’s grace. He’s all silence and shadows, a quiet breeze between the trunks. When he catches my eye, he doesn’t give the slightest hint of concern about the primordial monster hunting us.

The fuck have I gotten myself into?

The snow crunches beneath my boots, and the chill seeps through to my toes. Every breath of frozen air sears my lungs, and my heartbeat pounds in my ears.

Barren and gnarled tree branches arch toward each other, a twisted, icy cathedral above our heads. Apart from the sounds of our footfalls, quiet blankets the forest. The silence is more menacing than noise, and fear crawls under my skin.

Am I a spy or a prisoner who’s completely lost control of my mission? As an undercover agent, I should be a manipulator, a puppeteer, influencing those around me to work for my agenda. Instead, I’m fleeing from a fucking basilisk so I can marry a man I’ve kissed once, a man I’m also trying to kill.

Worst game of Kiss, Marry, Kill ever.

The cold air pierces my lungs and stings my cheeks.

Part of me wonders if Talan already knows the truth about me. Maybe this is all a slow torture plan—a punishment to take me apart one piece at a time until I’m left defenseless before him and confess everything.

My lungs burn, the airways tightening. Of course, I don’t have my inhaler.

I gasp. “What’s the plan, Talan?”

He turns, the moonlight sculpting his features—his perfect mouth, the sharp cut of his jaw. He doesn’t seem to notice the frostbitten air. He steps closer and presses his palms on the tree trunk behind me. His intoxicating, masculine scent wraps around me. Heat radiates off his body, warming me. “The plan?” he says quietly. “The plan should have been for you not to mention the venison. The second plan would be for you to move faster than honey sliding over ice, but so far, you are failing at both.”

My heart races. “Well, I didn’t want to anger the gods. And also, I can’t really move that quickly. I have short legs, and I’m incredibly out of shape.”

He coos with mock sympathy, then narrows his eyes, studying me. “Since when did you give a fuck about the gods? The only god you need to worship is me.”

“If you keep talking about yourself like that, I might go look for the basilisk and end it all.”

He leans closer, his breath warming the shell of my ear. “You say you want to be rid of me badly, but I think you’re lying, little farm girl. I haven’t seen it in your dreams—you keep them tightly locked—but I can see it in the way your chest flushes when I get too close. The way your breath hitches. I can hear your heartbeat right now, and your pulse is racing.” His voice drops lower. “Your body warms when I’m near you, calling to me.”

Heat slides through me, pooling deep in my belly. “That’s called dread, Prince Talan.”

A low, dark chuckle. “Is it?”

Warmth licks down my spine. “I think maybe we should focus on the basilisk hunting us right now.”

His gaze dips to my lips, and the heated look in his eyes tells me he’s thinking about a different type of hunt altogether.

A piercing cry rends the air, and all the heat drains from my body. “It’s coming,” I whisper.

He turns his head, and a line forms between his black eyebrows. “Do you know what, my blushing bride? I’m done with your stupidly slow pace. From now on, we’re going to move at mine.”

In a swift movement, he sweeps me off my feet, and his warmth enfolds me, seeping into my body. With me wrapped in his powerful arms, he races through the dark forest.
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I press tightly against Talan’s chest. Heat radiates from him, soothing my muscles in the cold. He’s been carrying me for twenty minutes, but he doesn’t seem to be tiring.

I almost feel safe with him, but the basilisk shrieks again, and my muscles freeze. Judging from the sound, the creature is closing the distance between us.

A blood-chilling roar rumbles through the woods, shaking the snow off the trees. Behind us, tree branches snap and the earth trembles.

“It’s getting closer,” I breathe.

“You really have a talent for spotting the obvious.”

“Where are we going?”

“I’m taking you to the Paimpont River.”

Ahead of us, the trees thin, and a vast, roaring river carves through the cold dark forest. The surface of the water glistens with rose in the pale light of the twin moons.

Oh, gods. “We’re not going into the river, are we?”

“Legends says that creatures from the Otherworld cannot cross water, and despite its wings, a basilisk cannot fly. All we have to do is make it to the other side.”

Near the river’s edge, he lowers me to the snowy soil. A shiver runs down to my bones. He glances over his shoulder at me, his jaw clenched. “Whatever you do,” he says quietly, “don’t look it in the eyes. Jump into the river, now.”

I freeze in horror. I don’t dare look back. Talan unshoulders his bow, then whips out an arrow from his quiver.

I turn, keeping my gaze lowered. Even so, I can see how fucking large the basilisk is. Moonlight shimmers off dark scales and the creature’s serpentine body, its taloned feet kicking up snow as it runs. A mere ten yards away. A low, furious roar erupts from the monster, trembling over my skin, and I catch a glimpse of a forked tongue, of sleek dark wings swooping behind and⁠—

I feel the lure of the basilisk’s eyes. I want to look up, but somehow, I resist.

Talan looses an arrow. It slams into the basilisk’s throat, but unfortunately, that doesn’t slow it. Talons slash through the snow as the monster barrels toward us.

My blood runs cold. Pivoting, I sprint the last few steps to the river, praying that Talan is right about creatures from the Otherworld. I splash into the frozen water, the bitter cold biting my legs and piercing right through me. A growl rumbles over the frozen forest, and I turn back to see the basilisk still stumbling forward, another arrow lodged in its scales. Only Talan stands in the way.

“Talan!” I shout, desperate for him to run. Why do I want to save this man I’m trying to kill?

I step deeper into the water, the river dragging at my heavy clothing, my teeth chattering uncontrollably. The water is freezing. I take another step and tumble. My body stiffens, and my lungs go still. I can’t move a muscle, can’t swim. My body has turned to ice. Talan told me to escape into the river, but he had no idea I’m half human and break more easily than he does.

A hand finds me and drags me to the surface. I inhale a mixture of air and water, panicking. Talan pulls me close. His nearness and the warmth of his powerful body calm me, and I suck in the cold air. I’m hungry for his warmth as he carries me across the river. We reach the other side at last, and I feel the scrape of the rough embankment beneath my boots.

“Okay,” I gasp. “I can stand here.”

He lets go of me, and I hoist myself out of the water, shivering with cold. My body is still coiled tight with tension, and adrenaline courses through my veins.

Talan pulls himself from the river. “You don’t know how to swim?”

“Not really.” A lie, of course. It’s just that my human body can’t function in ice.

He tilts his head, his gaze lingering a moment too long. My heart rate speeds up. Does he realize there’s more to my story? Before he can press me for information, something draws his gaze, and he turns to look at the basilisk.

The creature throws back its head, howling on the other side of the river. Its dark, scaly wings spread wide, and it roars. The sound of that wrathful cry makes my stomach clench and sends fear to the marrow of my bones.

I rub my arms, trying to unfreeze my muscles and rid myself of the chill. “L-looks like y-you were r-right,” I stammer, shaking like a leaf. “W-we’re safe.”

“Safe.” His voice is a low growl. “I’m not entirely convinced of that.”

The basilisk dips one foot in the water, lowering its head to look at the rushing current. To my horror, it plunges in.

“It seems the legends are wrong,” Talan says, swooping me up in his arms again.

I wrap my arms around his neck. Over his shoulder, I watch the basilisk’s spiked back glide across the river.

“Maybe crossing the river was more of a metaphor,” Talan mutters.

His arms tighten around me as we whip through the branches, and his steady heartbeat thrums against me.

When I peer over his shoulder, I see the shimmering scales of the serpentine basilisk closing in on us, splashing through the water.

“Talan,” I breathe, “can you go any faster?”
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We run.

For a while, Talan puts me down, and I run alongside him, sprinting at my full capacity. But there’s no way I can match his insane Fey speed, especially not when I’m half frozen and wheezing in the wintry air. He picks me up again, carrying me through the snowy forest as if I weigh nothing. Icy wind rushes over us as he presses me to his chest. His pace is relentless and utterly inhuman.

I’m cold as the arctic, my clothes frozen, the air biting my skin. My asthma makes my lungs tight, every breath scraping the inside of my chest.

In Talan’s arms, a little of the chill melts away. I look back. He’s put some distance between us and the basilisk.

Maybe even monsters get tired.

Talan stops to listen and glances at the bright stars to get his bearing. In the next moment, he starts moving again. He knows where he’s going, which is good, because I’ve lost all sense of direction.

My eyelids droop, and my teeth are still chattering. My thoughts grow fuzzy, and my frozen fingers sting in the cold.

I don’t ask for him to put me down. I’m too cold to run, barely functioning.

Talan’s soothing voice pierces the fog in my mind, pulling me back to reality. “Almost there, Nia.”

I open my eyes to see a tiny white cottage with crisscrossing dark wood and a little chimney. For a moment, I’m not certain it’s real. It looks like something from an enchanted story for children, a haven popping up just when we need it.

But Brocéliande isn’t a fairytale. The monsters in this world are very real—and one of them is carrying me.


CHAPTER 7
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My eyes open. Talan is tending a crackling fire. Firelight caresses his body, the dark shirt that fits tightly around his broad shoulders, his muscled arms.

Warmth washes over me. Dreamily, I pull the blanket tighter around me. I fell asleep on the hardwood floor by the hearth, and Talan must have slid a pillow under my head at some point. My clothing is cold and wet, and I almost wish Talan had undressed me—for temperature reasons, of course.

Inhaling deeply, I stare at the fire and the golden glow of the mahogany hearth. After the frozen chill of the forest, this little cottage feels like a dream.

Slowly, I sit up, clutching the blanket, and look around. The Tudor-style home has white walls and dark beams. There’s not much furniture—a rough-hewn table, a wooden chest, and a few chairs. Beneath me, the thick rug smells faintly of pine and cedar smoke. Everything about this place feels cozy and safe, a refuge tucked in a corner of the wild forest.

“What’s happening?” My voice is hoarse from exhaustion.

He glances back at me. For a flicker of a second, the merest heartbeat, relief crosses his features. It’s gone in an instant, replaced again with a knowing smile. “Not really the woodsy type, are you? More of a farmer than a hunter.”

“You could say that. Where are we?”

“In one of my hunting lodges.”

I take a deep breath, my lungs clearer now. I find myself inching closer to Talan until the heat of the fire radiates over every inch of me. My clothes steam, and tiny tendrils of vapor rise into the air. I stretch my fingers closer to the fire, and our shoulders brush. His masculine scent wraps around me, warm and entrancing like the firelight.

“What happened to the basilisk?” I ask.

“The arrows slowed him, even if they didn’t kill him. But we may not have long until he returns. It’s probably best if you let me handle him on my own, Nia. I’m afraid you’re a slight liability.”

“Liability?”

He turns and looks deeply into my eyes. He’s studying me like I’m an ancient text he’s trying to translate. Firelight dances over his perfect features, painting him in a shifting light and shadow.

“Your lungs make a noise when you breathe,” he says. “You have some kind of sickness.”

I swallow hard. Usually in Brocéliande, my asthma doesn’t bother me this much, but the combination of running and freezing air set it off.

“Sometimes, it’s hard for me to breathe. Not everyone is born perfect, Talan.” I frown, wrapping my arms around my knees. “So, is this your idea of a honeymoon?”

Heat flickers in the depths of eyes. “Nia, if this were my idea of a honeymoon, you’d be too busy screaming my name to ask me that question.”

“Very confident of you.”

The corners of his lips twitch. “I don’t need to see into your dreams to know what you want.”

You, dead? “Really, Talan? What do I want?” Under his smoldering gaze, my body grows warmer. My damp clothes cling to me, and the fabric feels suddenly oppressive around my skin.

He leans closer. “You want to be taken care of.”

Before I can reply, a terrible roar rattles the cottage windows, cutting our conversation short. My heart stutters, and I tense. The basilisk is closing in.

Talan rises and peers out the window, his demeanor shifting in an instant. “Time for you to go, Nia.”

“Can it get inside?” I ask.

Talan crosses the room to the large wooden chest and flings it open. “It can tear this place to pieces, but I’m not inclined to cower here and wait for that to happen.” He hefts a broadsword from the chest. “And I do love a challenge.” Drawing the blade from the sheath, he inspects it. Steel catches in the firelight.

“You can’t possibly kill that thing.” Panic rises in my chest, and once more, I’m left wondering why I’m trying to protect my enemy. “Its scales are impenetrable.”

“I just need to buy you some time.” He quirks his eyebrow at me. “Wait two minutes, then slip out the window in the back and run as fast as you can. Try not to fall into a river or trip over your own feet. I’d rather not have to save you repeatedly.”

I stare at him. “You want me to leave you alone with the basilisk?”

Amusement dances in his eyes. “You see? I haven’t even touched you yet, and already, you know you’ll miss me.”

Before I can reply, he walks over to the fireplace, one hand holding the sword. With his free hand, he grabs a large, thick stick protruding from the flames. He raises it and inspects the burning end—a makeshift torch. “Go on, Nia. I’ve killed larger creatures.”

He crosses to the door, kicks it open, and steps out into the frozen night.
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I rush to the window, peering into the stillness beyond.

The sky is a bruised purple, yielding to the honeyed glow of dawn. In the snow outside, the basilisk stands tall, a silhouette in the faint morning light. The creature’s dark, scaled tail lashes the snow, and the basilisk spreads its wings and rears back its head.

As Talan takes a step closer to the basilisk, a sharp tendril of fear curls through my chest. The wind toys with his hair and the dancing flame of his torch. Standing before the creature, he swings the torch back and forth. Slowly, Talan takes a step closer, keeping his head down to avoid its gaze. The monster’s head follows the flames, its dark scales glinting in the torchlight.

The serpent lets out a thundering roar, sending the snow dusting off the tree branches. Talan doesn’t react. He stands with the predatory stillness of a tiger, and then he lunges.

From the iron gray clouds, lightning flashes. Thunder rumbles over the wintry horizon, and a charge skims over my skin, raising the hair on the back of my arms.

Talan thrusts the flame at the basilisk, and the monster swipes at the torch with its brutally sharp claws. It misses, and Talan darts forward, driving his blade into the serpent’s throat. The basilisk screeches, a furious, otherworldly howl that vibrates through the air. It swipes again, the edge of its claw missing Talan by a hairsbreadth.

I flatten my palms against the cold glass.

He told me to run, and yet, here I am. What the fuck am I doing? What’s it to me if he dies? Nothing, but he would have easily escaped the basilisk if it weren’t for me. Anyway, his death is supposed to be timed with Auberon’s.

I can’t look away. I’m pressed against the glass, watching him square off against a monster. One little misstep will mean death for the prince, and I’m afraid he won’t last much longer. The basilisk is faster than it first appeared. More careful, now.

Slowly, its attention shifts from the flame to Talan himself. This creature has been an expert in the game of killing even longer than Talan has, a monster who hunted before the prince drew his first breath. If I hadn’t slowed him, Talan would have fled this basilisk long ago. But now, he’s stuck facing him down.

The serpent swings clumsily again, but it’s a feint. Talan dodges as the creature’s other claw arcs toward him in a calculated strike. The blow takes Talan by surprise, and his shirt rips to shreds, blood streaking his arms.

I need to flee out the rear window like he told me to. He’s sacrificing himself to buy me precious time.

But something tugs at me, a sensation that coils around my ribs, something familiar and dangerous, some sort of magical energy surrounding the basilisk. It hums and buzzes with electricity in a way that feels achingly familiar—like the Veil.

My breath fogs the window glass as I summon my Sentinel powers and see it—a barrier of energy wrapped around the monster. It glimmers faintly, a shimmer in the rising dawn.

Talan won’t be able to hurt this thing as long as it’s shielded by magic, but he doesn’t know it.

I rush across the room to the wooden chest and peer inside. It’s full of weapons—two axes, a few hunting knives, a short sword, and a bow, alongside a quiver. I snatch the bow, sling the quiver over my shoulder, and run to the door, stepping out into the snow.

The basilisk’s eyes snap to me instantly, but I refuse to let myself look at them. Staring into its eyes is madness, death.

Talan lunges forward, driving his sword toward the serpent’s throat. The blade hits the magical barrier and bounces off, sending a shower of sparks into the air. The basilisk roars again, but now there is frustration beneath the fury, the flicker of annoyance at the shield’s failure to grant it complete invincibility.

Talan glances back to me, his brow furrowed. “I thought I told you to run.”

Instead, I nock an arrow, drawing the bowstring tight. I force myself to clear my mind. My breath slows, the world narrowing to the curve of my bow, the feel of my fingers on the string. All that exists is the basilisk and the arrow. Summoning my Sentinel powers, I let the energy flow through me, sharp and cold.

Furious, the basilisk hurtles toward me, shockingly fast.

I unleash my powers—blood-red tendrils—and loose the arrow. My magic slams into the magical shield, knocking the creature back. Instantly, the barrier flickers and sputters like a dying candle. My arrow juts from its chin.

Enraged, it rises onto its hind legs and roars. The wild, guttural sound shakes the snow from the trees and rumbles right through the soil.

I’m already nocking another arrow. As I unleash it, the basilisk lunges for me. The arrow sails past. The creature is charging at me in a tidal wave of claws and teeth, and I don’t have the chance to shoot again.

Talan leaps in front of me, shielding me with his body. Sending out my powers into the air, I strike at the barrier, my crimson magic slamming into it. The shield flickers one last time before shattering, and Talan drives his sword deep into the basilisk’s body. The creature stumbles back two giant steps, then crashes to the ground. The shimmering green scales fade to gray, and the monster’s muscles go slack, the serpentine tail lashing back and forth.

Golden light illuminates the clearing, the rising sun breaking through the trees behind us. The basilisk shimmers, and its hulking form starts to shrivel.

Cracks form in the dry husk. The basilisk is no longer a fearsome monster but rather a wingless serpent in the blood-streaked snow. It writhes in pain, convulsing in its death throes.

Talan lowers his sword, and the serpent crumbles to dust.

I stare at the remnants on the ground, something twisting painfully in my chest.

When I look up again, Talan is staring at me, his expression intent. “You didn’t leave.”

Don’t fucking ask me why. I don’t know, either.


CHAPTER 8
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In an hour, I become a princess of the Fey kingdom. It’s hard to imagine the Nia of today explaining to the Nia of a year ago precisely what the fuck is happening. The Nia of a year ago, working in a bookstore, would have stared dumbstruck at this news over her packed lunch of turkey sandwiches and granola bars. Over the shop window, gold letters read Where Your Fairytale Comes to Life, but I never imagined it being quite this literal, or that the fairytale would involve so much blood.

I sink into the tub in Griflet’s cottage, breathing in the scent of the dried herbs and the burning cedar that fills the air.

It took us two hours to get back here in the snow, shivering all the way. My dress never fully dried that whole time; it just clung to my body, making me freeze. The only way I kept warm was by having Talan carry me.

As soon as we reached Griflet’s cozy home, Griflet gave us a quick breakfast of hot bread, butter, and jam. I’d slept for twenty minutes before he unceremoniously woke me again to get ready.

I have the luxury of a makeshift bathroom: blankets hanging from vines, shielding a copper tub near the hearth. Now, Talan is out there in the rain, finding a suitable place for us to marry—somewhere dry, I hope.

I sink deeper into the warmth, my stiff muscles melting in the water’s heat. Steam rises in tendrils around me.

I pull the curtain aside. Outside the window, frozen rain whips against the window panes, and it makes me never want to leave the heated comfort of this bath.

I run the soap over my skin, my mind drifting back to Avalon Tower. I wish my friends were around to tell me what the fuck I’m supposed to be doing. I’m a spy among enemies and almost completely alone. It doesn’t matter how beautiful Talan is or that he ran outside with a sword to save me from the basilisk. He thinks I’m someone else entirely. He thinks I’m one of them, and the moment he learns the truth, I’ll be the one staring at the tip of his sword.

I lift my hand from the water, watching droplets fall from my fingertips, amber in the firelight. Brocéliande is a beautiful snow globe, and I’m trapped here. All it takes is a single motion from Talan to shake my world into chaos.

I rinse the rosemary-scented soap off, reluctant to leave the warmth of the water. Time to march into the storm again to attend my own doomed wedding.

I’ve hardly thought about it, but the throne of this kingdom belongs to my father. Even without marrying Talan, I guess that makes me a princess. But if I’d grown up here like Talan, I’d be different. I wouldn’t have spent my childhood bouncing between luxurious mansions and run-down motels, with everything constantly in flux. I wouldn’t be the same Nia if I’d been born into an ancient Fey palace, where nothing changed for centuries.

If I’d grown up as the princess of Brocéliande, maybe I’d be just like Talan—demanding, capricious, and as guarded as his palace. Who knows, maybe I’d even be worse.

“Nia?” Griflet’s gruff voice pierces my reverie. “It’s time for you to get ready. I’m going to pop out and help Talan. Get dressed, will you?”

He slides a towel over the vines, then drapes my wedding dress over the blankets. In a moment, I hear him leaving through the front door.

With a sigh, I stand in the tub. Water drips down my body, steam coiling off my skin. I snatch the towel and dry myself off. I don’t want to go out into the cold with wet hair, so I leave it as it is, tangled, with brambles and pine needles in the snarls.

Does it matter? This wedding, like everything else I do here, is part of a masquerade, a performance. It doesn’t need to be perfect.

I pull on the beautiful, silky dress, and it slides over my body. An ache opens in my chest, and I don’t know if it’s from loneliness or the fear of being so isolated in the middle of enemy territory. So utterly without allies here.

I step out from behind the curtains and look down at the wedding dress. It shimmers in dusky shades, faintly glowing in the dim light. The neckline plunges to my waist, and there is a slit on one side up to my thigh. This will be absolutely freezing outside. Still, it looks like heaven.

The door opens. I look up, and my heart leaps. Nivene steps into the cottage, her red hair dusted with snow, the cold air whooshing in from behind her.

I feel it now—the faint tug in my chest, the magnetic pull of another Sentinel. “Nivene!”

Her gaze sweeps down at my dress. “Oh, my gods,” she whispers. “You look amazing, Princess Nia.”

I peer over her shoulder, making sure we’re truly alone. “What are you doing here?”

“Prince Talan sent a messenger summoning me here. He told me to come as quickly as possible.” She pulls her cloak more tightly around her. “He said my sister needed me.”

The tense hunch of her shoulders and the grim expression on her features tell me she hadn’t been sure what she was walking into. After all, this could have very well been a trap, a chance to torture and kill her after learning we were spies.

She came anyway.

“Did you get my message?” I whisper. “I’m supposed to marry him.”

“I didn’t, no.” She grimaces. “But I met Talan and that weird cleric outside. They told me.”

“This is all to stop Auberon from forcing him to marry Arwenna tonight.” I frown. “But why would Talan want you here?”

“I think he did that for you, so you’d have family with you. Do you know what I think? He must really fancy you.”

My eyes feel misty from the steam of the place, and I blink. “He needed another witness, that’s all.”

“He could have invited anyone,” Nivene points out. “One of his lackeys. But he chose to invite your supposed sister instead.”

I shake my head. “Who knows what he thinks? He generally looks after his own interests.”

“Your dress is spectacular.” She narrows her eyes at me. “But your hair is in a right state.”

“I know.” I clear my throat. “It’s been a weird night. There was a basilisk involved.”

“A what? Sit down. Let’s fix your hair.”

I drop into a chair, and she steps behind me, slowly tugging and untangling the knots in my hair. Once or twice, she grabs a bit of oil from Griflet’s counter, working it into the tangles and picking out the brambles and leaves.

“When Auberon and Talan are dead,” she whispers behind me, “who do you think they will put on the throne?”

A dark shiver ripples through me. “One thing at a time. Let’s not worry about that now.”

With my hair detangled, she starts to braid it. Reaching up, I touch a neat braid that swoops from my temple behind my dark waves. “You’re good at this.”

“Yes,” she whispers. “Alix and I used to braid each other’s hair.”

Alix was Nivene’s real sister, another Sentinel. People say she died because she fell in love and couldn’t focus on the threats around her. It would be easier to do this job without emotion interfering.

Nivene keeps talking, her voice low so no one can overhear us. “Alix dreamt of getting married. I told you how much she was in love with Rein. It was an impossible relationship. Toxic, almost.” She clears her throat. “But we used to imagine her wedding anyway. It made her happy. It was almost all she thought about.”

“I’m glad you’re here,” I say.

She continues working on my hair, neither of us saying anything.

“Okay,” she finally says. “Turn around. Let’s look at you.” I obey. She purses her lips, then smiles. “You look amazing.”

“Nivene,” I murmur, “I’m feeling very fucking weird about marrying the man I’m here to kill.”

She nods slightly. “It’s not ideal, romance-wise, but it has its advantages strategically. Now you’ll be sleeping together every night. It’ll make it easier when we’re ready to strike. You’ll always know exactly where he is, and you’ll keep him distracted by looking pretty. Men are simple, Nia. Even Fey men. As beautiful as you are, he won’t be able to think straight around you. It’s a shame you can’t simply murder him in his sleep and get it over with, but we need to time it with the assassination of Auberon. And that man has an entire fucking army around him at all times, so it won’t be easy.”

A pit opens in my stomach, hollow as a thistle stem. “As a princess, I’ll have more eyes on me.”

“Yes. We’ll have to be careful. No more hidden messages in drop points. I’ll be your only contact, and we talk only when we’re sure we’re alone. You don’t need to do anything except stay close to your adoring husband and keep me informed.”

I swallow hard. “Okay. You’ll report all this to Avalon Tower, right?”

“As soon as I can. I’ll have more eyes on me, too, you know. A princess’s sister. And we will absolutely have to make sure Meriadec stays in Lauron until he’s invited to court.”

A flicker of panic flutters in my chest. “We need more agents there. Plant some cousins or something, some farmers who can say they knew us. Make sure they’re the ones the gossip-hunters speak to. People will go digging for dirt on me, and no one there will know who the fuck I am.”

“I’ll take care of it.” She tucks some of my stray hairs into my braid. “Now stop talking. This is almost perfect. You look so beautiful, Nia, you could strike a man dead.”

A dark smile. “Well, that is what I’m here for.”

Through the door, Griflet’s voice pierces the wood. “Nia? It’s time.”
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With Nivene’s arm looped through mine, we walk into the snowy forest. I’m wearing a cloak over my shoulders, and the sun has started to break through the winter clouds. Still, the cold bites my skin.

Griflet stands by an oak tree and waves to us as we approach. We reach him, and he leads us beneath a canopy of gnarled branches. Sunlight pierces the twisted boughs, and icicles hang from the hawthorn trees like jewels.

As I walk, the ferns curling from the snow brush against my gown.

Talan stands by a wooden altar carved from an enormous oak trunk with intricate swirls and twisting vines. It must have been here for ages because it is clearly worn by time.

He looks perfect, as always. He’s wearing a perfectly fitted black suit and a silver collar of order draped over his broad chest. In the center of the collar is his ouroboros sigil. The midnight blue fabric of his garments looks soft and seems to absorb the light.

His dark eyes find mine, and as they do, the air feels warmer, heavier.

Sometimes, when I look at him, it’s hard to remember that I’ve seen him slit a man’s throat during dinner.

Branches arch overhead, forming a living cathedral that shielded the ground from the snowfall. A carpet of moss leads to the altar. Glowing blue butterflies perch on the boughs around us, and crimson berries dapple the grove, vivid against the snowy branches.

As I step closer to Talan, he reaches for my hands. I slide mine into his.

I can’t quite read the expression in his eyes beneath those dark eyelashes, just the faintest curve of his lips. Almost playful. I wonder how much of this is simple rebellion, marrying a penniless peasant to piss off the father he hates.

Griflet stands before the altar with a large book in his hands. He flips through it, clearing his throat. “We are gathered here today in remembrance of the sacred groves of Avalon, and of the sword of Nimuë in Avalon’s Lake, and of the crown of Morgan, Queen of Night, monarch of the oaks…”

The words send little shockwaves dancing over my skin. The cleric not only referenced my predecessor, Nimuë, the previous Lady of the Lake, but also my grandmother, Morgan, who died centuries before I was born.

As Griflet finishes reading his passage, Talan pulls out a small blue pouch. He turns it upside down, and two rings slide out, one large and spiked like a crown. The other is delicate, thin, like pale gold vines threaded together. He hands me the larger ring, while Griflet tells me to repeat after him.

“By mist and stone, by lake and hollow, I’ll walk with thee through light and shadow. I pledge to thee my sword and soul, two lives now joined, two halves made whole. Two hearts entwined, two fates aligned, with these words, to thee I bind.”

Talan slips the pale gold ring onto my finger, his gaze meeting mine. A strange, unexpected thrill ripples over me as he slides the ring into place, a power that seems to rise from the ground up, charging my body. In turn, I slide the ring onto his finger, and a faint smile warms his features. For a moment, I forget to keep up my shield against his magic. The veil in my mind thins, and a few glimmers of his thoughts slip through.

Night dwindles, midnight candles snuffing out. As day rises over the willows, russet light kisses morning dew drops, a golden breath of mist…

I gather the veil in my mind again, like storm clouds covering the sun.

Talan leans in closer, and for a moment, I think he’s going to kiss me. Instead, he whispers, “I will bring you back to the castle. I will make sure that you are safe. But then, my princess, I’m afraid I have a traitor to find.”


CHAPTER 9
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The return to the castle feels strangely somber, like a death march. It’s hard to be cheerful when you defy a ruthlessly cruel king, then trot back to his castle to tell him what you’ve done. If we’re going into battle, I do hope it will be more metaphorical than literal, though given the number of soldiers Auberon keeps around at all times, who knows.

Shivering, I ride with Talan on his horse. The cold wind nips at the bare skin of my thighs through the slits in the fabric. At least part of me is warm—Talan’s cloak is draped around me, the wool carrying his smoky, slightly spiced scent. He holds me firmly against him with one arm, his grip secure around my waist. His steely chest presses against my spine, warming me as we ride.

I glance behind us at Griflet on Clover. The cleric looks downright miserable. Now that the exhilarating effects of the bisen-root have worn off, it’s clear he regrets this plan. Nivene rides beside him, her brow furrowed. Her gaze flits to me, but whether she’s truly worried or simply playing a part, I can’t tell.

At the end of this winding road, the gates to Castle Perillos loom above crowded cottages. Shafts of sunlight break through the storm-gray clouds, casting the cobbled road in shadow. Today, the walls around Perillos seem to tower higher than ever. The gates, usually open wide, are shut tight. Soldiers stand in formation before them, their armor flashing in the sun.

As we approach, the soldiers snap to attention.

Instantly, Talan’s arm tenses against my stomach, and my breath quickens.

“Anything I should know?” I whisper.

He leans down, his breath warming the shell of my ear. “Only that my father might suspect I’ve been dismantling his plans during the night. But at this point? It’s too late for him to do anything about it.”

“Could this be considered treason?”

“That depends. Are we defining treason as ‘whatever the fuck the king says it is in the moment’?”

“I believe that’s his legal standard.”

“In that case, possibly. But since he only has one son left, I’m afraid he has to keep me around for the security of the realm. Bad luck for him, really.”

I glance back over my shoulder at our companions. Nivene and Griflet are behind us, their faces set like stone. Griflet has gone pale as milk.

As we draw closer, the soldiers draw their swords.

Talan’s thumb idly strokes my waist, slowly and lazily, like he has all the time in the world. It may be an unconscious gesture, but it still sends a warm ripple thrumming over my skin.

“You don’t mean to block our way, do you?” Talan’s deep voice rings out.

One of the soldiers, visibly trembling in his armor, steps forward. “The king’s orders, Your Highness. We were told to lock the gates to Perillos unless you returned alone. We are not supposed to let anyone else pass, king’s orders. We are, of course, delighted for your upcoming nuptials⁠—”

“I do love when people try to tell me what I can or cannot do. Your bravery is adorable, really.” Talan raises my hand, and the ring is dazzling in the sunlight. “But I make my own choices, and today’s wedding is off. My true bride already wears my ring.”

The soldiers exchange uneasy glances. A chill ripples through the air, and clouds slide over the sun once more. One soldier steps forward, a knight, judging from his emblazoned shield and surcoat, and their commander. The knight’s mouth opens and closes twice before he finally manages to speak. “Your Highness, I beg your forgiveness, but the king was under the impression that your wedding to the countess, the Lady Arwenna, was to take place today. We were ordered not to allow your mistress back within the castle walls out of respect for the new princess, at her wishes.”

“The new princess rides with me,” Talan says sharply. “I am already married. Open the gates for my bride and me, and I will announce our union to the court.”

This is beginning to feel like an open rebellion.

Is Talan really capable of deposing his father?

The clouds overhead darken the sun, churning with ominous blue-gray shadows.

The knight goes pale. “Your Highness, my deepest apologies. His Majesty gave us strict orders⁠—”

Before the knight can finish, he collapses to his knees, his eyes wide and jaw slack.

Cold, dark magic ripples from Talan, a shadowy power that skims over my skin, sending a shiver through my bones. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end.

As the knight writhes in pain, the rest of the soldiers look on in dismay. Their commander is out of commission and unable to give them orders. As Talan weaves a nightmare in the knight’s mind, the poor man’s terrified cries echo off the stones. The knight is on his hands and knees now, shaking, and he looks like he might vomit. Panic-stricken, the other soldiers glance from the knight to us, unsure what to do. Faces appear in the windows of the cottages along the road, and hands press against the glass in horror.

“Really, I was expecting more resistance from a knight. Nia, darling,” Talan murmurs, his voice buttery soft, “will you compel the nice knight to open the gate for Brocéliande’s new princess? Discreetly, of course.”

I take a deep breath and glance back at Nivene. She nods ever so subtly.

I turn back to the knight in charge. He’s begging for mercy now in a broken voice.

I lower my voice to a whisper. “I’m not going into that man’s mind until you pull the nightmares away. I really don’t want to see what you’ve created in there.” As I speak, I slide off the horse onto the cobbles and glance over my shoulder at him.

As I approach the knight, his terror begins to fade. Slowly, he stands, his breath hitching as he steadies himself.

“Are you all right?” I say softly. Reaching out, I touch his cheek, as if out of concern, and summon my powers. Tendrils of magic, crimson entwined with violet, flow from me, and I slip into his mind.

Fragments of the nightmare he escaped flash before me.

A valley of dried bones beneath the shadow of death…

I lay rotting among the beasts, the criminals, and the cursed…

My powers blend, Sentinel and telepathy fusing into a plum-hued force that sinks into the soil of his thoughts. He knows something is wrong, but after the horrors he just experienced, he can’t resist my magic or the promise of relief. What I give him is a balm from his torments.

I tighten my grip on the soldier’s mind. His fear is overwhelming—dark ink scribbles across his thoughts, blotting out sanity with terror. Slowly, I thread my thoughts into his, writing a story where Talan is the true king, the one man who can save him from his nightmares. Talan is his salvation.

For a few moments, the knight’s terror remains visceral. He can’t stop picturing himself being hurled from the city walls, plummeting hundreds of feet to rot among discarded carcasses. He’s terrified of the Pit of Hounds’ Bones, a place outside the city walls of noxious fumes, burning corpses, bleached skeletons, and above all, an ignominious, lonely death. He saw it once as a kid, a freshly broken knight’s body rotting among the filth. Punished by the king.

I keep a delicate grip on his mind, like fingers around a glass sphere. I can’t push too hard because he’s close to breaking completely.

“If you open the gate,” I whisper into his thoughts, “you won’t rot in the Pit of Hounds. You’ll live out your days as an Old Fey, safe in your home. Reading by the fire.”

My magic roots itself deeper into his mind, planting ideas like seeds. We are his saviors, the only escape from the Pit of Hounds. His eyes glaze over, and his shoulders slump. I sense the relief spreading through his thoughts as the fear seeps out of his body.

He turns to the other soldiers. “It’s best if we let them in. It’s really…it’s really best if we let them in,” he stammers.

“Sir…” The protest, made by one of the lower-ranking soldiers, dies on his tongue. I suspect he has quickly calculated that if he makes too much of a fuss, he’ll be the next to receive unwanted attention from the prince.

Without a word, the knight turns and pulls out a large set of skeleton keys, then unlocks the oak gatehouse door. It swings open, and he stumbles into a cramped room. He grips a rusted iron winch, grunting with exertion as he turns it. Slowly, the city gates groan open, metal scraping against metal.

I turn back toward Talan’s horse, Maponos. Talan reaches down, lifting me easily by the waist, his fingers lingering long enough to send heated shivers down my body. Settling into my place before him, I feel his arm slide protectively around my waist once more.

“Excellent work, dear wife,” he whispers.

Leaning back against the crown prince’s chest, I ride onto the castle grounds. Talan is now an invader in his own palace, and the rebellion against the king has begun.
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Our little entourage crosses into the courtyard outside Perillos, and my heart constricts. It’s not empty like usual. While we were frantically running from a basilisk, someone here was hard at work, using magic to transform the courtyard into a golden, flowering idyll.

It seems like Jasper hasn’t told anyone that the wedding was off. The poor man will probably be in hiding for years.

In the center of the courtyard, an enormous golden tent stands, bright beneath the cloudy sky. Inside the tent, banquet tables are draped with gold brocade cloths. The sweet scent of violets and musk rose drift on the breeze, mingling with the smell of roasting meat.

Fear twists inside me when I notice a columned wedding pavilion on the far side of the courtyard near the fountains. I dread what the king will do when he learns his preparations were for nothing. This is all for Arwenna—the golden tent with musicians inside, the pathways lined with primroses and sweetbriar, the ivy and honeysuckle draping the courtyard.

And here I am, a girl from California, about to turn the kingdom upside down.

Slowly, a small crowd of nobles starts to gather around us, staring. They’re here for the scandal, to gossip later that they saw the prince ride in with his whore mistress.

A servant dressed in a blue coat hurries over, blond curls framing his face. “Your Highness. The king wishes to see you. He wants you to prepare for the wedding.” His gaze flicks to me. “The countess…I, uh, think she wouldn’t like…” His voice tails off, his face going red.

A chill creeps over me. This feels a little like a nightmare of my own.

Talan swings down from the horse and brushes the dust from his cloak. Then he turns his dark gaze to me and reaches up for my waist, lifting me off the horse. Strangely, his touch seems to warm my chill, but only for a moment.

Talan turns to the servant. “What’s your name?”

“Brennus.” He looks relieved at having something simple to answer.

“Brennus, I want you to take Maponos back to the stable,” Talan says, handing over the reins. “I have an announcement to make to the court.”

Brennus nods and hurries away, leading the horse.

The great doors of the castle swing open with a loud groan, a sound that reverberates through the courtyard. Dozens of soldiers march forth, which can only mean one thing—the king is heading out to meet us.

My stomach plummets as the king exits behind the soldiers, his regal figure draped in a blue ermine-trimmed cape. A crown shines on his pale blond hair.

He is not alone. Arwenna is behind him, radiant in her wedding gown. It’s simple and elegant, and as much as I loathe the woman, she looks like absolute perfection. The midnight hues of the fabric gleam against her pale skin and white-gold hair. Her ladies-in-waiting trail behind her. In their shimmering silver-green gowns, they resemble a bouquet of wormwood, beautiful and likely just as bitter.

Arwenna’s withering gaze lands on me, and my hair stands on end.

She’s going to kill me, isn’t she?


CHAPTER 10
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She steps forward, her body coiled with tension, as if she’s about to lunge at us. I think she wants to scream at Talan but manages to stop herself, clinging to some semblance of dignity.

With his arm looped in mine, Talan leads me closer to the king. I glance back at Nivene and Griflet. The poor cleric looks like he might panic and run right out the gates again.

As we near the king, Auberon narrows his pale eyes at me, his jaw tightening. He doesn’t realize yet that I’m more than just an irritation and an embarrassment.

I glance at Talan. An amused smile dances over his lips. “Your Majesty! And Lady Arwenna. How lovely to see the two of you this morning. Did you set all this up for my new bride? How thoughtful of you.”

A bored expression settles on Auberon’s face, and his gaze slides over the courtyard. “We begin in two hours. Do not be late.”

My throat is tight. Just spit it out, Talan.

Arwenna steps forward until she is level with Auberon. She stares at me, her nostrils flaring in disdain. “Will someone escort this fetid sewage from the city? Her stench will ruin our wedding celebrations.”

I can tell she’s trying to control her voice, but it comes out loud, echoing around the courtyard. A crowd starts to gather.

I narrow my eyes at her. “I’m afraid I’m here to stay.”

Her features soften with mock sympathy. “Oh, you poor dear. Did you think you’d be welcome at court after I marry the crown prince? I’m afraid there’ll be no room for rancid whores in Perillos after today. I intend to institute a penalty for low-born wenches who attempt to consort with those above their station by lifting their skirts. I think, puterelle, you must be brutally reminded of what you are. A public penance is in order, I think, for your transgressions.”

Talan’s eyebrows raise. “There is some confusion, Lady Arwenna. How embarrassing for you. I am, in fact, already married.”

The color drains from Arwenna’s face, and she breaks protocol to stride in front of the king. “Do not joke about this.”

King Auberon steps closer. “You fucking what?”

The king’s voice is glacially cold, and the threatening chill of his power ripples through me. My breath catches. Fear crackles up my spine. Internally, I start to summon my magic. I don’t want to reveal my power to the king, but I also don’t want to die.

“He’s not serious.” Arwenna tries to keep her voice light, but the rigid strain beneath it betrays her. I see the anger in the tight press of her lips. “This is a jest. Very funny, Talan.”

A faint half smile from Talan. “I am deadly serious. I did what anyone should have the right to do—I married the woman I love. What’s the point of being a prince if I can’t do what I want?”

Auberon shakes his head. “It is not legal. I have not approved it.”

Talan shrugs slowly. “Griflet, Keeper of the Hawthorn Groves, is the cleric who married us. Nia’s sister, Nivene, was our witness. I have brought them here to attest to the marriage.”

Auberon’s face is a mask of fury. “I will annul this farce. A fucking peasant? There were no noble witnesses. You will marry Arwenna today as I decided.” His voice booms, carrying across the courtyard.

Talan steps between Auberon and me. He’s taller than his father and broader, too. As shadows coil around him, his magic stains the air with darkness. Is he threatening to use his magic on his father now, probing the king’s mind? Brushing against his thoughts with nightmares? Auberon’s portal magic is a powerful tool for creating new worlds or invading old ones, but it’s not much good in a one-to-one fight.

“The Keeper of the Hawthorn Groves will confirm this marriage is legal.” Talan’s smooth voice belies the iron underneath. “He didn’t participate willingly, of course. He required some…persuasion.” He flashes a charming smile. “You should have heard the way he screamed. A thing of beauty. Of course, I used my powers to compel him to do what I wanted. Why would the gods bother gifting me these powers if they didn’t want me to use them?”

A lethal threat laces his voice. The way he’s speaking to his father and looming over him brings to mind an image of a younger stag locking antlers with an old one, tearing him down.

Tension spikes the air around us, sharp as thorns, and I feel as if Talan’s magic calls to the skies. The clouds answer him, and cold rain strikes my skin like tiny drops of ice. A low hum of power roils through the storm clouds as lightning races down from the sky and strikes the wedding tent. Flames erupt from the fabric, and the scent of scorched silk fills the air.

Talan turns to the crowd and slides his arm around my waist. “I present to you Princess Nia de Morgan.” His deep voice blends with the resonant sound of thunder.

A few members of the crowd curtsy, but you can feel the unease in the air. Right now, they don’t know whom to fear more, Talan or his father.

Auberon’s lip curls, exposing his canines. “Do you really think this will be the end, my useless wastrel of a son?”

Talan gives him a dark smile. “Father, this is just the beginning.”

Auberon growls, then crosses past Talan, leaving Arwenna standing with her ladies.

“Soldiers of my guard,” Talan calls out, “please escort Griflet to his new home. He will tell you where.”

Arwenna trembles, the rain slicking her pale hair to her face. “And what am I supposed to do?”

Talan cuts her a sharp look. “Curtsy, Countess. You are supposed to curtsy to a princess.”

She pales, frozen, a statue made not of marble or bronze, but of pure outrage.

He exhales, then arches an eyebrow. “Must I really repeat myself, Lady Arwenna?” His voice is quieter now, mocking. “You know the rules better than most. Or have you somehow forgotten even the most basic etiquette?”

Gritting her teeth, Arwenna keeps her eyes locked on me. Her lip curls slightly, baring her canines. Though vibrating with tension, she slowly bends her knees in a stiff, perfunctory curtsy. Her face flushes with fury.

How long will it be before they start digging through Lauron, uncovering each and every piece of my carefully constructed lie?


CHAPTER 11
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My new bedroom is a library. Talan’s sanctuary crowns a remote tower of the castle. He led me on a labyrinthine path here, through dark, winding passages that seemed forgotten by time. Fortunately for me, Fey tradition means that royals often don’t share bedrooms with their spouses, so I can stay in here without raising any suspicions.

I peer out the mullioned windows. The tower is close to the castle walls, and I can see over them to a little tree-lined village on the other side. It’s the safest place in the entire palace, with fewer entrances to guard and no hidden doors to breach.

Outside the wooden doors to his sanctuary, Talan stationed his most lethal soldiers.

I pace across the flagstones. Sunlight slants in through towering windows, casting diamond shapes over the spines of the books.

I pivot and pace the other way. The library stretches up thirty feet high, with spiral staircases leading to a mezzanine that swoops around the whole hall. Under the mezzanine is a cozy little haven: a bed nestled against bookshelves, lit by torches. Curtains drape around it.

The whole place is enchanted. The books’ spines shimmer with golden text that whispers faintly when you get close. High above, constellations glow on the rib-vaulted ceiling, not ones I recognize from earth but starry configurations from the Fey realm. They twinkle and shift beneath the towering stone arches.

As I pass the shelves, a book whispers to me, “The things you will find in my pages, Nia…”

I freeze. The title gleams in Fey, Fallen Star, a collection of poems about a beautiful man cast out of Avalon thousands of years ago. When I open it, I find notes written in Talan’s handwriting.

The voice returned to my thoughts, beautiful as the moons of Brocéliande, welcoming as the night’s sweet embrace. She whispers strange truths, some as foreign as distant stars. She speaks of a world scorched beneath an oppressive sun, endless rivers of pavement cutting through sterile lands. She hungers for something real. She hungers for magic in a city with none. Her restless search for beauty is like a mournful melody echoing in my soul. She seeks unbridled freedom, and she yearns for storms that tear through cities. She puts the fire out, but sometimes she craves the raging flames that would burn it all down.

I snap the book shut, my heart a caged bird. Talan has heard my voice for years, just as I’ve heard his. He felt my memories of Mom, her cigarettes setting the furniture on fire. He heard my loneliness—my every secret wish to escape LA’s suffocating heat.

Shoving the book back onto the shelf, I start pacing again. Now, worries roil my thoughts. Outside, storm clouds roll over the sun, tinged with gold light. They remind me of Talan, powerful, volatile. This place hums with his magic.

He’s out there, hunting for his traitor. For me. Based on his notes, he knew my thoughts before I’d ever spoken them aloud. And now…what else can he learn if I spend enough time around him, or if I let down my mental shield? How long until he learns that I’m human?

I pivot again, retracing my steps on the flagstones. I need to escape. I need to warn Nivene, to contact Meriadec and his underground resistance. They need to infiltrate Lauron if this fragile web of lies is to hold together.

Things don’t often work out for spies. Plans change, agents get captured, spies end up on the rack. We live in a world of secrets, and no one remembers our names when we die in pools of blood in forgotten dungeons.

When the door opens, I jump. Heart slamming against my ribs, I turn to see Talan step inside, blood spattering his clothes. His power commands the room, raising my hair on the back of my arms.

My breath goes still as I stare at the crimson splatter across his shirt. “Whose blood is that?”

His gaze meets mine, icy and sharp. “I was searching for the traitor.”

“And you found one?”

He sighs. “Yes. I found a spy.”

My veins turn to ice, and I use every bit of mental energy I possess to keep my face a mask of calm. I breathe slowly, in and out. “Oh? Who was it?”

“I didn’t get his name, but I did manage to learn where some of his network meets.”

The floor tilts beneath my feet. “Where is that?” It comes out as a whisper.

“An old tavern called the Shadowed something. Unfortunately, that was the only thing I could wrench out of his wretched mind before he slit his own throat with a blade hidden up his sleeve.”

The blood rushes from my head. Slowly, I exhale a shaking breath. “I see. Where do you think the rest of them might be?”

He cuts me a piercing look. Under the light of the shifting constellations, shadows sculpt his high cheekbones and sharp jawline. “Why do you look as if you’ve seen a ghost?”

I turn away from him to the window, dread opening in the pit of my stomach. “It feels like there’s danger all around. There’s your father wanting me dead, and Arwenna, and the traitors’ conspiracies.”

“There’s no reason to worry, Nia. I have made it very clear that if anyone breathes wrong in your direction, I will slowly remove each one of his bones and fashion them into daggers for my collection.”

“And what if my attacker is the king himself?”

He shrugs slowly. “I have my own plan for him.”

My throat tightens. “Bone removal—is that what you have planned for the traitors?”

He steps closer to peer down at me. “It’s really the threat that’s more important than the act. By the time I have them in my control, it’s already over for them. But you’re perfectly safe, Nia. You have the protection of the most dangerous person in the kingdom.”

My breath catches. “And what makes you so dangerous?”

He leans down, whispering by my ear. “Darling, don’t you know I’m a monster?” At this final word, lightning cracks the sky outside, and thunder rumbles so loudly, it shakes the glass.

I turn to look at the darkening sky outside, and another bolt of lightning spears the clouds.

Hugging myself, I remember what Darius said all those months ago. I’d suspected it for a while, and I’d seen it when we’d fought the basilisk. There are rumors that Talan can not only control dreams, but the weather.

I cock my head. “Tell me, Talan. Why would anyone keep a primal power a secret? Everyone thinks they’re gone from the world, but you control the weather, don’t you?”

A flicker of surprise crosses his features. “The weather responds to my magic. I wouldn’t say I have much control, and if I did, I would most certainly keep it a secret, just like you tried to hide yours from me.”

“Right, because we both know what happened when you discovered mine. Now, I’m your plaything.”

His eyes glitter like dark jewels, and his gaze sweeps down my body, then up again. The dark, velvety feel of his magic wraps around me, making my pulse race. “Not nearly as much as I’d like you to be.”

I stare up at him. “You and I don’t exactly go together.”

“And yet here we are, the only two people in the world with primal powers. And I think you like me more than you let on. Even if you know I’m evil down to my bones, some part of you wants a taste of my poison. Underneath your pretty little uptight farm girl exterior, you hunger for chaos. You crave adventure. You want the freedom to make bad decisions.” His voice drops low, and a dangerous edge slides through his words. “And what’s a worse decision than me?”

I swallow hard, trying to ignore the resonance of his words. After years of trying to balance my mom’s bank account and make enough rent money for both of us, sometimes I wanted to break everything. Burn it all down.

“And what led you to that conclusion?”

“You always had to be the responsible one, didn’t you? Taking care of your drunkard father, an adult before your time. Your sister didn’t seem like much help.” He arches an eyebrow. “So much responsibility for one girl. You walk along a precipice, hungering for the dark embrace of the abyss. I must say, I find you intriguing.”

My gaze lingers on his full, gently curved lips. “You’re intrigued by an uptight farm girl?”

“Very much. And sometimes, you remind me of a ghost I’ve been chasing for years. Someone whose thoughts twined with mine, though her voice hasn’t haunted me for a long time.”

My breath falters.

His gaze brushes down me again, and he lowers his face to mine, a faint smile curling his lips. “You claim to hate me, but the reaction of your body tells me otherwise. Deep down, you crave a monster like me to send fire through your veins. Deep down, Nia, I think you are begging to be set free.”

His lips hover so close to mine now, and the wild thrum of his power skims over my body. This close to him, heat dives down into my core, and I lick my lips. His gaze flicks down, watching the movement.

Nia, stop. Don’t fall under his spell.

My heart slams hard. He is dangerous, and I need to put the walls up right now. I’m here to kill this man, not let him seduce me.

My jaw tightens. “But this is all fake,” I say sharply, panic raking at my thoughts. “I’m here as your wife because I had no other choice. That’s all. There’s no lust here. I know what you are—a monster—and I reject everything about you.”

He straightens and flashes me a smile of heartbreaking beauty. “Is that right?” A burst of thunder rattles the windowpanes. “Well, I do like a challenge, but I’ve got work to do.” He turns away from me. “There’s plenty of reading here to keep you occupied.”

“Work?”

He casts one last look over his shoulder. “I’m going to find the traitors and make them wish they’d never been born.”

My breath comes in short bursts. I’m desperate to get out, to warn Nivene about him. “And I’m just supposed to stay in this library?”

“Even if reason has entirely deserted you, and you have so decidedly rejected me, you’re not my prisoner. You can leave here when you want for social occasions. The soldiers will guard you. No matter how poor your judgment is, and no matter how fake our marriage is, I will not let my wife die.” He turns away from me, heading for the door.

The door closes behind him, the sound echoing through the large hall.

Holy shit. He’s too close to the truth. Too sharp. And if I don’t move quickly, he’ll unravel every secret.


CHAPTER 12
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It’s not long before I get the chance to talk to Nivene. She shows up at my door, surrounded by her own retinue of guards.

Now, we sit before the warmth of the library fireplace, sipping tea and eating elderflower honey cakes a servant left with me. Outside, snow whips at the windows.

She stares at me over the rim of her cup. “You let me handle the situation with The Shadowed Thicket. I have more freedom than you do to move around.”

“Your own soldiers surround you. Do you really have freedom?”

The firelight ignites her red hair with warm hues. “More than you. No one’s watching every step of the princess’s sister. They’re watching you.”

I grip my teacup, feeling the warmth through the porcelain. “It won’t be long before Talan’s hunt for traitors bears fruit.”

“It’s not as bad as you think,” Nivene says. “There’s a schism in Perillos’s forces. Some are loyal to Auberon, some are loyal to Talan, and no one knows who to trust. They spend a lot of effort spying on each other, and it’s slowing them and sowing confusion.”

“So, what do we do with the time we have?”

Her expression darkens, her voice dropping to a whisper. “First of all, we’ve got to make sure Brados and Mariadec and the rest of them stay the fuck out of The Shadowed Thicket. It’s only a matter of time until Talan figures out the whole tavern name.”

I nod, thinking it over. “Right. And I can plant false leads among the Fey soldiers. Throw off Talan’s search and get anyone I can to spread fake information until he has no idea which leads to follow.”

“Perfect. We’ll tighten our network. We’ll burn anything we have in writing. We’ve already sent agents to Lauron, but we’ll make sure they’re kept up to date about the new threat. They’ll operate under heightened alert. They’ll have to set up a lookout, posted at all times for Talan’s movements, and deal with any new threats. And if the worst happens…” She hesitates, staring at the flames. “We’ll carry hemlock. It’s better if we can end it all before the real questioning begins.”

The words hang heavy in the air between us, the fire crackling softly.

At last, I break the silence. “Okay. As soon as I can, I’ll plant some fake rumors.”

“And try to keep Talan enamored of you. Seduce him if you have to. As long as he likes you or lusts after you, he’ll be less likely to suspect you. Men think with their dicks, you know?”

My stomach swoops. “That might be a bit of a problem.”

“Why, exactly?”

I clear my throat. “I explicitly rejected him and reminded him this was all fake.”

She stares at me over her teacup, her expression hardening. “And why the fuck would you do that?”

“I thought he was going to kiss me.”

Her eyes sharpen. “And? You’re his wife. What’s the problem with that? You’re polite to everyone but him. Can you explain yourself, please? What is going so wrong in your head that you would alienate your target while we need you closer to him more than ever? Not to mention the fact that he’s not going to keep confiding in you if he fucking hates you. You’re a skilled spy. So, explain it to me like I’m five, Nia. Give me the real Nia for once. Why did you tell him you rejected him?”

I lean closer to her. “My job is to kill him. And I can’t do that if I get close to him, can I? If I get close to him, I won’t want to kill him. I’ll be compromised.”

“And you can’t fake closeness because…?”

“Because he gets in people’s heads.”

She frowns. “But not yours. You’ve managed to shield yourself.”

I sigh. “I don’t mean literally.”

“Well, it’s a shame you can’t just say what you’re thinking, but I’m pretty sure I know.” She arches an eyebrow. “You find him tempting. You can’t fake it because you want him, and you’re scared that if you want him too badly, you’ll wind up protecting him instead of killing him. That’s it, isn’t it?”

I tap my teacup. “It really doesn’t sound great. There’s a reason I didn’t want to say it out loud. I’m afraid I’ll like fucking the enemy so much, I’ll destroy the entire mission.”

She nods, staring into the fire. “I suppose men aren’t the only ones who think with their metaphorical dicks, but the first step is to admit you have a problem. Here’s what you need to do next. Don’t fuck him. Be his friend. Give him a day or two to let him think you’ve had time to change your mind. He’s lonely. Everyone is terrified of him but you, and I’m sure he’s more desperate for companionship than he is for yet another woman to shag. He has plenty of those. So, go out there in a few days, Nia, and get him on your good side again.”
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With my cloak wrapped around me, I walk, feet crunching the snow.

The soldiers said I could find my husband by the eastern gates.

I follow his footprints in the snow. They follow me, taking long strides to keep up.

On the way here, I managed to plant some seeds into their malleable minds, absolute lies about the resistance and the anti-monarchy spies. As far as they know, Lumos is involved—the Marquis of Klarven himself. As the king’s nephew, Lumos wants the throne for himself, and he’s working with Arwenna’s father to make it happen, operating out of a castle called Val Sans Retour. He’s been working to undermine the crown’s military efforts. If anyone is to blame for the intelligence leak back in Scotland, it’s Lumos.

From the castle gates, I cross onto the snowy, cobbled roads of Corbinelle, where houses spread out under the icy trees like sugar-dusted pastries.

The moment I see Talan, my heart skips a beat. He stalks the path ahead, his black cape floating on the wind behind him. His sword is drawn, and crimson drops dapple the blade’s metal sheen. He must hear my footfalls because he turns and stops in his tracks. Seeing me, he wipes the bloody sword on the white snow, turning it pink, then sheaths it.

“Good morning,” I say with a bright smile.

His gaze skims over me like he’s assessing a threat—or perhaps some other kind of interest. “Braving the cold to find me. Are you that desperate for my company already?”

I step closer, lowering my voice. “Maybe I’ve reconsidered what I said a little. There’s no reason we can’t be friends, is there?”

“Friends. How thrilling. Do you imagine us playing cards later?”

“Maybe we do have a few things in common. Even if you’re unrelentingly arrogant and have a bad habit of compelling me to do whatever the fuck you want to suit your needs.”

He runs his tongue over his lip, studying me. “Most women don’t complain when I take control.” A dark smile. “Are you coming with me?” He pivots, and I follow along by his side. “It’s probably better if you’re seen with me occasionally. The more seriously people take this marriage, the safer you’ll be. But where we’re going right now, you must do exactly as I say so you don’t get hurt.”

My eyebrows rise. “Why would I get hurt?”

“I’m heading to the Lost Palace.”

“I’m afraid news of whatever that is didn’t make it out to Lauron. What is it?”

“The old castle, from the early years of Brocéliande. From the time this realm was first created.”

“And what, exactly, is dangerous about it?” I ask.

“Are you telling me you haven’t been creeping around Perillos, eavesdropping for gossip about me like everyone else? I’m almost offended by your lack of interest.” The wind toys with his dark hair. “But I think I will leave this one as a surprise. Just remember to do exactly as I tell you.”

“Yes, I understand. That’s generally your attitude.”

Talan flicks his fingers at the guards behind us without bothering to look back. “You’re dismissed.”

He leads me onto a winding forest path. Despite the blood-streaked sword, it’s wonderfully peaceful out here. With each snowy step, I feel like I’m walking into an ancient Fey past. I breathe in the scent of pine and silver birches. Mist billows through the mossy trunks, and ruby berries dapple the snow-dusted bushes. The frosty air kisses my skin as snowflakes drift down to melt on my cheeks.

I glance at Talan cautiously. “Whose blood is on your sword?”

“Someone made the mistake of testing my patience. You’d think people would have learned by now.”

Vague. Annoyingly so. “Another traitor?”

He cuts me a sharp look. “I won’t let anyone get in my way.”

A chill ripples up my spine as he stalks over the snow.

The air seems to grow heavier and otherworldly until the forest opens into a clearing, a path lined with ancient statues and pale purple hedges. On the far end of the path, the Lost Palace emerges from the wintry forest, a haunting edifice of twists and curves. Ice and snow glaze the stones, sparkling in the pale light. Fog billows around a frozen garden of heather and bare yews. Moths flutter around us—not metallic, but real ones that are bright blue. Corbinelle moths. Beautiful to look at, but they’re venomous. Like Talan, really.

Stone arches frame a door of carved oak, peaked in the center. As we walk closer, my gaze flicks up at the statues. I stop to stare at one of them, a towering, crowned queen with long hair that drapes over her robes. My gaze slides to the symbols on her wrists, and an ember of recognition sparks in my mind. The encircled triple spirals remind me of the ones I saw in Nimuë’s tower—and look exactly like the ones I’d seen on my wrists for a moment in the bathtub. As I stare at them, cold magic slides over my wrists.

Talan follows my stare. “That’s Nimuë. She built this palace long ago. She’s buried here, in fact. Did you know that before she was the Lady of the Lake, my grandmother had that role? Before she was queen.”

I stare at the triple spirals again. Three Ladies of the Lake. “Queen Morgan.”

Thank the ancient gods we don’t have the same grandmother in reality, given some of the filthy thoughts I’ve had about him.

I draw a shaky breath. “How did Nimuë die?”

He stalks toward the door. “I don’t know, but she died soon after the Pendragon war.” He glances back at me. “If I had to guess, my father killed her. They say Merlin and my father created Brocéliande, but I think Nimuë did it. My father tends to want powerful people out of the way.”

Of course he wanted her out of the way. She knew the truth. She knew that Auberon didn’t belong on the throne in the first place.

Mordred’s words ring in my mind: They tricked the Fey into believing Auberon was their true king, and now Auberon rules as a usurper in his own false kingdom. Nimuë, I imagine, wasn’t so easy to trick. Auberon had to get her out of the way.

Talan’s family drama is nearly impossible to untangle. “You told me Mordred was your mother’s lover, but they never had children. And Mordred is also…?”

“My grandfather. Yes, my father stole his own father’s lover after Mordred cursed her and died. And that’s where I come from. Quite messy, really, but technically free of incest. After ancient gossip, are you?”

I shrug. “I’ll take any gossip I can get. And what happened to Mordred? How did he die?”

“I only know rumors. For some reason, all references to him have been ripped out of our books, burned from records, but I assume he died in the war with Morgan.” As he opens the door, he glances back at me. “I really should find out what happened to my grandfather.”

My stomach swoops as I step into the palace, and the scent of old, mossy stone envelopes me. I can feel an ancient power here, charging my body. Vines climb the walls, and I glance up at a towering ceiling cloaked with mist. I step over a cracked mosaic floor. Light filters through blue and white windows, each one marked with those swirling patterns, some of them triple spirals.

“What is that design?” I point at the windows. “The one from Nimuë’s statue?”

“Life, death, rebirth. An eternal cycle that loops into itself, destruction and recreation.” His deep voice echoes off the stones.

“Like your symbol, the ouroboros.”

“Exactly.”

He leads me across the empty hall—what might have once been Morgan’s banquet hall, where towering columns stretch dozens of feet high. He strides to a door on the far side of the hall and pushes through it into a dark room that smells of sulfur and smoke.

“Tarasque,” Talan says, his deep voice echoing in the dark. “Let’s get a look at you.”

Something moves in the shadows, then shifts into the light, and my breath leaves my lungs. A dragon looms over us, eyes gleaming in the dark. Talan steps between me and the beast. Light filters in from the banquet hall, catching on the dragon’s red scales.

The fiery eyes land on me, and it hisses, the scent of sulfur coiling through the air.

“I can hear your heart beating fast,” Talan murmurs. “You must not run. Tarasque is well-trained, but she won’t be able to resist the allure of fleeing prey.”

“Why are we here?” I whisper.

He steps closer to Tarasque, and she lowers her head. My heart slams as he strokes her scaly face. To my surprise, she tilts her head, narrowing her eyes in enjoyment at his touch. She almost reminds me of a cat, and some of my fears start to melt away.

“She likes you,” I say.

“She knows me well. I trained her. I trained most of our dragons.”

“I had no idea.”

“It’s one of my official roles as prince—Master of the Dragons. My mother taught me to ride them when I was a little boy, before my father set her on fire.” He paused. “Do you know what? I sometimes think my family might be a bit dysfunctional.”

I’d seen him riding a dragon once before, but I’d managed to stop him before he slaughtered all my human allies.

He glances back at me. “I don’t know if you remember, but during the council meeting, we decided to send three dragons to attack one of the human bases.”

I shrug. “I remember talk of dragons, but I didn’t really catch the details.”

“Are you not hanging on my every word? Disappointing. In any case, someone warned the humans in advance, so they were able to ready their dragon-killing weapons. They killed Symacho and wounded Tarasque. Didn’t they?” he asks the dragon, like he was talking to a pet.

I keep my face impassive, desperately trying to hide my role in all of that. “Did you train Symacho as well?”

“Symacho was practically a part of me.” His voice dips, edged with pain. “He was my wings, my partner, my brother in arms on the battlefield. The last gift my mother gave me before she died. And now he’s gone—shot out of the sky by the humans.”

The tiniest of hairline fractures opens in my chest. “Did your mother ride him when she was alive?”

“Yes. He was hers once, all the way from Shalott, and it made me feel like I was with her again. I used to ride him every day. He was deadly in battle…but also playful. Sometimes, when it was just me and him, we would ride through the storms.”

“I’m sorry.”

As he rubs her neck, her eyes close, and she makes a sound almost like a purr.

“Dragons live even longer than Fey, but they’re not immortal.” He walks around to check her sides. “I shouldn’t keep her awake too long. Dragons heal through hibernation, and she needs sleep. But I just wanted to make sure she’s healing properly. She looks better than I’d hoped.”

He stalks closer to me and nods at the door. We cross back into the old banquet hall, his footfalls echoing off the ceiling. He’s such a striking figure—a tall silhouette in the mist, beautifully vampiric in his cape.

The last gift my mother gave me before she died.

Guilt twists in my chest. For just a moment, he seemed so vulnerable.

I force myself to remember who he is: the Butcher of Brittany. During the first Fey invasion, fifteen years ago, he left the streets scorched and running with blood, piled with human corpses. And he would have done the same thing in Scotland if I hadn’t stopped him. He’s hellbent on occupying all the UK and beyond.

He pushes open the door, and snow whirls in, stinging my cheeks.

As I walk behind Talan, I whisper a silent promise to myself.

I will not fall for him.

I will not mourn him.

And when the time comes, I will help kill him, even if it breaks me.


CHAPTER 13
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When Nivene finally summons me with a written invitation, I rush to meet her. I snatch my cloak and fly out the library door, soldiers trailing behind me.

It’s been five days since I’ve spoken to her, and the same is true for Talan. Nivene escaped to report to Scotland, and Talan was off doing gods-know-what.

Communication with Avalon is an arduous, life-threatening process. A two-day tromp through the snow to a distant Fey portal, then a leap through the portal to Scotland. Her report would be forwarded by a knight to our command down the West Coast, and she would have received the updated commands from Camelot. Then, the trip back, a five-day trek, and all the while, people might be wondering at her absence.

As I hurry to the courtyard, my pulse races. While Nivene was away, I spent five days playing pretend—the glowing, newlywed princess draped in silks and jewels, a delicate tiara perched on my head. I had tea with baronesses who fawned over my every word. I ate delicious meals with noblewomen, surrounded by soldiers—bluebell cakes, whortleberry tarts, dandelion salads, and dewdrop mead.

But what I really need is guidance from Avalon Tower. I need to know when they’re planning to assassinate Talan and Auberon and what the fuck I’m supposed to be doing.

I find Nivene in the sculpture garden where she’d told me she’d be, her red hair a bright flame against the white snow. I pick up my pace, and my breath fogs around my head.

The garden is a strange and beautiful place, with statues of icy marble jutting from the snow—a stag, a serpent, and a man with a face formed of twisting leaves.

I cast a glance over my shoulder at the soldiers, who are practically tripping over my heels to catch up. Lifting my chin, I declare imperiously, “Can my sister and I have a moment to ourselves, away from commoners like you? I don’t want you so close to me or Lady Nivene. In fact, I don’t even want you breathing our air.” I flap a hand at them. “You can protect me from a distance.”

The soldiers nod, and I keep walking, my feet crunching over snowy pebbles.

Nivene turns to greet me, her cheeks pink from the cold.

“Hey, sister,” I murmur.

As I sidle up next to her, she glances at the soldiers to make sure they’re far enough away. Falling snowflakes land on her eyelashes. She leans in close, whispering, “I just returned from Scotland.”

I turn my back to the guards so they can’t read my lips. “I know. What did they say?”

“You have to go to Avalon Tower.”

My stomach twists. Avalon Tower? Not possible. “Sounds nice. I wish I could talk to Sir Kay personally, but that’s not going to happen, obviously.” I nod in the direction of the heavily guarded ley portal.

“No, I mean, you have to go,” she says. “That’s what our recent commands say. Avalon Tower command won’t move forward with the assassination plan without debriefing you in person.”

“What?” I gaze at her in astonishment. “That’s crazy. I can’t go. There are still a dozen soldiers guarding the ley portal. And I can’t get to the other one. I’m being watched everywhere I go, and Talan will be home in two days. He’ll immediately realize I’m not around.”

“I know that.”

“So, why are you telling me I need to go?”

Nivene exhales, a pale cloud of mist rising from her lips. “I told them what they already know—that you’re now married to the prince, and the portal is guarded. I said even I’m being watched. I returned to a bunch of ladies of the court demanding to know why I had not attended so many of their little banquets and events, and all I could do was insinuate an affair with some lord from the countryside. Apparently, I missed two masked balls, one engagement party, and a banquet, which I suspect was an actual orgy, and they all want to know why.”

“Why couldn’t they pass a message along with you?”

“If Viviane were still alive, she’d look out for us,” Nivene says darkly. “But with her gone, it’s just Wrythe, Sir Kay, and Amon calling the shots, and I don’t think they truly understand our position here.”

“What about Raphael? Surely he can make them see sense.”

“Raphael’s position is that you should get the fuck out of Brocéliande,” Nivene says. “He wants you to return to Camelot and never leave again.”

I nod. That sounds familiar, considering he’s told me that repeatedly.

“Give me a second to think.” I frown, pulling my cloak more tightly around me. My gaze slides toward the guarded portal. “I’ll have to go through the portal here. It’s the only way I can get to Avalon Tower and back in the same night.”

Nivene nods. “And what will we do about the guards?”

“None of them know why they’re guarding a portal,” I say. “Talan is keeping that secret to himself. They think they’re guarding a tree commemorating our love. So, if we give them a good enough reason, they’ll leave their station. I’ll go to Avalon Tower and back in one night.”

“Why not control their minds?” she asks.

I shake my head. “Too messy. Talan will immediately know it was me. And there are too many of them. No, it’ll have to be something to drive them away from their post. We must do this tonight, before Talan returns. Do you think you can organize a distraction within a few hours?”
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I wait in my new library room, where candlelight wavers over the flickering, gold-foil book spines. Turning back to the window, I search for signs of Nivene, and my entire body hums with tension. I haven’t seen a single sign from my spy allies yet.

While Nivene was organizing the distraction, I made a show of it being a day like any other. I ate lunch in the Great Hall with twenty noble ladies. A duchess who’d never spoken to me before gifted me with a diamond brooch. In the afternoon, I joined a group of ladies for tea, and we all gossiped about the dragon in the Lost Palace. and I heard all about a noble named Lord Kahedin, bedridden with the Ichor Plague. In the evening, we shifted from tea to mead, as one often does in the Fey court. I made a point to make it seem that I drank more than any of them, slurring my words by the end, even if I was only pretending to sip. I might as well keep tongues wagging about all the wrong things and let them think I’m an idiot—no threats to the kingdom from this drunk little princess.

As I wait for a signal, I peer out the window at the dark courtyard, searching the moonlit snow for movement. When is the resistance going to act? Every minute we waste is one less minute I have to⁠—

A shriek peals through the quiet night.

Lights appear on the top of a far wall—flaming arrows, rocketing toward the palace. The skill of Fey archers is like nothing humans could ever achieve, and the arrows soar hundreds of feet. A fiery bolt lands in the shrubs near the great door, igniting the leaves. Another arrow crashes through a window a few towers away. Even from here, I hear screams ringing out, and smoke is already rising from the shattered window.

My breath speeds up, and my nerves crackle. With my palms pressed against the glass, I watch guards scrambling across the courtyard from the direction of the key portal, heading for the castle wall. They head for the gates in a fiery rain of arrows, one hitting its mark. The soldier’s cloak ignites, and from the distance, he looks like the dancing flame of a match. As his screams ring out through the night, I wonder how many people will die for this mission, all because Wrythe insists on speaking to me in person.

And why, exactly was he so adamant about this? Perhaps because he loathes half-breeds like me. Wrythe wants a fully human Pendragon to end the war, to be the hero. He’s probably hoping I’ll die during the journey or that I’ll be captured on my way back.

But there’s no time to ruminate on how much I hate that soulless fucker. This is my only chance to make a break for it, but there’s one more loose end to tie up first. I hurry to the bedroom door and yank it open. Two soldiers are standing guard, and they turn to face me. I’m dressed in a see-through negligee, my feet bare, my hair a mess. One guard’s gaze falters, sliding downward—exactly as I’d planned. I see his throat bob as he catches a glimpse of my nipples pressing against the thin fabric of my nightgown.

“Wha’s going on?” I slur drunkenly. “Wha’s all that noise?”

“An attack, Your Highness,” one of them hurriedly says. “Best stay in your room. Make sure your window is latched. Keep the door locked.”

I try to step outside, and they bar the way. “Your Highness, you really need to stay inside.”

I sway unsteadily on my feet. “Okay,” I finally say, stepping back. “I’ll latch the window and bar the door. You men will keep me safe, right? I’m going to sleep.” I put a finger to my lips. “Shh.”

“Absolutely, Your Highness.”

“I’ll tell the prince about your dedication to my safety.” I blink at them, mouth ajar, eyes unfocused, and shut and bolt the door.

No one will be able to step inside now, and if they call me and I don’t answer, they’ll assume I’m too drunk to hear.

Time to move.

Quickly, I pull on my hunting outfit, sliding three knives in my leather leggings. I pull my black cloak off a hook and wrap myself in its warmth. Crouching down by my mattress, I remove a hidden rope and grapple.

As I cross to the window, I hear shouting in the distance. The flames from the shattered window are spreading, and the scent of burning wood wafts into the air. Outside, darkness reigns, and the flaming arrows have stopped.

By now, Nivene and the resistance must be fleeing into the forest on horseback. And from here, I can see that the ley portal, forgotten and abandoned.

I crank a handle, winching open the window. It doesn’t open fully, and I’m going to need to squeeze my ass out a narrow space, but I’m sure I can make it. I secure the grapple to the bedpost, testing it twice to ensure it holds firm, then let it unspool out the window. The dark courtyard seems miles away, snow beneath the billowing smoke. Heart thundering, I climb out, legs first, feet searching for the narrow stone footholds on the wall, the chill biting through the thin leather of my boots.

Twisting my body, I shove my hips through the opening, the window frame pressing against me on either side. As I squeeze through the opening, my cloak catches on a jagged piece of metal from the window latch, and I nearly lose my grip. My fingers tighten on the rope.

“Damn it,” I mutter, fumbling with the snag. I can’t get the fucking thing loose. Panic flickers at the edge of my thoughts. Will I be caught here, my ass hanging out the window above a palace fire?

I rip the cloak free with a sharp yank that tears the wool and nearly lose my balance. I find a foothold again. Already, the rope is burning my fingers. Finally free from the window, I lower myself into the cold air. My breath fogs around my face, and I try to move as quickly as possible.

Rappelling down, I reach the ground in a few seconds and land on the frozen snow. With the rope in my hands, I tug sharply at different angles, just the way I’d practiced back at Avalon Tower, until the grapple pulls free. It thunks into the snow a few feet away, and I quickly spool the rope over my shoulder before checking that the coast is clear.

From my dark corner of the courtyard, my route is blessedly open. I keep a fast pace, hugging close to the wall. As I make my way through shadows toward the weeping willow, my fingers and cheeks feel frozen, the cold wind wiping at my skin.

At last, I see it. Now, a small yew tree grows from the center of the stones, but that doesn’t matter. The portal is through the rocks, not the center. I dash straight for it, tugging at my Sentinel powers as I do so.

I lunge forward, fingers outstretched, and make a frantic leap into the portal.


CHAPTER 14
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Iland hard on my hands and knees, the craggy earth biting into my palms. Wind howls around me. There’s no snow here, but the frozen ground stings my fingers.

Instead of the smoke-tinged, frigid air in Brocéliande, I’m outside the ruins of Mordred’s castle. Dizziness sweeps over me, as it always does when I leap through a portal. Slowly, I stand and lean against a rocky dolmen until I no longer feel like the earth is tilting back and forth beneath my feet.

When I look up again, I realize I’m not alone. My father, Mordred, is sitting across from me on a collapsed pillar, a goblet of wine in his hand. The wind toys with his dark hair, and he surveys me with an amused smile. Unnervingly, his eyes shift from pale blue to gold.

“The fake attack worked well,” he says. “Nice plan. Brutal, really. I see you are determined.”

“Did you watch the entire thing?” I ask, catching my breath.

“On and off. You know, seven men in total have died so far during your decoy attack tonight. Two soldiers and five members of the resistance. I wasn’t sure if you saw them all from where you were. But you, daughter, are just as ruthless as I am, and nearly as beautiful.”

I bristle. “I did only what I had to.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Did you? I suppose that you also had to marry the handsome prince with the pretty face?”

“I didn’t have a choice.”

He takes a sip of his wine. “There’s always a choice. Of course, you’ve united two ancient warring families, even if he has no idea. What a claim to the throne you have now—from two sides. Well, we can discuss all that later. Right now, you must hurry to your precious Camelot. The pompous knights of the Round Table are in the midst of a meeting. If you make haste, you might catch them before they go to sleep.”

“You’re listening to their meeting right now?” My stomach twists. I’m the one who planted his silver moth, enabling him to hear and see everything in Avalon Tower.

Here’s the worst thing about my situation: it’s not only in Brocéliande that I’m scared of having my secrets discovered. I can’t let the truth get out anywhere.

In fact, the only person who knows the truth about me is my deranged, morally questionable father, who’s sipping wine before me right now.

“Yes, though the meeting is a dreary business. That bastard Wrythe loves the sound of his own voice, doesn’t he?” He waves his hand. “Go on, daughter. We can talk when you’re on your way back.”

My chest twists at the way he calls me daughter. Because really, this alliance can’t last. I won’t do what I promised. With him, I’m ensnared in brambles, and I have to carve myself through the vines before the thorns sink too deep. I have to keep my blade sharp.

As I march through the abandoned castle, I try not to think about him alone here. I walk past his glittering banquet, over the grassy floors, refusing to feel sorry for him. There’s no room for that in my life, but my chest hurts.

From the half-ruined arches, I pad down a winding stone path to the lake, where I find the paddle boat still on the shore, waiting for me like a faithful puppy. I quickly untie it from the mooring and push it into the water, then leap inside and grab the oars. Shoving the oars in the water, I pull, rowing myself across the foggy waters of Lake Avalon.

When it comes to Mordred, I need to turn my heart into stone.
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As I enter the network of golden stone archways and amber spires that make up Avalon Tower, I want nothing more than to burst into my old room to see my friends, to curl under the blankets in my bed for a few hours.

But the knights are meeting now. I’ve come straight to Merlin’s Tower. Its white stones gleam in the night, washed under the silver moonlight.

I yank the door open, and the comforting scent of home hits me. The neatly waxed floors, the polished stone walls, the scent of spiced loganberry pies and roasted venison. Candles burn brightly in their sconces, creating an inviting atmosphere. It takes an enormous effort not to head for the dining hall, and I force myself up a winding staircase instead.

I won’t get a better opportunity to talk face-to-face with the knights. Loath as I am to see Wrythe, it’s the whole reason I’m doing this, but I’m already steeling myself for the condescension of the Pendragon clan, the allusions to my Fey blood. I halfway regret not going to my room to get my Avalon Steel torc.

By the time I get to the top of the stairs, I’m out of breath. I reach the imposing set of iron-studded doors flanked by ancient wood carvings of swords and vines. I take a deep breath and hear an argument within. I recognize Wrythe’s sharp, cold voice cutting off someone, and Raphael say something in answer. I try to catch the words, but the thick doors muffle the sounds. Something about a weapon…? And about a last resort?

Then I hear Wrythe spit my name with derision.

Maybe it’s time to speak up for myself.

The door groans as I push it open, and the chatter falls silent. I cross into the great hall, where moonlight streams in from the high windows onto a great round table. Fifty knights sit around the polished wood, dozens of eyes locked on me.

I recognize a few Pendragon faces. Chief among them is Wrythe, of course. He stares at me with obvious contempt. His niece, Genivieve, sits by his side, her blonde hair swept into coiled braids. Sir Kay sits at the head of the table, his long gray beard draped over his chainmail armor. Out of everyone here, the friendliest face belongs to Raphael’s. He wears an agonized expression and looks exhausted.

“Dame Nia,” Sir Kay says, his lips trembling slightly. His voice is hoarse. “You came.”

With a shock, I realize that six sentries wearing Iron Legion badges stand against the walls of the hall. There never used to be any guards inside the room.

I take another step forward. “I was told I had to show up in person. Some of our allies died to create a diversion so I could come, so let’s make this worth it.”

“Indeed.” Wrythe purses his lips. “You say allies, but you mean Fey, don’t you? In what way are the Fey in Brocéliande our allies?” He eyes the Iron League men, and two of them shift closer to me. They look jumpy, about to pounce.

“I’m talking about people trying to overthrow Auberon,” I say, my voice weary “They’re our allies, whether they’re Fey or human.”

Wrythe chuckles. “I’m afraid you haven’t been at this as long as we have, and you don’t know the heroes from the monsters.”

“Would you kindly call your dogs away?” I eye the Iron League men behind me.

Genivieve stands. “The Iron Legion guards are merely here for our protection, in case of a sudden treasonous attack. After all, the Fey are cunning, and for all we know, they have a mole within our ranks. Someone who has been spending a lot of time with them, perhaps.”

“There’s no need for them in here,” Raphael says sharply. “We are the most powerful knights from Camelot. We don’t need these teenage boys.”

“Some of our demi-Fey knights have been solely under Fey influence for a long while,” Wrythe hisses. “Like my niece said, this is for our safety.”

Sir Kay raises his hand. “Stand down, Iron Legion.” His voice becomes deeper, sounding like the man he used to be. “Dame Nia is an Avalon Steel Knight. Her actions saved a human army just a few weeks ago. She doesn’t need to prove her loyalty all over again.”

The two men back away from me.

“But she does need to prove her loyalty,” Genivieve says in a silky voice. “Isn’t this why we called her here? So she can explain why she just married humanity’s greatest enemy?”

“I already explained through Nivene,” I say cooly. “I had no choice in the matter. My cover depended on me agreeing to the proposal. It’s not exactly a love match.”

“Surely you could have bought some time,” Wrythe says. “Consult with your commanders before recklessly jumping into the Dream Stalker’s bed⁠—”

“How about you shut the fuck up, Wrythe,” Raphael shouts.

“Come now, Raphael,” Genivieve coos. “Surely you of all people know that Nia’s judgment is impaired when it comes to strong, gorgeous, dark-haired Fey?”

I turn to Sir Kay, knowing that there’s no point in arguing with the Pendragons, but frustration crackles under my skin. “I didn’t have time to consult with Avalon Tower. As Nivene explained already, the Dream Stalker wanted to marry me straight away to avoid another marriage. An hour after he told me the plan, I was fleeing a basilisk. Listen, all this time, I’ve been following Avalon Tower’s directives. Get close to the Dream Stalker, get him to trust me, and help plan the assassination of him and his father. What you should be asking me about is the number of guards surrounding the king at all times.”

Raphael’s pale eyes are locked on me. “Nia, it was a reckless decision,” he says softly.

“For once, we agree,” Wrythe interjects. “And this supposed assassination plan—we’re supposed to count on Fey of Brocéliande? And a demi-Fey with questionable loyalty? That’s not something we can build our hopes on.”

“We do not agree,” Raphael snarls. “I trust Nia with my life. But the Dream Stalker is a ruthless killer, and keeping her there risks her life. I will not let her experience what I did in their dungeons.”

“What would you suggest?” Sir Kay asks, sounding tired, and I realize this argument has been rehashed over and over.

Raphael crosses his arms. “As I’ve been saying, with our growing alliances, and with the Fey army in disarray, we can pull our knights out of Brocéliande, then launch a counterattack.”

Sir Kay shakes his head. “We already have reports on Fey advances into Germany and Spain. Auberon’s army is retaking territory in France. This war will not be won in this realm. It will be won in Brocéliande. With the rest of the information we have from Dame Nivene, we have most of the intel we need regarding Auberon’s fortress security. But first, Nia, we need to understand thoroughly what happened there. Like Raphael said, I also trust you completely. But the Dream Stalker has been known to influence his target from within their dreams. We need to make sure that he hasn’t subverted your judgment.”

I shake my head. “He can’t get into my mind. I have it shielded. I can keep him out.”

“Yes!” Wrythe quickly pounces. “By conjuring the veil in your mind. A technique that I gather you were taught by the other Sentinel. Except…you already crossed over to Brocéliande before and met the Dream Stalker. Are you sure he didn’t crawl into your mind back then?”

I keep my face impassive, knowing that I can’t say the truth—that even then, I knew how to block Talan out because Mordred had taught me. Instead, I school my features. “If that were the case, would he have let me find out about the dragon attack? And the trap he set for the human allies?”

Sir Kay raises his hands. “We brought you here so you can brief us thoroughly on everything that has happened in the past two weeks. This way, you can answer any questions that we have and assuage our concerns. Let’s start at the beginning.”

So, I do as he says. I give them a thorough briefing, from the moment I returned to Brocéliande. I answer a few questions posed by Sir Kay, and endless questions and accusations from Wrythe and Genivieve. It takes hours but feels like days.

Finally, Sir Kay pushes back his chair and stands. “Enough. Dame Nia has answered everything in a very satisfactory manner. Nia, we’ll get only one chance to assassinate King Auberon and the Dream Stalker. In all likelihood, the assassination will require your active help. But it can’t be done if they suspect you. How confident are you in your cover? Does anyone suspect you? We want to take them both out soon.”

Soon.

My thoughts snag on something thorny, something upsetting I don’t want to name, a briar tangled in the underbrush of my thoughts, pricking at my awareness. I pretend it’s not there, that I don’t feel the barbs.

I clear my throat. “No one suspects I’m a spy. No one still alive, anyway. There are a number of people there who hate me as the commoner who ascended to royalty. King Auberon wants me dead, and I think Countess Arwenna does, too, but they’re not willing to take on Talan directly. I’m perfectly safe. I’m heavily guarded at all times. As far as Talan is concerned, we’re only in a fake relationship, nothing more. I wouldn’t say he completely trusts me, but he needs me. I have the mind-control powers he wants, and he doesn’t view me as a threat.”

Sir Kay nods. “Good.”

“But to help the assassins, I need to know the details of the plan. When and how will it happen? And who is involved?”

A sharp silence fills the hall, and then Sir Kay clears his throat. “This is still in discussion. We will send everything you need to know once it’s settled.”

Sir Kay has been a commander for years, and you don’t command an organization of spies without being able to lie convincingly. But there are many people in the room, and I see enough shifting glances to realize that what he just told me is bullshit.

They have a plan, or at least part of it. But they won’t share it with me.

“This has been far from reassuring,” Wrythe says. “I, for one, am left with more questions than I had before. I have concerns that Nia Melisande can’t be trusted. And there’s no reason to continue with this. Not when there’s a much more reliable solution⁠—”

“Enough!” Sir Kay thumps the table. “We’ve discussed this over and over. Your so-called solution is not an option.”

As he’s shouting, the Iron Legion guards take a step forward. For a second, I wonder if they’re about to pounce on Sir Kay. I’m not the only one who notices their movement—Raphael’s hand shifts to his hilt, eying the closest guard. I covertly reach for a knife hidden in my leggings.

But Wrythe gives a tiny shake of his head, and the guards pull back.

“I will not discuss this again, Seneschal,” Sir Kay says. He turns to me. “Nia, you said he doesn’t yet completely trust you. Can you get him to trust you completely?”

There it was again, those thorns scraping at my thoughts from beneath the surface. My breath shallows, and I try to push the anxiety away. “I need some time, but I think I can.”

“Then we move forward with our plan,” Sir Kay says. “Thank you, Nia. You’re truly our greatest hope.”

If I really am their greatest hope, they should trust me with the plan.

My throat tightens. Why do I feel like a sacrificial lamb more than a knight?


CHAPTER 15
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Iyank open the door to Lothian Tower, my heart pounding, and climb the stairs my father once ascended centuries ago, when he broke in here to kill a king.

But me? I just want to go to my room. And right now, I need to see my friends like willow roots need water.

Time isn’t on my side, and I can’t stay long. Nivene promised to keep the portal unguarded for most of the night, but I can’t push my luck longer than twenty minutes here.

As I pass one of the tower windows, a high-pitched shriek freezes me. My heart kicks up in the cold, slow horror of recognition. I know that shriek. To this day, it haunts my nightmares and wakes me in a cold sweat.

It’s the sound of my mom, drunk.

I peer out the stairwell’s arrow slit, and nausea turns my stomach. Mom is staggering across the courtyard in a meandering path, clutching a bottle of wine.

Just as I’m about to run out after her, Raphael appears from the shadows. He hurries toward her, steadying her.

I close my eyes, wishing I could turn to dust right now. When I open them again, she’s leaning on him. Too close. Too messy.

I’m fifteen all over again, watching Mom crash through a glass table, laughing hysterically as Agnetha and Frida sing “Dancing Queen” on the record player. I’m fifteen again, frozen in horror while the girls in my class giggle—delighted, scandalized.

I’m sixteen again, watching Mom stagger around the château, leering at Raphael’s posh friends.

I’m fourteen, trying to convince a cop at our door that the screaming was just a game.

My stomach clenches, and I bolt down the stairs. Frantically, I push the door open and run into the courtyard.

She’s clutching Raphael, breathing on his neck. It’s unbearable—like she’s about to kiss him or something. He’s leaning away from her, his expression horrified. She doesn’t seem to register his revulsion. To this day, she thinks every man is in love with her.

I hurry closer to them, my cheeks burning. “Mom,” I call out, struggling to keep my voice steady.

She doesn’t seem to hear me, but Raphael’s silver eyes lock onto mine. I can read the pity there, which makes all this so much worse.

Fury bubbles in my chest as I close the distance between us. Gently, I grab my mom’s arm.

Surprised, she blinks at me. Her roots have grown in, dark gray sliding into blond. Her red lipstick utterly disregards the boundaries of her lips, wandering onto her chin. “Nia! Where did you come from? I just met a lovely young man,” she slurs, swaying slightly. “He’s going to take me out.”

For fuck’s sake. This isn’t even the first time she’s met him.

Raphael shoots me a look that clearly says he has no idea what she’s talking about. “She seemed to need help.”

“I don’t need help. He and I are going for drinks. Do you want to come?” she asks.

“You’re not going for drinks with him,” I say as calmly as I can. “You need to go to bed.”

“But I was just about to ask him for drinks,” she protests, giggling. “I think he likes me. Don’t be jealous, Nia. It’s unbecoming.”

I want the ground to swallow me whole. “Mom, no. You need water. You need sleep and lots of water.”

She sways again, her eyelids drooping.

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve been in this same situation with her, a record on repeat. She’s still slumping into Raphael. It’s hard to remember a time when I thought she was glamorous.

“Raphael,” I say, turning to him, “can you get her to the inn? She’s staying at Bran’s or maybe Bronwyn’s Inn in town.”

He shrugs. “She can sleep in my room for the night. I’ll keep an eye on her. But I want you to promise me something, Nia. If you insist on going back to that evil place, don’t wait for Avalon Tower to give you the order. When it comes to the Dream Stalker, you take your chance when you get it. Kill him the moment you can, then get the fuck out of there. Do you understand? Don’t worry about Auberon.”

“I can’t talk about this right now,” I hiss.

“I want to go out,” Mom mutters, jerking her arm away from me.

A storm brews in my chest, but I try to calm the raging seas. “You need water and sleep, Mom,” I say slowly. “You need someone to help you get to bed. Mom? You need to go to bed. You cannot drink anymore. It’s poison. You are poisoning yourself.”

She points at Raphael without looking at me. “He’ll take me to bed with him. You know what I mean? I like him. This one.”

Something inside me snaps. The storm erupts, lightning striking my ribs, clouds roiling.

“Shut the fuck up!” I shout. “He’s not taking you to bed. He’s making sure you get to sleep because you can’t take care of yourself. You’re fifty years old. You need to grow up.”

She stares at me, mouth open, and then her expression crumples. Tears spill from her unfocused eyes. “No one loves me.”

My body shakes with adrenaline, the kind I haven’t felt even in the heat of battle. Dragons, arrows, and fleeing through a tower window are nothing compared to this. The thought of Raphael taking her back to his room, knowing she’ll probably try to crawl into his bed, fuels a fury that makes my body shake. I want to keep screaming at her and never stop, to let every ounce of anger pour out, but with an iron will, I force it down.

“Sorry, Mom. I do love you. But your night is over.” I glance at Raphael. “Let’s take her to my room. She can stay in my bed. Tana will look after her for the night.”

My mom slumps against Raphael, mumbling, “Are we going out now?”

“Yes,” Raphael says quietly. “We’re going somewhere nice.” As she leans into him, he glances at me over her head, his gaze steady. “And you, Nia, you need to stay here. Both of you need to know when the night is over.”

My jaw clenches. “Will you have a little faith in me for once?” I say, my voice tight. “I’ve been cleaning up other people’s messes since I was a kid.”


CHAPTER 16
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Serana, Tana, and Darius walk me across the bridge leading to Nimuë’s Tower, where my boat waits for me in the mist. Our footfalls echo, and the water laps against the bridge. In the cold, foggy night, unease settles over me. Now, when we walk around Camelot, we’re all fully armed. Because of the Iron Legion, even the place I call home isn’t safe anymore.

I didn’t have as much time here as I would have liked—no time to curl up in my own bed with a cup of tea to catch up with them.

I heave a sigh. “I’m not sure I should have left Raphael alone with my mom.”

“He’s a tough bastard,” Serana says. “I’m sure he’ll be able to handle your mom. At least, I think so.”

“What exactly did the knights say to you?” asks Darius.

The distrust I felt at the meeting sticks in my throat. “Nothing particularly helpful. It was sort of a one-way information session, from me to them.”

I want this walk with them to continue forever, but we’re already crossing into Nimuë’s Tower—the round room, where moonlight streams onto the ancient altar and dusty books.

Serana coughs. “Tana, I’m not trying to be rude, but that new incense you have smells like a sewer, and it’s clinging to all of our clothes.”

“Yeah, my boyfriend keeps complaining,” adds Darius.

As we step down the stairs, Tana sighs heavily. “Fine, but only because this is the first guy you’ve dated that my cards didn’t suggest was a fuckboy.”

Darius grimaces. “Don’t say that. You know fuckboys are my type.”

“When do I get to meet this guy?” I ask.

As we reach the boat at the bottom of the stairs, Serana clears her throat, and Tana and Darius become quiet. The waves lap gently against the boat, and mist billows around us.

“What?” I ask, a smile still on my face. “I don’t get to hear more about the non-fuckboy?”

“Well,” Serana says, “we have to talk about Mordred before you go.”

Ice floods my veins. I don’t dare say a single word.

“You don’t have to say anything, or even nod,” Serana continues. “You just have to listen. A while back, you showed up and warned us about an attack by the Iron Legion.”

“Your warning and help probably saved our lives,” Tana says.

“But there’s no way you could have heard about the attack in Brocéliande,” Serana says. “You had to have a source closer to Avalon Tower.”

“And then Tana pointed out you never really told us much about the first time you met Mordred,” Darius says, “but she did remember a scar on your palm.”

Reflexively, I glance at my palm and the faint white scar that crosses the skin.

“That’s a Hemlock Oath scar,” Tana says. “They’re hardly used anymore. It’s an ancient ritual. The Fey performing it would likely be centuries old. Like Mordred.”

“We assume part of the oath is you can’t talk about the oath,” Serana says.

“We haven’t told anyone about this,” Darius hurriedly adds. “Not Sir Kay, or Raphael, or anyone.”

“But we wanted to tell you that we know you made some kind of deal with him, and you probably can’t talk about it,” Tana says softly. “More importantly, that whatever it is you’re doing with Mordred, we trust that it was necessary.”

My eyes mist. I don’t know if saying anything would make the oath kill me, so I remain silent. I’m not even sure if nodding will get me killed.

“We’re here for you, okay?” Serana says. “Whatever you need from us. Even if what you ask doesn’t make any sense to us, we’ll do it.”

Thank the heavens we’re having this conversation outside of the castle, where Mordred can’t hear it. I don’t want him deciding that my friends are an unnecessary risk.

I glance at the lake, where silver-tinged fog roils above the glassy surface.

“It’s time for me to go,” I say, my voice hoarse.

Serana hugs me, then Darius, and finally Tana. As I wrap my arms around her tiny body, she suddenly stiffens.

“Something’s coming,” she whispers to all of us. “Danger. Shadows in the night. Murder in their heart. You need to go!”

She shoves me at the boat, and I trip over the wood, falling into the damp base of the vessel. As the boat rocks drunkenly, Tana screams at the others to run back onto the bridge. Shadows are moving, weapons drawn. My heart speeds up. Three members of the Iron Legion are running toward us.

Maybe Tana told me to fuck off, but I’m not leaving my friends to fight them on their own. I climb out of the boat and race up the stairs after them.

When I reach the bridge, I see Serana unsheathing her enormous sword, holding it in front of her. I yank two knives from my belt. Darius unshoulders his bow and nocks an arrow.

The three men skid to a halt, shrouded in fog.

“Don’t come any closer,” I shout to the silhouettes. “You can turn away without getting hurt, and this will be forgotten.”

“I won’t be forgetting anything,” Serana says, her jaw clenched.

“Mongrel scum,” one of the figures hisses.

And then they run to attack us through the mist.

Darius lets an arrow loose, and Serana lunges forward, swinging her sword. As one of the figures swings an enormous axe at me. I duck, already thrusting with my dagger, and it sinks into his side. He lets out a cry, then kicks me in the chest. I stumble back, slamming against the stone wall. My teeth snap together with a jolt. He staggers away, gripping his side in pain.

Serana pivots and slams into an attacker. He gurgles, tumbling off the side of the bridge.

Only one left now, a tall, thin silhouette in the fog.

I throw my other knife, and it finds its mark in his thigh. The man lets out a high-pitched yell, and I recognize his face. It is Tarquin, his features contorted with pain.

He’s already turning to run.

I yank another knife from my boot to go after him, but Tana grabs my arm.

“Don’t! They have way more allies than we do,” she hisses. “You have to get out of here, Nia. You have to do it now.”

I catch my breath. “Any idea who fell over the bridge?”

“I think it was Percival.” Serana peers over the bridge. “He’s dead.”

I turn to Darius, who slumps against the bridge. “Are you okay?”

“I’m okay.” His voice is strained, and he’s gripping his bleeding arm. “Second time those fuckers got me. Tana is right. You have to go. You were their target, not us.”

My mouth goes dry. “Why?”

Tana shakes her head. “The Iron Legion don’t want the assassination to take place. They have a different plan, and we’re standing in their way. I think they don’t want the war to end because it keeps them in power. But I’m also certain they don’t want the demi-Fey to be heroes.”

“What, exactly, is their alternate plan?” I ask.

Serana grips my shoulders and spins me back toward the stairs again. “We don’t know, and there’s no time to talk about it! You must go.”

She’s practically forcing me down the stairs, and the others follow behind her.

“Wrythe will use this somehow,” Darius says. “He’s going to frame it as an attack by the Fey against humans. Nia, if you don’t go now, there won’t be another chance. Get to Brocéliande and help us find a way to end this war.”

“And Nia,” Tana says softly, “stay away until it ends. It’s not safe for you here.”

At the bottom of the stairs, I climb into the boat again and start rowing. Wrapped in fog, my three friends stand together, watching me until we can no longer see each other.

Tana’s right. It’s not safe for me here. I’ve lost the place that felt like home.

But what I truly hate is what I need to do next.
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I cross into Mordred’s pale stone castle, shivering as I climb the crumbling stairs. On the banquet table, flames burn in the candelabras, and shadows dance over empty crystal glasses. Inside the ruins, my gaze roams over the strange beauty of this place—the wildflowers growing from the floor, the plates left abandoned for centuries. Moonlight pours through jagged castle windows and the ancient stone carvings.

An ache rakes at my heart. At this point, Mordred is a loose end I need to tie up. I know my friends will keep my secret, but what happens if Wrythe learns the truth?

He’s a liability.

If I kill Mordred, I smother the risk of his spy moths being discovered and connected to me. On top of that, with him out of the picture, I need no longer worry about what kind of revenge he might take when I don’t uphold my part of the bargain.

Mordred steps from the shadows draped in a fur-lined mantle. A lump rises in my throat.

Rings gleam from his fingers, and he’s wearing his sharply spiked crown. As his changeable eyes, sometimes blue and other times gold, land on me, he inhales deeply. “What happened? You smell like human blood.”

The Fey sense of smell misses nothing…which was an excellent reminder that I needed to get rid of the blood before I showed up in Perillos once more.

“Does your glamour magic work for scents?” I ask.

“Magic?” He raises an eyebrow. “Do people from California have something against washing?”

“I don’t have time.” I’m edgy and anxious after the recent battle with Tarquin and his friends. “I can’t have people in Auberon’s palace smell human blood on me.”

He cocks his head, and his crown slides down a little over his black hair. “Yes, I can do that. But first, tell me what happened.”

“Didn’t you follow me with your magic spy moth?”

“Only in the castle, daughter. Don’t you know that? My moth can’t see what happens beyond the walls.”

“I was attacked by Pendragons. The Iron Legion.”

“Did they use iron?” he asks sharply, eyes twinkling. “I have a way to heal that. Nimuë taught me a few years ago.”

“I’m a demi-Fey. I don’t have to worry about iron as much as you do.”

His nose wrinkles. “Yes. Right.” A slow, sharp smile curls his lips. “But didn’t I tell you? The Pendragons are your true enemy. With my help, we will kill them all, like I planned to do a few years ago.”

My eyebrows rise. “A few years ago?”

“With Queen Morgan.”

This man had no sense of time. “Right. Of course.”

“You can’t let the Pendragons live. I know you understand the need to crush your enemies.” He nods at my cloak. “Just as you’re wearing the blood of your enemies. Are they dead?”

“One of them. The rest escaped.”

“They will die later.” He steps over to me, frowning. “Your ears need work as well. They’re on the verge of looking deformed again. Human.”

“I guess you don’t get to practice your social skills much here on the island of ruins, do you?”

Frowning, he traces his fingertip over my ears, then brushes it over the collar of my cloak. His magic tingles over me. “That’s better. Now, you’ll soon be ready for my party. You must help me get the best mead for it, you know. The crowberry mead from Shalott.”

I swallow hard. “Of course.”

Torchlight glides over his pale skin. “So. You’ve met with the weakling Sir Kay and the rest of the knights. You know, it seemed to me they were wary of you. Didn’t seem particularly interested in sharing their plans, did they?”

“It’s just for security reasons,” I say tersely. “They don’t want the agents involved to know all the details in case someone gets arrested and interrogated.”

“Of course. Just for security reasons.” Amusement pulses in his eyes. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

My heart flutters. “Why? Do you know anything?”

“I’m interested in what you think, Nia. Why do you really think they decided not to give you the exact details of the mission?”

I need to know what he knows. But Mordred’s help comes with a price. “I think they no longer completely trust me because I married Talan. They suspect my loyalties are compromised, and some of them will never trust anyone part Fey.”

“Yes.” Mordred nods. “And they’re right, in a way, aren’t they? After all, you’re here. Talking to me, the man who stormed into Camelot to murder their king. They do have a point, really.”

My jaw tightens. “I did what I had to.”

“There’s that sentence again. I did what I had to. Such a pithy justification for doing whatever you want.” He arches an eyebrow. “You always act as if your hand is forced by fate. Own your decisions. You did what you wanted to, daughter, as you should have. You don’t answer to fate or those idiots in Avalon Tower. You are better than they are. You are a princess of the house of Morgan, heir to the true Fey throne. And you answer to no one but yourself. Do not feel guilty for what you are or what you do.”

“You listen to their conversations. Do you think it’s true that they don’t trust me?”

“That pretty silver-eyed man would follow you blindly to the moon and back.” A smile curls his lips. “The same goes for your close friends. But that Amon fellow—he’s shrewd. I heard him tell that wizened old man, Sir Kay, that it’s better if some of the mission details remain secret from you, just to make sure. Of course, the Pendragons wouldn’t trust you to make their porridge, but that’s nothing new.”

So, Amon doesn’t trust me anymore. And in all probability, neither does Sir Kay.

“It’s a fake alliance with Talan,” I say, more to myself then to him. “They don’t have anything to worry about.”

“Whatever you say, princess.” His eyes gleam wickedly. “The important thing is that once we take down Avalon Tower, our golden age will return once more!” His voice echoes off the high ceiling.

“Right,” I say hollowly. My misty breath clouds around my face.

I do what I have to do.

I need to end this alliance, this bargain we made long ago. I need to kill Mordred. Break into his mind, disable him—a blade to the throat to end it all. My fingers itch to grab my hidden dagger.

This moment has been long coming, and he has no more leverage on me. Surely he understands that. In fact, I’m surprised he didn’t trick me into another Hemlock Oath. It seems out of character for him not to demand a pledge to fulfill my bargain. I swore not to tell anyone about him. I never promised I’d do what he wanted beyond that.

His golden eyes shine in the torchlight, mournful.

Something catches the corner of my eye. The flickering candles, the moonlight gleaming over the crystal goblets on the table. As my gaze sweeps over the old banquet, I feel like my chest is cracking open. This man has been waiting centuries for the party he planned with his mother. And right now, I’m reminded of a little boy waiting at a birthday table for a party no one attended. Somewhere deep down, I sense how much he misses his mom. This was something he planned for her.

Fuck.

And more than that, he saved my life, and probably my friends’ lives. He got Raphael back.

And really…he’s a better parent than Mom.

My eyes mist over. “Mordred, I don’t think I can help you do what you want to do.”

He raises an eyebrow in surprise. “Oh?”

“Humans need Avalon Tower right now. If you destroy it, humanity is doomed.”

His gaze narrows. “Then why are you telling me this, Nia? Have I taught you nothing? Why would you show your hand so clearly? You didn’t even try to kill me.”

“I thought about it.”

He shrugs. “Well, that’s something.”

“You knew I was going to break my deal with you, didn’t you?”

“Of course I did. What I didn’t expect is for you to tell me that you are breaking the deal. That’s something only a stupid person would do.”

“Yeah? Well, maybe I don’t want to murder my father, and maybe I’m sick of lying to everyone. And you seem…” I hesitate.

His expression sharpens. “What?”

“Nothing.”

He seems lonely, and he’s also one of the only people who know the truth about me.

I pull my cloak tightly closed. “I will come here again, but I want us to be honest with each other. We’re family.”

A line forms between his eyebrows. “Idiotic sentimentality. That’s your human half talking.”

“Perhaps.” I shrug. “But maybe it’s my better half.”

“Wait,” he says.

“I’m not going to help you, Mordred,” I say without turning.

“I know. This is a warning. You are going back to Brocéliande. Danger waits for you there. Never let your guard down. Make no mistake, it is not your home. This, here, is your home.”

I step into the portal, knowing that he’s right. Brocéliande is not my home, but neither is Avalon Tower anymore.


CHAPTER 17
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Two weeks after I nearly killed my father, I ride with Talan toward a banquet, dressed in a gown of sheer golden silk. Today, astride horses in the frost-kissed countryside, marks one of the first times I’ve seen him since I returned from Avalon Tower.

As our horses take us closer to Lord Aedan’s castle, I grip the reins tightly, the cold biting through my silken gloves despite the sun. It doesn’t help that I’m basically naked beneath my cloak. This morning, Jasper dressed me in a gown so delicate that it might as well be made of fog.

By my side, Talan rides his black stallion, Maponos, a creature as forbidding and powerful as its master. With his dark hair and midnight-blue suit, Talan’s broad form devours the light. Despite the frosty bite in the air, he doesn’t seem to feel the chill.

Steam evaporates with Clover’s every breath as her hooves crunch in the snow.

“What do I need to know about Lord Aedan?” I ask.

Talan glances at me, and the wind toys with his dark hair. “His lands are among the richest in Brocéliande, and his soldiers supply about a fourth of the entire Fey army.”

“I remember him.” Back at Castle Perillos, he seemed severe, silent.

“He prides himself on his unpredictability. I let him believe it, which is how I stay ahead of him.” His lips quirk in a half smile. “He poisoned three of his mistresses, two of his wives, and a neighboring lord, along with his entire family.”

“That’s a lot of poison.”

“The man loves his poisons.”

My gaze follows a low-flying hawk as it arcs through the air. “And what are his parties like?”

Talan’s fingers absently brush Maponos’s mane. “He throws a large, ostentatious banquet about once a year. I usually find an excuse to avoid it.”

“Because you don’t want to get poisoned?”

“No, frankly, poison would be a mercy once he starts droning on about his alleged hunting conquests. I can appreciate his penchant for murder, and his dreams are delightfully depraved, but his conversational skills are literal torture. Though the rumors are that he’s started to burn a magical aphrodisiac at his parties just to liven things up. He dreams of having parties like those in the old days of Avalon, when the gods of pleasure reigned.”

“Sounds like something you would like.”

“Except that I happen to loathe Aedan,” Talan adds, his voice lowering.

“Come on, then. I’m royalty now, and I demand that you give me all the gossip.”

He looks at me again with the faintest gleam of vulnerability in his eyes, but just as swiftly, the look is gone. “Did I ever mention the years I spent in the dungeons?”

Surprise flickers in my chest. “No, you’ve failed to mention it.”

“Twice, actually. But the first time, Aedan was involved. I was quite young then, only twenty-six, and I’d wandered into one of his dreams. One of his sex dreams, to be specific. He favors women, but this one was about the king. My father was dressed as a milkmaid. He was with a bull and a cow in a compromising position, and the whole dream made me wish I had the magical ability to erase my own memory.”

My jaw drops. “I’ll never see your father the same way again.”

“I was young and hadn’t learned the value of discretion yet. Aedan quickly learned that I had visited his dream. The addition of the animals, and what they were doing with my father, meant the dream bordered on treason, and Aedan wanted to shut me up for good. He accused me of hiring a death-weaver to kill the king from afar. Aedan even planted the evidence. Letters he forged. He found a woman to confess, a poor peasant he tortured into submission. That sealed my fate, and that’s how I ended up in the dungeon. The first time, anyway.”

“And your father simply believed the fake evidence?” I ask.

“It didn’t take much to convince him. He always preferred my brother. Lothyr’s mother loved my father, though Father grew tired of her. My mother never fell for him. She loved me, not him. And when he realized it, that knowledge was like a poison in his veins.”

I don’t know how anyone could love Auberon. “What about the next time you were in prison?”

“Someone accused me of fucking the king’s favored mistress.”

“Another fake accusation?”

“Oh, that one was absolutely true—many times over. Father wasn’t doing it properly.”

A laugh escapes my lips. “Of course.”

“So, I was thrown back in the dungeon and forgotten again. But Lothyr died in the civil uprising, and they had no choice but to release me. When I emerged from prison that time, idiot that I was, I’d imagined joy, that freedom would seem like heaven after so long starving in a five-foot cell. I’d spent years imagining sunlight on my skin, the oaky smell of the forest in my lungs, the soft moss beneath my feet, and the delighted moans of women. But when I stepped out of the dungeons…” He seems to catch himself, and his expression closes off. His easy smile slides back into place. “Anyway, here I am. The last prince standing.”

“What happened after the civil war?” Everyone in Brocéliande blamed him for the horrors after the war. But Talan had once told me that his father lost his mind after Lothyr died and used his dragons on the “traitors.”

He looks off into the distance. “Do you know, it was a long time ago.”

“Were you close to your brother?”

“Yes. I think Lothyr is the only reason I was released from the dungeons the first time. If it weren’t for Lothyr, I would have lost my mind.” A dark smile. “Assuming I already haven’t.”

“Were you kept in the same prisons as everyone else?” I ask. “Or did you have the royal version of a prison?”

“A small, dark cell.” His voice grows quiet, edged with steel. “The same cell where they’d kept my mother before me. I always believed I’d share her fate because her death was the most vivid thing to me. My clearest memory. The dragon fire. The devouring flames, singeing, burning…I thought that was my destiny. Strange that I made it this far when I always thought I’d die young.”

Barbs scrape at my ribs, and I feel my chest crack. “So, why are we going to see a man you hate?”

He glances my way, a smile ghosting over his lips. “This time, I accepted the invitation as an excuse to get you close to him.”

I’d already guessed as much. “I assumed you’d want some measure of control over him. You couldn’t get to him through his dreams?”

“No. Since I intruded on his milkmaid dream, his mind has become a fortress. I can still catch a glimpse of his dreams, but I can’t shape them or see them clearly. This requires your more…aggressive approach.”

“What’s the plan?”

“There’s been talk about a special faction within Aedan’s bannermen,” Talan says. “A secretive group of soldiers loyal only to him, trained to subvert the chain of command.”

“You’re talking about a military coup of Auberon’s army,” I say in surprise. My fingers tighten on the reins. If this is true, I need to get this information to Avalon Tower immediately.

“Just rumors, perhaps.” Talan’s expression shutters. “But there must be some kernel of truth in it. And I want Aedan to tell me.”

“So, this is like Ker-Ys all over again. I get him to confess to you privately?”

“Exactly. At a certain point in the banquet, we will find our way to his room. That will be your opportunity.”

“And what do I get out of it?” I ask.

“Are we bargaining now?”

“Well, I am a princess. And I remember you once saying something like, ‘I do whatever the fuck I want, love, and when I die someday, I will have no regrets. It’s the privilege of being me.’” I lower my voice into his deep tone.

His lips curve into a wicked smirk that makes my heart skip. “If you’re going to do an impression of me, at least make it accurate. You forgot the part where I’m alluring enough to make your pulse race.”

“So, what do I get for the privilege of being me?”

“What would you like, Princess?”

“I want the power to pardon someone from execution. You said that when you were pulled from the dungeons, it was into hell. But we’ve all heard the rumors—that you went on a murder spree, slaughtering everyone the moment you were free. How do I know you won’t do the same again?”

His eyes narrow. “Oh, I very well might. But don’t worry, Princess. I’m selectively sadistic. If I decide to throw a torture party, it will be only for the most exclusive guests.”

“Are you telling me no?” I sigh. “I’m afraid my powers might not be working as well today.”

His voice drops to a husky murmur. “I don’t do mercy. But for you, Nia? Maybe I’ll consider it. If you ask very nicely, in just the right way.”

His deep voice goes right down to my core, and I pull my gaze from him.

“Fine.” The palace is up ahead now—a castle of gleaming white spires against the brilliant blue sky. It’s almost blinding. There are no walls around this palace, just an oak-lined path leading up to the front entrance.

“Anything else I should know in this place?” I ask.

“I will have a reputation to maintain while we’re there. I can’t raise suspicions by acting unusual.”

“And what is that, exactly?”

A half smile that reminds me—much to my dismay—that this man’s mouth is absolute perfection. “The atmosphere in there—it won’t be the country way that you’re used to, nor the palace’s formality and royal restraint. Beyond the castle walls?” His eyes glitter with a sinful allure. “They know what I truly am—a man who lives without limits. Do you understand? An arm around your shoulder, a chaste kiss—it won’t be enough for a voracious libertine prince with his new bride.”

I lick my lips, trying to ignore how much the deep timbre of his voice sends heat racing over my skin.


CHAPTER 18
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The air is thick with a heady perfume when we step inside. A servant peels my cloak away, and in that moment, I feel it—the aphrodisiac already weaving its spell through my blood.

Looking around, I realize that any rumors that Aeden hosts dull parties are wildly inaccurate. This is a debauchery-soaked banquet of pure indulgence, with a heated pool in the center. Beautiful, naked Fey writhe in the water, kissing and stroking each other in languid rhythms. Warm, humid air caresses my skin through my sheer gown.

I catch a glimpse of myself in a mirror and blink. I look stunningly Fey. My hair is pulled back in a jeweled brooch, and my body is visible through the sheer dress, another masterpiece by Jasper. Seemingly transparent yet cleverly designed, the gown is complete with the pockets I requested.

As someone hands me a glass of mead, I try to ignore that all eyes are on me, the new princess. My gaze slides over a room of lush pillows and hidden alcoves, of half-nude Fey entwined with each other.

The stiff formality of the palace dinners hadn’t prepared me for this.

“That’s Lord Aedan,” Talan says in a low voice. His hand lightly brushes mine as he motions toward a large table on the far side of the pool.

Holding a goblet of mead, Aedan surveys the room with a satisfied smile. A young woman sits at his side, her pale, narrowed gaze fixed directly on me. Her black hair cascades over her sheer golden gown. She’s gorgeous, and based on her spiteful expression, she hates me.

“Who’s she?” I ask Talan.

“That’s Eithne, his daughter. She was my lover for a while. Another one Auberon hoped I might marry because she’s nearly as rich as Arwenna.”

She grips a carving knife so hard, her knuckles have turned white, and her lips curl as she watches me.

“I have a feeling she’s not over you,” I whisper.

His laugh is a soft caress. “She’s ancient history.”

Something catches his attention, and his gaze darkens, a cold thrum of magic pulsing off his body. “Ah. Lumos is here. And he’s looking at you.” A sharp edge slices the velvety timbre of his voice.

I wonder if he’s heard the rumors I planted that Lumos is running a secret spy network out of Val Sans Retour.

Lumos’s dark hair is slicked back, and he looks utterly smashed, as usual. He reminds me of a cheap knock-off Talan. The surface-level similarities are apparent, from the clothing he wears to the rings on his fingers, but he lacks Talan’s most striking characteristic—his heart-shattering, unearthly beauty, the kind that steals breath and makes it hard to think.

“Come on.” Talan’s voice is a sensual whisper. “Let’s look like we’re enjoying ourselves.”

He slides his hand over the small of my back, his palm warming me through the delicate material of my gown, and guides me to an alcove where cushions lay piled over a bench. The heady scent of spiced wine and incense wraps around me, and the delicious hum of magic pulses through the air.

Talan pulls me into his lap, one arm around my waist, and I nestle close against his warm, muscled chest. The man has much strength tightly coiled in his finely carved body, and his power radiates over me like the sun.

“Nia,” he murmurs, “we’re supposed to be in love. Look into my eyes.”

I meet his gaze, and for a moment, everything else fades away—the music, the chatter. There is only him, the Dream Stalker, his dark, smoldering gaze making my blood heat. I lick my lips.

Focus, Nia.

I came here to kill him, but first, I have to play the part.

My thoughts become hazy. It’s hard to think straight when I’m this close to someone so perfectly, impossibly beautiful.

He reaches for my throat and slowly strokes his thumb along my collarbone, sending molten heat through my veins. With each brush of his fingers, my rational thoughts evaporate more.

We’re close, body to body, and some of his thoughts seep into my mind. I want to kiss every inch of your skin, to caress you with my tongue. To taste you would be to sip the nectar of an exquisite bloom…

“I think you’ll surrender to me eventually,” he murmurs, tracing a slow circle on my back. “And when you do, there won’t be anyone else in your thoughts. Not anymore. Because sometimes, when you look at me, I think you want me to tear your dress off and fuck you so hard, you’ll wake the dead screaming my name.”

A heated flush spreads over my breasts. Am I a game to him, a challenge for him to conquer, the only one who ever said no?

I should fear him. I should hate him, but some part of my thoughts are under his spell. “So unrelentingly confident.”

His right hand slides around the back of my neck, then into my hair, tangling in my curls. Closing his eyes, he gently brushes his lips against mine, questioningly, his breath mingling with mine.

At the light touch, fire streaks through my blood, and my heart races. He explores my mouth, his lips moving with a slow, sensual intensity. I run my hands over his chest, feeling the hard planes beneath the soft fabric. He deepens the kiss, his tongue finding mine. He tastes like mead with a hint of cloves.

He grips the back of my hair and kisses me harder, claiming me, his tongue stroking mine. Molten warmth plummets through my body. His left hand shifts to cup my ass. Beneath the delicate fabric of the dress, my nipples tighten, aching. The thin, silky material torments my skin.

The sensation of his lips against mine is as powerful as a storm. Oh, gods. I shift my hips, an ache building in my core.

As he breaks the kiss with a quiet moan, he tugs my hair back just a little further, exposing my throat. His mouth claims my throat, his tongue marking me with heated brands where my blood pulses. An uncontrollably fiery need builds inside me, and all I can think about is him sliding his hand up the hem of my dress, touching me where I’m slick with heat. I know exactly how amazing it would feel to have his hands on me where I need them.

He lifts his head, his eyes heavy-lidded as he meets my gaze. I’m breathing quickly, my chest flushed and my heart racing. He knows how turned on I am. He can hear my heartbeat, see the flush over my skin. The truth is painfully clear.

Only now do I realize that my fingers are gripping the soft fabric of his shirt.

Talan licks his lips, his gaze shifting over my shoulder.

“I think now is our moment,” he whispers in my ear, his breath warm against my skin. “Aedan is watching.”

The mission.

Of course.

I inhale sharply, dragging myself back from the depths of desire.

I pull away from him and stand. My nipples are hard against the fabric of my sheer gown, but a Fey wouldn’t feel a moment’s self-consciousness about it, so I try not to think about it, either.

Sliding his hand in mine, Talan leads me to Lord Aedan’s table. The lord stands as we approach. “Your Highness,” he says, raising a glass of mead to us. “I’m so honored to have you here this week.”

Eithne does not stand. “Hello,” she says cooly, staring daggers at me.

Talan rests his hand on the small of my back. “Lord Aedan, may I introduce my wife, Princess Nia de Morgan?”

“Princes Nia, I’ve heard so much about you, and now I’ve seen it with my own eyes—the only woman in the kingdom who can make the prince truly smile.” He takes my hand and presses his cold lips to it.

“Charmed.” While his fingers are touching mine, I unleash my powers.

Pain shoots through my skull, nearly blinding me, but I grit my teeth and power through it, diving into Lord Aedan’s mind.

And nearly lose myself inside it.

Aedan is ancient, and his mind is infinitely more complex than most, sucking me deeper and deeper inside its labyrinth. This happened to me once before, long ago, when I touched the mind of Caradoc, a Fey mage. Back then, it caught me by surprise, and I couldn’t find my way out. But this time, I resist the vortex of confusing thoughts, emotions, and fantasies. Skirting the edges, I try to find a way to influence it, but it’s like trying to push against an oncoming ocean wave. There’s nothing for me to grip and use. The only clear need that I can recognize is that Aedan is quite tired and hasn’t slept well in centuries. But when I search for anything deeper, I get pulled into the dangerous whorls and eddies of his thoughts. I can’t do it. I can’t control him.

I pull my magic away, breathing hard, my head throbbing.

“Are you alright, Princess?” Aedan frowns at me.

I realize I have his hand in mine, and I’m crushing it.

“Yes, just a bit dizzy.” I let out a delicate laugh. “The mead here is much stronger than I’m used to. Thank you for steadying me.”

Aedan puffs out his chest, beaming at Talan. “I’ve been telling your father for years. The mead in the palace could be so much better if he’d only let me supply it.”

Talan flashes him a charming smile. “Ah, Aedan. Your mead is, of course, exceptional, but in Perillos, we have a refined palate and don’t require strong mead to make our women agreeable.” He lifts his glass in a toast. “Some of us rely on charm, but of course, you always did have unusual tastes, didn’t you? Your predilections might require more coaxing.”

As Aedan stares at us, open-mouthed, Talan guides me away again, his hand resting against my lower back.

When we reach a quiet corner, I turn to face him, draping my arms over his broad shoulders and brushing the back of his neck with my fingers We need to look like lovers whispering.

He lowers his head until our mouths are inches apart. “What happened?”

I’m pressed tightly against his steely chest, feeling his heartbeat through his clothes. I turn my face up to his. “I couldn’t make him do it. In fact, I couldn’t even read his mind. It’s too complex. I can’t find any way to motivate him.”

“Motivate him?” His hand slides down my spine in a slow caress. “Nia, I’ve seen you make a noble confess all his dirty little secrets. What’s so complicated about Aedan?”

The warmth of his muscular body washes over me. “Ker-Ys was simple. I used his fear of you to push him, and he confessed because I made him think you already know everything. He thought confessing was his only choice, but Lord Aedan…I can’t understand his thoughts enough to influence them. All I can tell you is that he’s been sleeping badly. I don’t think he’s slept well in centuries, which I’m guessing is because of you. But that’s hardly a reason for him to confess to you. I’m sorry, Talan. I’m not sure there’s much I can do.”

“I can’t move forward without him.” Talan’s muscles go tense against me. “You’ll have to try again.”

I tilt my head up, my lips grazing over his strong jawline. He lets out a quiet sigh.

“It won’t help,” I whisper, “and it might end up with me being swallowed by his thoughts, permanently insane. Do you really want to explain to Lord Aedan why your wife has become a gibbering mess after touching him?”

“Let me think.” His hand moves lower. Idly, his thumb traces my hipbone, sending shivers of heat over my body, each lazy stroke skimming the sensitive skin beneath my diaphanous gown. “You said he’s tired, so you know one thing he craves. Can you make him go to sleep?”

I bite my lip, thinking, and his gaze drops to my mouth, his eyes darkening into something dangerous.

“I think so,” I whisper, “but won’t it look suspicious if he suddenly falls unconscious?”

“Not here.” Talan’s warm hand on my hip sends distracting heat licking down my body. “We’ll surprise him in his room. You get him into a deep sleep and destroy his defenses. Then, with your help, I’ll step into his dreams. If I stand close enough, I’ll be able to sculpt his dreams and use them. And once I manage it, I’ll be able to carve a permanent way for me to do it again in the future. That way, I can slowly get him under my influence.”

I don’t answer. Over Talan’s shoulder, I see the two figures step into the hall, their capes blood-red slashes against the dimly lit space. My blood runs cold. It’s Maertisa and Vidal, the only two people in the kingdom who can recognize me.

Cold dread crashes over me. They cannot see me. They are two of the most dangerous captains in Auberon’s army. They’ve met me before, and they know I’m a Knight of Avalon. I was standing right next to Raphael when they captured him.

The question is, what would Talan do if they screamed out the truth about me?

Talan is whispering something to me now, but my thoughts are in a panicked haze, and I can hardly focus on his words.

I’m looking past his bicep, watching as the twins walk closer to us. My heart slams against my ribs.

I need to hide my face.

“Nia? Are you ready to do this?” Talan asks.

I look up into his dark eyes and push him down into a seated position in an alcove, then straddle him.

He arches an eyebrow. “Didn’t get enough before, did you?”

The air between us grows sultry, swirling with heat. I cup his face, pulling him in for a kiss. His lips meet mine, pressing me against the hard steel of his chest. Slowly, his hands stroke the length of my spine.

He kisses me fiercely, claiming me, and I drape my arms around his neck. With every stroke of his tongue, I grow hotter, my desire coiling more tightly. Moaning slightly, I shift my hips against him, and liquid desire plunges into my belly. I’m overwhelmed by the delicious warmth and the teasing friction of his body against mine.

Slowly, I pull away from the kiss, breathing rapidly. He’s cupping the side of my face now, his thumb stroking my cheek. He stares deeply into my eyes with a hungry expression, and his eyes lower to my lips. A muscle ticks in his jaw, and I have the sense that he’s wrestling with restraint as much as I am.

“You really are playing the part well, aren’t you, Princess?” he whispers.

I lick my lips. “Just keeping up my part of the bargain.”

“You’re very good,” he murmurs, “at being convincing.”

I swallow hard and glance around. The twins have wandered off to another part of the party.

It’s time for us to move.

“Aedan’s attention is elsewhere,” I whisper. “Let’s get out of here now and wait for him in his chambers.”

I slide off his lap and smooth my dress, trying to collect my thoughts.

“And just when you were starting to get interesting.” He takes me by the hand, leading me away again.

The memory of his kiss is seared onto my lips, and I press them together. Whether it’s the aphrodisiac in the air or the magic of his kiss, I can’t tell. But one thing is clear: his allure isn’t just a distraction. It’s an addiction.

And I have no idea how I’m supposed to walk away from it.


CHAPTER 19
[image: ]


Talan leads me by the hand through Aedan’s palace, where smooth, golden stone columns covered with climbing honeysuckle stretch up to a towering ceiling. The ivory marble reflects warm torchlight. Outside, the whirling snow catches in the winter sun. It’s heavenly in here.

“How do you know he’ll go to his bedroom?” I ask.

“He makes new connections and deals during these banquets, and he always leaves a few times throughout the event to write business letters in his room. He will absolutely show up.”

I doubt we’re supposed to be marching through the palace wherever we want, but this isn’t going to stop Talan. He stalks through the place like he owns it. Twice, we pass palace staff, and twice, they avert their eyes and scuttle away without a word. Talan hardly seems to notice them.

“I’m hoping to catch Aedan unaware,” I whisper. “Do you think the maids we ran into will tell him we’re heading toward his room?”

“They will not report on me,” Talan says quietly. “They’re more afraid of me than they are of Aedan.”

“Okay. When we get to his room, I want to hide in there and sneak up behind him.”

“Hide?” He raises a quizzical eyebrow. “I’m not really someone who hides.”

“But I’m the expert on how my magic works, and I need to surprise him.”

“Fine.” He turns and climbs up the stairs, polished pale stone that sweeps upward in a wide arc.

I’m about to ask how he knows where to go when I realize that he’s been here before and visited Eithne’s room. I feel a hot pang of jealousy at that thought, but that, of course, is ridiculous.

We reach the second floor. The air is cooler here and faintly perfumed. Talan leads me down a wide hall, where candlelight flickers over statues of nude woman, their marble bodies draped with vines. At last, he stops by an engraved oak door and tries the handle.

“Locked.” He frowns, contemplatively running his fingers over the metal. “I can probably break in, but Aedan will notice when he gets here.”

“Wait.” I reach back into my hair and pluck out the jeweled brooch from my curls, letting them tumble around my shoulders. I start to twist the pin and frown. “Do you have a dagger?”

He pulls out a knife and hands it to me by the hilt.

“A little burglar.” Beneath his sarcasm, he sounds faintly delighted. “Of course, how could I forget? The first time I met you, you were breaking into my house.”

I kneel by the lock, letting my fingers graze over the mechanism. It’s a simple lock—I could pick it in ten seconds—but I make a show of fumbling. I can’t have my enemy knowing all my tricks.

“And where did you learn to pick a lock?” he asks in a low voice.

“My dad used to lock our door and lose the keys. It happened all the time.” This was true, except it was my mom. “Or he’d lock himself inside and go to sleep, forgetting that my sister and I were still out.” Also true. And when Mom failed to answer the door, I never knew if she was alive or dead, so I always had an intense sense of panic while trying to get inside. My hands would shake as I envisioned her drowning in a bathtub, unconscious from drugs.

“Having trouble?” He leans casually against the wall, watching me struggle.

“One more second.”

I push the pins, applying the pressure with the knife, and the lock clicks. “Oh, wow, there. I think I did it.”

The door swings open, and Talan and I step into a vast round room with curving bookshelves and towering windows. From here, we have a view of the snowy mountains sloping off beneath us. A long oak desk, littered with papers, stands beneath one of the windows.

My gaze sweeps over the room and the large circular bed in the center, neatly made with green silk sheets.

“Let’s see if he has a spare key.” I cross to the desk. “He’ll be expecting the door to be locked when he gets here.”

With his hands in his pockets, Talan stares at portrait of Lord Aedan. “Sure.”

I pull a desk drawer open and rifle through it. My fingers pause they find tiny glass vials, each filled with various liquids labeled in meticulous Fey script. Nightshade. Aconite. Belladonna. Hemlock. Death, in a dozen delicate bottles.

The man does love his poisons.

“Anything?” Talan asks.

“I think I found Aedan’s poisons.” I pick up the bottle labeled Aconite, and my gaze lands on a key ring. “And the keys.”

I slide a bottle of aconite into my pocket, then walk over to the door and find the right key, turning it in the lock until it clicks. “There.”

Talan stands between the door and a bookshelf. He beckons me. “Come closer if you don’t want to be seen.”

I slide into the space beside him, my back pressing against his body. His strong arm slides around my waist, drawing me tightly in. With my head resting on his chest, I hear the steady beat of his heart. My breath catches as his thumb brushes over my hipbone, deliberate and languid. As Talan’s raw power vibrates over my skin, my pulse races faster.

Talan must interpret it as fear, because he leans down to whisper in my ear. “Breathe,” he murmurs, his quiet voice washing the tension from my body like warm water. “I won’t let anyone hurt you when I’m here.”

I close my eyes, melting into him. I have no doubt he’s telling the truth—but his words are a sharp reminder that I’m here to deliver the opposite for him. I’m the one who will hurt him.

Footfalls echo outside the door. I hold my breath as the lock rattles and clicks. The door opens, and Aedan steps into the room.

I ease from my hiding spot and creep forward. Swiftly, I touch the back of his neck and slam him with my powers.

Sleep, I whisper into his mind. You’re so tired. Sleep. As the violet and red threads of my magic slide into his mind, my skull starts to throb with pain. Still, I don’t relent. You crave sleep so badly, so desperately. Real, deep sleep—just for ten minutes. A proper rest won’t hurt. Sleep.

He totters, stumbles toward the bed in the center of the room, and collapses onto the green silk. Already, he’s snoring, the sound echoing over the room.

Talan crosses to him. “How long do I have?”

“Honestly, I think he might sleep for hours.” I massage the center of my forehead to ease the throb of pain. “He was exhausted. He’s not going to wake up anytime soon.”

Talan rests his hand on Aedan’s forehead and closes his eyes. For a few minutes, nothing happens. Talan frowns and opens his eyes again. “I still can’t get in there. He has too many defenses up.”

I study the sleeping lord. I know from experience how unsatisfying sleep can be when I have to keep up my defense against Talan’s powers. “Let me see. Maybe I can do something about it.”

Sitting on the edge of Aedan’s bed, I touch Aedan’s cheek, letting my powers unravel. I stifle a hiss of pain at a jolt in my skull. Touching Aedan’s thoughts, I can see them more clearly now. Some part of his mind is still awake, defensive. Trying to block an intrusion—and he’s so tired of doing this all the time. He’s desperate to give in, to let himself fall deeply under the surface.

You don’t need to keep up the wall, I whisper in his mind. Let go, just for a few minutes. You’ll feel so much better after. Give in to real sleep.

Aedan’s defenses collapse, and his mind relaxes. Talan doesn’t need me to say anything. I can feel his power pour into Aedan’s mind, a current of energy that collides with my magic and nearly pushes me off the bed.

Talan’s dark eyes are locked on Aedan, and his jaw tightens. Around us, the air thickens with his magic, coiling like smoke. “Almost there,” he says quietly. “Give me a few minutes.”

Talan closes his eyes, concentrating intently.

Raphael’s words flit through my thoughts. Don’t wait for Avalon Tower to give you the order. When it comes to the Dream Stalker, you take your chance when you can get it.

What does Raphael know that I don’t?

Talan’s attention is fixed on Aedan. Right now, he’s entirely at my mercy. A lock of dark hair falls into his eyes, and his tattoos glow with faint magic as he weaves his spell. His thick lashes cast shadows against his skin, his focus utterly absorbed in the delicate artistry of his magic. He’s so lost in the dreams that for the first time, he doesn’t look completely untouchable.

He won’t notice if I strike now. With a poisoned-tipped blade, even someone as strong as him will die. One of humanity’s greatest threats will be gone, dead by my hand. Half my mission accomplished. And without Talan, maybe the Fey’s war machine will grind to a halt. After all, I believe he’s the true mastermind behind everything.

With shaking hands, I pull the vial of poison from my pocket. As I unscrew the top, a dreadful thought whispers in my skull. Does he know what I’m doing now? Is this a test?

I pour poison on his knife, hoping that even as sharp and calculating as he is, he’s too lost in the dreams to notice me. His eyes are closed again, like he trusts me. Why does he trust me?

Gripping the poisoned blade, I feel as if the toxin is spreading inside me, turning me rotten from the inside out.

When Mordred trapped her in the tower of Camelot, they say the willows in Shalott turned bone-white with sorrow.

I swallow hard, my nerves crackling with adrenaline. A sharp tendril of loneliness coils between my ribs, and my hand freezes.

It’s not even my assignment. I don’t know why Raphael told me to kill him, but it’s not my official orders. My mission is to get close to Talan, earn his trust, and coordinate the king’s assassination. If I kill him now, I’ll blow my cover.

And if there are other reasons I don’t take my chance…well, I’m not ready to face them right now.

I close my eyes, letting out a sigh. I screw the top back on the aconite and shove it into my pocket. Going to the door, I open it and myself face to face—or rather face to chest—with the last person I want to see.

Maertisa towers over me, her red hair flowing over black armor.

Her eyes widen in surprise, and I know she recognizes me.
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Dread coils through my gut at the sight of her. Time slows, and I suck in a deep breath. The door closes behind me with an echoing click, and I slide the hilt of my knife into one of my pockets.

Maertisa holds my stare as I crane my neck to look up at her. Her expression shifts, turning into the same cunning smile she’d worn when she captured Raphael.

“I told Vidal you looked familiar,” she barks. “The royal prince’s bride—a human agent. Arwenna was right about you.”

I hide my shaking hands behind my back. “You’ve got it backward,” I tell her, keeping my voice calm. “I’m a spy. That much is true. But I work for Auberon on the King’s Watch. I spy on Avalon Tower for him. And now, I spy for him on the royal prince. I’m not a human agent, you idiot.”

“You, a member of the King’s Watch?” She lets out an amused laugh. “That’s a rich tale.”

I shake my head slowly. “What’s more likely, Maertisa? That a human agent found her way to Brocéliande and somehow managed to marry the prince, or that the king’s undercover agent finished one job and was assigned to another? For once in your life, think this through. Auberon won’t take kindly to anyone messing with the King’s Watch.”

I see a flicker of hesitation in her eyes, but she’s too sharp to be convinced so easily. Within a few seconds, she’ll examine all the angles and figure out the holes in what I just said. Already, her eyes are trailing down to where my dagger is hidden. I can’t afford to wait.

I lunge forward, and time slows, an ancient power thrumming through my muscles and blood. Just as I strike, she slashes back. She’s Maertisa, one of the deadliest Fey captains in existence, and she’s swift as lightning.

Her curved knife blocks my attack. The blades screech against each other, and my thrust merely cuts her fingers. She hisses and strikes back, her knife cutting deep into my arm. I let out a grunt but manage to hang on to my knife. As she hunches over, cradling her injured hand, I headbutt her, slamming into her nose with a satisfying crunch. She stumbles back, blood running down her chin.

I lunge past her and sprint down the hall, moving faster than ever, my wrists tingling with cold magic. If Maertisa cries for help, I’m fucked. If she runs to find her brother, I’m done for, too.

I glance over my shoulder. She’s barreling after me, her face twisted with rage. I’m leading her away from the banquet now. All I need is to buy a little time.

Adrenaline surges through me, pushing me faster, harder, as I dart up the stairs. I hope the palace’s top floor will be empty of staff and guards. I leap up the stairs two at a time and look back at the top of the stairway. My gut sinks. Despite the broken nose, she’s catching up quickly, and now she’s only a few feet away.

I crash through a nearby door and into what looks like a room in the servants’ quarters. Hurrying to the edge of the room, I whirl to face her. My back to the wall, I hold my blade in front of me, catching my breath.

Maertisa steps into the room, her eyes bright. Her face is smeared with blood, her teeth bared in a snarl. She looks absolutely horrifying. “Now.” She spits blood on the floor. “We’re going to have some fun, you and I. Break some of those dainty little fingers. Perhaps I’ll cut off your ears and see if they’re fake. And then…” Her jaw goes slack, and she shakes her head. “And then…” She stumbles against a bedpost, her gaze unfocused.

“Something wrong, Maertisa?” I ask.

“I’ll cut off your ears.” She slumps, her features slackening.

“You already said that.” A slow smile curls my lips, and I raise my blade, still bloody from where I cut her. “Ever heard of aconite? It’s a poison, deadly for humans and Fey alike. And it’s running through your blood right now.”

Her eyes widen, and the blood drains from her face. “You bitch.”

“When last we met, you took Raphael away. He was imprisoned and tortured for months.”

I don’t even know if she can hear me anymore. She looks about to drop. The knife in her hand clatters to the floor.

“This is for him.” I lunge forward and plunge my dagger into her gut, twisting it.

She stares at me, her features contorted with horror. Her jaw falls, and she hunches over, grabbing hear lacerated stomach. A crimson drop of blood falls from her lips.

“Vidal,” she whispers. She collapses to the floor, her muscles going slack.

I let out a shuddering breath, my knife dripping with her blood and my heartbeat roaring in my ears.

Catching my breath, I turn toward the doorway.

Talan leans against the doorframe, his arms folded over his broad chest. His dark eyes burn with molten copper rings as he stares at me.
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He prowls into the room, his gaze sweeping from Maertisa’s body to me.

“What happened here?” His low voice carries a hint of steel.

“Arwenna sent an assassin,” I say. “I’m sure Eithne helped her find me. I told you she wasn’t over you. Neither of them is. You’ve got obsessed ex-lovers crawling all over this kingdom.”

Talan glances again at the body, and then his gaze meets mine. “I leave you alone for two minutes, and you wander off to start murdering warriors.”

I shrug. “I have a lot of enemies, apparently.”

“Maertisa is one of the strongest warriors in our kingdom. You’re lucky she came alone. Usually, she’s inseparable from her brother. How did you manage to kill her, exactly?”

His eyes narrow, and I suspect he can already smell the aconite. His Fey senses are sharper than mine, and he’s trying to catch me in a lie.

I heave a sigh. “I didn’t have all the guards you gave me in Perillos, and I knew you couldn’t protect me while you were busy with your magic. So, before I left, I dipped the dagger in one of Aedan’s poisons. With the way Eithne was looking at me, I figured I might need it. Turns out I was right.”

His gaze sharpens on my arm. “And this is where playing with knives gets you. You’re injured, too.”

With the adrenaline fading, I almost forgot my own injury. Blood pours from a gash in my arm, staining my delicate dress. The moment I look at it, the pain hits, sharp and fast. “Yeah, she managed to cut me pretty badly.”

“Let me heal you.”

“Not here,” I say. “Take me back home. I don’t feel safe here.” I want to get out of here before her brother identifies me. “What happened with Lord Aedan? Did you finish?”

He nods. “It’s done. I’ve entered his dreams and carved out a clear path for myself. I can return whenever I want now.”

“Good.” As I start to walk closer to him, the room tilts. My vision spins, but before I hit the ground, Talan’s arms are around me, strong as oak boughs. “Guess I lost more blood than I thought,” I mumble.

He’s cradling me in his lap now, his muscular arm wrapped around my back. Dizzily, I watch him bring my arm to his mouth. Lifting the thin sleeve of my dress, he presses a lingering kiss to the cut on my skin, his healing tongue already at work.

Molten heat slides into my belly as his tongue skims across my injured arm. Slowly, his mouth moves over my skin, and the pain dissolves, replaced by a dangerous, sexual need. With each stroke, he teases at my restraint. A sensual desire tightens in my core.

As my focus narrows to the feel of his mouth on my skin, I start to forget what I’m doing here, and my head tilts back. My breath hitches, and heat curls low and deep between my thighs. My thoughts spiral with images of his mouth moving lower, of him kissing and licking me where I need him most, his fingers moving in and out of me. My nipples go hard, grazing against the thin material of the gown.

I bite my lip, fighting the dark allure of him. Shoving my desire down, I yank my arm away. “I think it’s fine now.”

He lifts his dark eyelashes, gazing at me with an intensity that makes it hard to breathe. Glowing copper blazes in the depths of his eyes, and his mouth lingers close to mine.

“Ah, there it is.” His deep voice strokes over my skin like a lover’s caress. “You always try so hard to pretend.”

I bring my lips closer to his, nearly touching. “It’s just not the country way. We loathe pleasure, like you said. Now take me home, will you?”
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I stare out my window, eating a small pie made with wild carrots, nettles, garlic, and plenty of butter. Outside, winter has started to thaw a little, and water drips from melting icicles, the droplets ignited with rose by the setting sun.

It’s been a week now, and even with Talan’s healing magic and plenty of rest, I still feel strange twinges in my arm. Maertisa’s blade did some kind of deep muscle and nerve damage, and my arm still throbs with pain.

As I finish the pie, the library door opens, and I turn to see Aisling bustling into the room.

“What are you doing out of bed?” she asks, her voice echoing off the high ceilings.

“Aisling, I’m fine. It’s been nearly a week, and I wasn’t even injured very long. Talan healed it right away.”

Mind you, that isn’t actually true.

She cocks her head. “With his magic tongue, yes? If I got injured, I wonder if he’d…well, anyway. I think you need to rest a month to fully heal.”

“Look!” I swing my arm back and forth, then wrap it around the back of my neck. Pain shoots through my muscles, but I ignore it. “It doesn’t hurt, not even a bit.”

The truth is, I need to get out of here. Yesterday, Nivene slid an encrypted message under the door, and I’m supposed to meet her precisely at noon.

The message wasn’t very detailed, but apparently, the Fey have been fighting more intensely in Scotland. More dragon attacks forced the human army to retreat further into the north. But most concerningly, Talan has been tightening the noose on the resistance. He managed to find two more anti-monarchy agents in hiding, though they poisoned themselves before he could learn anything from them. Still, it’s only a matter of time before the entire network unravels—me included.

We’re running out of time. I spent last night in my little library alcove, twisting and turning, and hardly slept at all.

Aisling is rambling about damaged muscles, and I tear my gaze from the raindrops dripping down the diamond windowpanes. “Well, my uncle once hurt his leg while cutting wood,” she’s saying. “He was drunk at the time, which really pissed my aunt off. She always said the drink would be the end of him. He didn’t let it heal properly, and now his leg hurts every time it’s about to start raining. He proved her right, didn’t he? It actually turned out to be a blessing, though, because he could tell the farmers, and they could get the fields ready. But that’s not the point. The point is⁠—”

“—if I don’t keep resting, my arm will develop weather forecasting properties.” My voice sounds dull and distant.

“Now you’re twisting my words, my lady. I’m just looking after your well-being.”

“And I appreciate it.” Leaving the window, I take my cloak off the hook. “But I am fully healed, and if I don’t get some fresh air, I will lose my mind, and then what good will I be to the prince? I’m going out for a bit, and when I get back, I’ll take a warm bath to soothe my muscles. Is that okay with you?”

“Well, I don’t suppose it matters what I think.” Aisling sniffs.

“Thanks for your concern, Aisling.” I wrap myself in the cloak and step into the hall.

Even with the soldiers that inevitably follow me around, leaving my room is incredibly refreshing. I stalk through the palace halls.

If dragons are in use again on the battlefield, I have a good idea where I’ll find Talan. I step into the brisk air outside and head for the Lost Palace, the one Nimuë built.

Although it’s still freezing out, the sun is blazing off the snow. My feet crunch as I walk out the eastern gates, my guards trailing behind me. I cross onto the snowy, cobbled roads, worry pricking at me about the war in Scotland and the lack of communication from Avalon Tower. I hurry past snow-dusted cottages, my chest tight. Gradually, the houses thin, and I’m surrounded by misty silver birches and pines. A statue-lined path winds through the forest. At the end of the footpath, the Lost Palace towers above a wintry garden, ice gleaming from its ivy-lined walls. My gaze flicks to Nimuë’s marble form as I pass by her and feel my wrists tingle in the spot where her tattoos are marked.

A deep, muffled voice pierces the wood as I move closer to the door. On the other side, someone is speaking in soothing tones. My heart picks up a notch. Who is Talan talking to? I’m desperate to eavesdrop on him.

When I get to the old door, I huddle close, listening.

At first, I can’t make it out. His voice is too soft, a lover’s murmur. When I press my ear to the door, however, I can hear him more clearly.

“Oh, you’re beautiful,” Talan coos. “I’ve been missing you.”

“Lower,” Talan says. “Good girl.”

My eyebrows raise. What exactly is happening in there?
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“Good,” Talan says. “Stretch your neck, Tarasque. You’re healing nicely.”

I let out a long, slow breath.

Slowly, I open the door into the hall. Blue and white light streams over Tarasque. Talan has moved her into the main hall, and for a moment, I can’t tear my gaze away. I’m frozen in awe and fear.

When her head rests on the mosaic floor, I grow calmer. Talan runs his hands over her scales. Her eyes are shut, and she’s making a gentle noise, almost like a purr.

“Nia.” He doesn’t turn to look at me as I step into the hall, but he knows it’s me all the same.

Tarasque’s nostrils flare, and her eyes snap open. She turns her head toward me, a low rumble issuing from her throat, and I take a step back toward the door. She’s definitely not purring anymore.

“Shh…” Talan runs his hand over her scales again. “She’s my wife, Tarasque. She’s not a threat.”

I swallow hard, my pulse beating in my ears. Does he still believe that?

Talan’s gaze meets mine, and I feel the warmth of his attention like sunlight on my skin. “How’s your arm?”

“Better. And what have you been doing this past week?”

He drags a hand through his dark hair. “Not sleeping.”

I can read the exhaustion in his beautiful features, a new thing since I’ve known him. “Why? Are you still worried about the attack on the palace? Did you find any of the rebels?”

“Not yet, but they’re running out of time. Have you heard anything about them?”

I shrug. “Just soldiers’ gossip. Nonsense, really. Someone thought that Lumos…never mind, it’s ridiculous.”

Tension hangs heavy between us, dark and sharp-edged.

Talan steps so close that I can feel the heat radiating off him. For a heartbeat, something raw flickers in his eyes—pain, sorrow—until he masters control of his expression again. “I haven’t forgotten the first time I met you, when you broke into my castle. You were cold and desperate, and it was Lumos you were looking for.”

“I was curious. It can’t possibly be him, right? I mean, I was there when all those flaming arrows came flying at the palace. It was quite a spectacle. He would never…” I let the sentence stretch into nothing.

“I thoroughly investigated the rumors. He’s been at Arwenna’s father’s castle, Val Sans Retour.”

“With Arwenna?”

He shakes his head. “No, I don’t know where she is, and I suspect she’s hiding from me. She knows I’d throw her in prison after she sent Maertisa for you.”

If she’s missing or in hiding, that’s not why. “So, the rumors were false about Lumos?”

“He has no plans to usurp the throne. Just idle gossip.”

I clear my throat. “And that human land…Scotland?”

“We’re winning, but I have to leave Brocéliande again for a few days.” He studies me for a long moment. “Before I go, do you want to join me for a ride?”

My heart sinks at the phrase we’re winning. “Okay. I’ll get Clover. I think she’s in the stable now, right?”

A corner of his mouth lifts. “Yes, but I didn’t mean a ride on a horse.”

I press my hand to my chest. “Oh. Is this really how the legendary seducer proposes sex?”

His slow, sly smile sends heat prickling down my spine. “I do love that that’s where your mind went, but I meant on Tarasque. Do you want to ride with me on a dragon?”

“On the dragon?” Is he out of his mind? “But only dragon riders are allowed to ride. Also, I’d fall off.”

“I’m the best dragon rider who’s ever lived, and I will keep you on. I know how you like to cling to me, anyway. You won’t slip.”

My heart pounds with the allure of doing something dangerous, something that I absolutely should not be doing. And yet…when will I ever get the chance to ride a dragon again? Probably never. “Let’s do it.”

His eyebrow rises in what I’ve learned is admiration. “Good. Meet me on the other side of the Lost Palace. I can only get her out that way.”

My pulse races as I step outside into the biting air and wind my way down the path around the old palace. Icicles drip from gargoyles and stone carvings of human heads with tusks and owls with their wings spread out. Snowy yew branches arch over me.

As I walk, I hear the creak and groan of doors opening. I follow the path around the palace and see Tarasque lumbering through the doors and into the garden. Talan is in front of her, completely at ease with his beast. He radiates quiet confidence and power that makes my breath catch. “Let’s go, Tarasque.”

The enormous dragon slithers forward, and I can feel the ground vibrating through my bones as she moves into the open. As soon as she’s outside, she stretches, her head rising high above us. Awe blazes through me. Her size is breathtaking.

She crouches at Talan’s command, glaring at me with eyes of liquid silver. I’m starting to wonder if I’ve made a terrible mistake.

Taking my hand, he leads me closer to the dragon and points at her throat. “Over here. You need to get up there and straddle her. Act confident. Dragons get impatient with weak riders.”

And even if my legs are shaking, why not feign absolute confidence? I’m faking everything else.

Talan can apparently sense my pounding heart, because he steps closer, staring down at me with a faint, crooked smile. He reaches beneath my chin and gently lifts it. “Of course, the soil is littered with the bones of fallen dragon riders, but I’ve been doing this for centuries without getting injured once. And do you really think I’d let my wife fall to her death? It would be a tiresome inconvenience to find a new one.”

I raise my eyebrow. “So, you’re even better than Auberon?”

Amusement dances in his eyes. “I’m afraid the old king plays it safe.”

I turn from him, mastering the confidence to mount the dragon. With a racing pulse, I cross to her side, lift my cloak, and straddle her neck. I take a deep breath to calm myself. To my surprise, the top layer of Tarasque’s scales is almost soft, but a second layer below those scales feels cold and hard. Spikes rise from her neck, giving me something to grip. I squeeze my thighs around her, wondering how I’ll stay on. I force my breathing to remain steady. Unfortunately, I can’t do much for my heartbeat, which is pattering like a hummingbird’s.

Tarasque lets out a huff, her nostrils releasing steam into the air, and Talan slips on right behind me. His warmth and muscular solidity anchor and steady me, and I lean back against his strong chest. One of his arms slides around my waist in a viselike grip that makes me feel secure.

Talan murmurs in my ear, “I’ll keep you safe, Princess,” then sits straight and commands, “Tarasque, rise!”

Tarasque raises her neck, forcing me to lean back into Talan. The world tilts perilously away, and my instincts kick in. I lean down, gripping the ridge of her spikes, my knuckles going white, my thighs clenching around her neck. Her enormous wings beat once, twice, and the wind rushes over me as we lift into the air.

My heart is left hundreds of yards behind as we soar into the sky. For a while, I forget to breathe. As the wind tears at my hair, I grip the dragon’s spikes.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Talan’s body feels solid as marble behind me, and I lean into his strength. “Open your eyes.”

I didn’t even realize they were shut. I open them, squinting against the rush of the wind, and the world unfurls beneath me, gleaming with enchanted beauty in the winter sun. The ground is far below us, a patchwork blanket of white fields and wintry forests. My chest leaps as we swoop over cozy villages of golden windows and smoking chimneys, and I feel as though I’ve stepped into a dream. I relax and ease my grip a little on Tarasque’s spikes. Exhilarated, I let out a laugh.

Tarasque flies over riders on horseback, as tiny as ants, and we leave them far behind within seconds.

“Look at the palace.” Talan’s mouth is close to my cheek, his breath warming the shell of my ear.

Deep beneath his detached exterior, I realize, the prince loves his home.

I look where he’s pointing. The palace looks gorgeous from up here, its towers high above the parapets.

“See that gap in the cloud up there?” Talan asks.

I look up. “Yeah, I think so…”

“Do you think we can fly through it?”

My stomach swoops.

Tarasque tilts upward, following an invisible command by Talan. My stomach plummets, and I’m sure I’m about to topple off, pulled by gravity and buffeted by the wind, but Talan’s strong arms tighten around me. Somehow, he keeps a firm grip on the dragon, as if he’s a part of her. We shoot through the gap he indicated, and Tarasque steadies herself, her wings beating lazily. Now, instead of the earthy patchwork blanket, only white clouds are below us.

“How are you telling her what to do?” I ask when I get my breath under control.

“I lean the right way and touch her neck in certain locations. Mostly, it’s a personal form of communication. No two dragons are alike.” He takes my hand and presses it to Tarasque’s scales. “Feel that?”

“That sort of bulge beneath her scales?”

“Yes. Press it lightly and lean to your right.”

I obey, muscles tensing as I shift. Tarasque follows my command, veering right with powerful grace, her wings slicing through the air. A laugh escapes me. I’ve never felt anything like this freedom and untamed sense of power.

Tarasque dives again, cutting through the clouds. We sweep lower over the city of Corbinelle, the wind tearing at my hair as we soar above the clustered homes that nestle along cobbled roads and follow the winding river.

We head back to the Lost Palace, and I know the rush of the ride is coming to an end. As much as I want to stay up here forever, in the dark recesses of my mind, I know it can’t last.

And the moment we touch down, I need to find my allies before Talan does.
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In the palace’s stone garden, I pace back and forth, taking care to keep my expression serene and meditative and hiding my inner turmoil. Guards are watching my every move, and it won’t do for them to see the princess worried.

Nivene is late for our meeting, which is making my thoughts race. I arrived here exactly at noon like she asked, and she’s never late. The woman has a weird fetish for punctuality, but worse than that, something about her coded message, the brevity of it, the sharp, frantic strokes, suggested panic.

And now, my mind keeps conjuring horrifying images: Nivene, caught spying by Talan’s forces, already dragged into the dungeon, tied to a rack of some kind. Maybe she’s not far from where I’m standing, screaming out every secret. My stomach twists. What if she’s already dead? I glance at the shadows on a stone sundial. Half past noon already. Half an hour. She’s never this late.

“Nia!”

I whirl to see her running toward me, her red hair cascading over a green cloak. She’s smiling at me, but there’s something fake about her grin. I know her well enough to read the subtle tension in her face.

She joins me, breathless, “Sorry I’m late. I was in the market and didn’t notice the time. I bought us some nice apples for our morning walk.”

I accept a bright red apple from her and look over my shoulder to make sure the guards aren’t lingering too close. “What’s going on?” I whisper, taking care to keep my face expressionless.

She wraps an arm over my shoulders, resting her head against mine in what must look like an affectionate gesture. “I can’t get in touch with Meriadec,” she whispers. “No one knows where he is.”

A cold knot tightens in my stomach. “Maybe something happened, and he had to go into hiding.”

“Something definitely happened. He’s disappeared from the farm, but Meriadec would have left a message if it had been planned, and there’s nothing. He’s been worried lately with Talan closing in on them. And he thought they might have a mole within the resistance.”

I flinch at the thought. “If that’s true, we’re both fucked.”

She shakes her head. “Only Meriadec and Brados know who we are,” Nivene says, naming the owner of The Shadowed Thicket. “No one else within the resistance knows. Ever since we gave them the warning, they’ve stayed the fuck out of Brados’s tavern, but Talan might have worked out the connection at this point.”

“And what do you know about the mole?”

“Meriadec was investigating it before he disappeared,” Nivene says, “but he didn’t think that was related to Talan’s hunt. He also didn’t think the mole was working with the king.”

I frown. “Who, then?”

She takes a bite from her apple and glances back. “He thought Arwenna.”

I stare at the ground to hide my expression from those looking. “Well, fuck. Talan said she’s been missing lately, too. And Maertisa mentioned her name, that she was right about me.”

“If Arwenna has Meriadec, she probably took him to one of her father’s castles,” Nivene says. “The Marquis de Bosclair is one of the wealthiest men in the kingdom. A close ally of the other marquis, Talan’s cousin Lumos. I’m sure he’d love to get his hands on the resistance leader to protect his own position. And obviously, if there’s any chance to connect the rebels to you, they’ll take it.”

“She’s not at Val Sans Retour, but I’m not sure she would take him to any of his castles,” I say slowly. “That’s not her style.”

“Are you suddenly an expert on Arwenna’s style?” Nivene raises an eyebrow.

“Think about it. She tried to poison me and then tried to shoot me with an iron-tipped arrow. She did it herself. She didn’t go to Daddy for help. She’s impulsive and deranged but also ruthlessly independent.”

“Well, maybe the manor belonging to her mother, then,” Nivene says.

Dread ripples up my spine. “Nivene, if there’s a mole, you might be stepping into a trap.”

She takes another bite from her apple. “Well, I see no other option. We have to find Meriadec. And if Arwenna truly has him, we have to make sure she doesn’t torture the truth out of him.” Tossing her apple core toward the forest’s edge, she sighs. “I’ll update you as soon as I can.”

She walks away with a casual wave, looking carefree for the guards.

I glance at my uneaten apple, but I have no appetite for it.

Tension coils through my chest. I’m done waiting here.

I pivot and head back to the palace, my feet cold from tromping through the snow.

“Mordred,” I mutter, “if you’re watching, I need you to stay with me.”

I have no way to know if he’s actually watching, but I suspect my father listens to all my conversations with Nivene. And right now, I need someone who has eyes and ears everywhere.

I stride inside the palace, my guards following me at a respectable distance, and march through the halls to the king’s large library. Talan’s secret sanctuary doesn’t have what I’m looking for. As I step inside, the smell of leather-bound books wraps around me. Tall shelves crammed with old tomes stretch from the floor to the vaulted ceiling.

A beautiful white-haired librarian carries a stack of volumes up a spiral staircase. In the center of the library, three more librarians are furiously working at a long oak table illuminated by candlelight, their pens scratching over parchment. As I walk closer, they lift their eyes, and their pens go still.

“Your Highness. What a delightful surprise,” one of them stammers.

The three of them stand and bow, one of them spilling his black ink on the table in the process.

“Oh, don’t trouble yourselves,” I say with a small smile. “But I’m thinking of going on a hunting trip with the prince. Take his mind off the affairs of the state for a few days. Do you have a map of the lands around here?”

“Of course, Your Highness, but why not consult the prince himself on the matter?” the first librarian replies. “He knows all the best lands for hunting⁠—”

“I prefer it be a surprise.” I purse my lips in majestic displeasure, giving him a cold stare.

“Of course, of course! A map, you say?” He walks over to a nook stacked with parchments and retrieves one of them, then unrolls it on a small desk, revealing a gorgeous map. “These are the lands within a five-day ride from here.”

“Great.” I snatch the parchment, to his apparent horror. “Where can I study this in privacy?”

He leads me to another nook at the rear of the library. My guards remain by the door, boredom etched on their faces. As I sit at the table, I give the scribe a dark look, and he scuttles away. When he’s gone, I unroll the map and stare at it.

“Okay, Mordred,” I mutter. “You’ve been following Arwenna.” I know he was because he warned me about her poisonous cake. He must have heard her talk about a lot of things. “Is there a private location she’d take Meriadec to if she had him?” I whisper.

I wait, slowly starting to feel ridiculous. As far as I know, I’m talking to myself.

“Anywhere that pops to mind?” I continue desperately. “A summer house she bragged about? A place where she goes to have affairs? There must be something. If she has Meriadec, she will find out about me. They’ll kill me. You’ll never get your revenge on Auberon. And you’ll never see me again.”

I wait, burying my nails into the palms of my hand. Come on, Mordred. You must be listening. Come the fuck on…

A flutter. Mordred’s silver moth materializes, twirling in the air around me. It flaps around the map, its silver wing touching Val Sans Retour, then shifts and settles in a patch of green on the eastern edge of the map. Vorgium, the map says the forest is called, and it’s not far from the castle.

I exhale. The map’s scale is too large. The moth is covering an area that spans about twenty miles, and I need more details.

“Wait here,” I whisper to the moth. As I gently lift the map, the little silver spy flutters away and lands on a nearby shelf.

I walk over to the scribe and ask for a detailed map of the Vorgium Forest, and soon, I’m at the table again, inspecting the new map unrolled on the table.

I glance up at the moth. Where? I mouth.

The moth flutters around again, then lands on a section of the forest near the shore of a lake named Gorre.

“Here?” I whisper, pointing to it. “Are you sure?”

It lifts its wings once in assent, the closest way a metallic moth can come to a shrug, I suppose.

“Right,” I mutter.

Now I just need to lose my retinue of guards, get out through one of the gates alone, and ride all the way to Vorgium without a single person noticing.


CHAPTER 24
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The next morning, I stalk through the castle halls at a fast clip, dressed warmly in a cloak lined with hidden daggers. An insane idea is blooming in my mind, a plan that may get me killed, but one I can’t let go of. And isn’t everyone in the resistance here risking their lives? Isn’t Meriadec risking his life right now? I’m not waiting around forever, secluded in a giant royal library, while all my allies die.

I glance over my shoulder at the retinue of guards following me and flash them a placid smile. Since I married Talan, the number of guards following me around has nearly quadrupled. Not all of them report to Talan, though. Some are members of the King’s Watch. They are here to report on me more than to protect me.

There are too many of them to mind-control. Even controlling one person feels as if my mind might shatter, and I don’t want to try my chances with more than that. I clench my fists under the heavy weight of my winter cloak, refusing to show the tension in my face.

I’ll have to shake them off the old-fashioned way. Usually, I’d wait until nightfall, then maybe leave through my window, like I did before. But since the night of the flaming arrows, the nighttime patrols have been extra vigilant. And besides, the Vorgium Forest is unfamiliar ground, and I’d rather ride there during daylight.

As I walk closer to the kitchen, the smell of roasting venison reaches my nostrils. I step through wide stone arches into a vast, tiled hall with a towering hearth and catch the eye of a servant.

“Your Highness.” She curtsies.

“I need a slab of venison,” I tell her. “The bigger, the better.”

She blinks. “A slab of venison?”

“That’s what I said.” I speak with the sharp impatience of a royal.

She hurries away. I glance back at one of my guards and roll my eyes, as if sharing my exasperation with him. He frowns in confusion but says nothing.

The server returns with a parcel wrapped in brown paper. The package is slightly damp. “Sorry, I don’t have thicker wrapping.”

“I come from the farms. I’m not squeamish about a bit of deer meat.” I take the packaged meat from her. It’s quite heavy. Good.

When I get outside with the venison, I take the fastest route to the Lost Palace, marching straight out the back gate and onto the winding path.

As soon as my guards realize where I’m going, one hurries to block my way. His cheeks and nose have gone red in the cold, and snowflakes hang in his blond eyebrows. “I’m sorry, Your Highness, but the prince isn’t with the dragon anymore. He’s left Brocéliande for the day.”

I frown up at him. “I know that. This is why I’m going. Tarasque is still healing. The king’s favorite dragon needs the finest meat.” I circle around him and keep walking over the snowy path.

“But Your Highness,” he says, striding after me, “only the prince is allowed near the dragon. You mustn’t go there without him. It’s very dangerous.”

“I am the prince’s wife,” I say cooly. “In fact, I rode Tarasque not long ago. She trusts me, and I can certainly give her a snack.”

“Perhaps I should consult with the prince before I allow you to do take such a risk.”

I cock my head. “You want to interrupt the prince’s war efforts in Scotland to ask if his wife can visit his pet?”

His cheeks redden more. “No, I suppose not. But if you go in there, we can’t protect you from assassination attempts.” His voice is rising higher, tinged with panic. “We can’t go near the dragon.”

“Of course you can’t go near the dragon.” I walk faster. “And neither can the assassins. I don’t need your protection while I’m with Tarasque because she’s all the protection I need.”

By this point, we’re a dozen strides from the large structure. The guard grabs my arm, his fingers tightening. “Your Highness.”

I turn slowly and face him. “Do you really need me to remind you what happened the last time a guard laid his hands on me?”

Blanching, he releases his grip on my bicep. I march to the palace door at the end of the path and enter the hall of mosaic tiles. Light slants through stained glass windows. With the venison tucked under my arm, I make my way through the Lost Palace. The air smells of burned wood and charred stone. I ease open the door to the next hall, and a rumbling growl reverberates through my ribs. Two metallic eyes materialize in the darkness.

“Tarasque, I’ve brought you a snack.” Though my throat is dry, I force my voice to stay steady. She doesn’t like weakness, and I don’t want her to assume I’m the snack.

The light through the doorway glitters on her scales. As my eyes adjust, I take in her full form. Without Talan here, she seems even more terrifying—muscular, monstrous. An abomination.

My heart races.

The stones in the chamber are charred black in places, and the air smells of soot, sharp on my tongue.

I keep my body as far from her as I can, still twenty feet away.

She opens her jaws and lets out a roar, filling the hall with smoke. The guards waiting outside are probably wondering when and how to collect my remains.

I unwrap the package and raise the venison high. “Tarasque, do you want this?”

Her eyes narrow on the meat. I take a step toward her, then another. Her head darts forward. With one sudden snap, the meat disappears.

I yank my hand back. It’s a miracle she didn’t bite it off. With a smile, I coo, “Good girl,” just like Talan did.

She blinks, then lowers her head until it almost reaches me. She growls impatiently. It takes me a moment to realize what she wants. Holy shit. I reach up and scratch her under her jaw, as I’d seen Talan do. As I stroke the scales on her throat, she shuts her eyes in pleasure, purring.

“That’s right, you’re a good girl.” I raise my voice so the guards can hear me. “Yes. You just needed attention, didn’t you? Don’t worry. I’m here. I’ll stay with you for a few minutes.”

I stroke her throat thoroughly, until I judge she’s completely relaxed. Then I carefully circle her. Her head follows me, but she seems more curious than hostile. I get to the back of the hall, where I find the enormous double doors, and unbar them. I try to push one open. Just…need it…to…budge…a little.

Talan made it seem easy, but the door is as heavy as a truck. Of course, I don’t have nearly the strength that Talan does.

Tarasque lazily shifts, her tail striking the door. It creaks open just enough for me to slip through.

“Good girl.” I grin at her in astonishment, then squeeze out of the opening.

The palace is between me and my guards, so they can’t see me. I creep into the dense woods, hiding behind oaks and birches, and make my way back to the castle and the stables.

Saddling Clover, I lead her by hand to the Messenger Gate, my heart thundering. If anyone notices that I’m missing my usual retinue, my plan is fucked.

All I can do is try to act natural.

The Messenger Gate is heavily guarded, of course. Since Perillos was attacked the night I escaped, all the defenses were strengthened. But lucky for me, the new directives demand a sergeant to command each gate, which means everyone has to follow his orders. And that’s something I can work with.

I approach the gate, and the sergeant strides up to me, his red hair gleaming in the sun. “Your Highness.” He bows.

I nod at him. “Good day. Can you open the gate, please?”

He looks over my shoulder. “Where are your guards?”

I frown. “They were there a minute ago.” I quickly turn and pretend to trip over a stone, toppling into the sergeant’s arms. The moment his hands grip my waist, I dive into his mind.

That’s the last thing I need right now. Talan loses his mind when anyone touches this farm girl, and the man is unhinged enough as it is. He’ll feed me to his dragons. And I can’t let her through. Not without her guards. She seems fairly daft.

“You can let me through,” I whisper in his mind. I can feel him resisting, so I force the tendrils of my magic in deeper.

…Shouldn’t have been late to this morning’s briefing. I saw the captain giving me the side-eye. He has it in for me. Just waiting for me to fuck up…

“You missed something important in the briefing.” I plant the idea deep in his thoughts.

Fuck. What if I missed something important in that briefing? The captain will have me on charges. Talan will have me flayed alive as an example.

Pain carves through my skull, but I ignore it. “They might have mentioned special permits,” I mentally suggest, rooting the idea. “If someone has a permit and you don’t let them through, it won’t end well for you.”

Damn it. I cannot afford to fuck this up. I can’t fuck up the permits. I know what the prince does to people who wrong him…

I shift away from the sergeant, smiling politely at him. “I have a special permit to leave,” I say pleasantly, gritting my teeth at the terrible pounding in my head. “They told you about it at your meeting this morning, right? Talan assured me that you’d be briefed by your commanding officer.”

“Of course…” he says hesitantly, worry in his eyes. “But your guards…”

I straighten. “Talan specifically told me that with a permit, I could leave on my own.” As I speak, I lean into his mind and whisper, It’s fine with the permit. Just let her through. It’s fine.

“Of course, Your Highness. They told us about this this morning,” he blurts. “At the meeting. The permits.”

He motions for his men to open the gate. I mount Clover, my skull splitting with agony, and gallop past them. The cold wind kisses my skin, but I feel free. No guards, no threats of torture or towering stone walls to trap me.

But the guard’s thoughts ring in my skull.

I know what the prince does to people who wrong him…
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The Vorgium Forest is about thirty miles east of Castle Perillos. Beneath a frosty sun, I ride Clover as fast as I can without wearing her out, galloping on short, easy stretches of road. When the ground becomes trickier, I slow to a canter.

A long horse ride leaves a lot of time for thought, to wonder if I’ve made a wildly unhinged decision. Maybe Nivene is right. If Meriadec was caught by Arwenna, maybe she took him to her mother’s manor. Maybe my decision to race into a distant forest based on nothing but the ambiguous fluttering of a metal moth is not the best life choice.

Still, it’s too late to turn around now. I keep riding onward, grimly committed to my mission. My gut instincts have proven trustworthy so far. I cling to that thought, trying to silence the nagging doubts gnawing at my mind.

A track veers off the main road. I think it’s the one I saw on the map, the one that leads to the shores of the Gorre Lake. As I take the trail, sunlight breaks through the treetops, flecking the earth with pale gold. I slow Clover to a walk, the eerie silence setting my nerves on edge.

After a few minutes, the path widens, and I spot the lake, frozen and shimmering like silver. A two-story cream-colored cottage stands a few hundred yards away by the lakeside, its façade crisscrossed with oak beams. At first glance, it looks harmless—a quaint forest retreat for wealthy Fey to unwind—but there’s an unnatural stillness to the place, a sinister quiet, as if all of nature has gone still. Faintly, I smell blood.

I dismount, tying Clover to a nearby tree, and creep forward. In the cold air, my breath fogs around my face, and I pull my cloak more tightly around me. I don’t see smoke coming from the chimney, suggesting that the cottage is empty, but there are fresh hoofprints in the snow.

Hunching down, I approach a window and peer beneath a crack in a wooden shutter. It’s dark inside and silent as a grave. I creep to the door and slip my lockpicks from my boot. The lock should be easy, but my fingers have gone numb from the cold. My teeth are chattering, and takes me a few minutes to unlock it.

I open the door, and the scent of blood hits me. The remains of a fire still smolder in the fireplace, casting a warm glow over the room.

My eyes adjust. My gut wrenches, and I clamp my hand over my mouth, my head spinning with horror.


CHAPTER 25
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Ihardly recognize him. He’s bound to a chair, his face burned and bruised. Dried blood stains his clothes, his bare chest, and the floor all around him. My eyes mist, and my breath stutters. I swallow the rising horror.

I didn’t know Meriadec well, but I’d spent a few relaxed days with him while we were establishing my cover. He was a loyal, extremely clever man committed to overthrowing a tyrannical leader. He didn’t deserve this. No one deserved this.

I touch his hand. It’s cold but not freezing, his flesh still soft. He was alive not long ago. Death has only just claimed him.

Turning, I rush out the door before I vomit and breathe in the cold air. My legs shake, and I scramble to think clearly, to come up with a plan for what to do next.

My gaze trails over the hoofprints. Given how fresh they look, she must have left recently, and they seem to lead back toward Arwenna’s father’s castle.

I’m sure she’d want to share the news with him. Father, excellent news! I tortured a man to death and learned the secrets about Nia.

The image of his shattered body flashes in my mind, and my heart sinks. No one could survive what Arwenna did to him without talking, without giving up every bit of information she wanted. She hadn’t just hurt him—she’d taken her time, carving into his flesh like a sculptor working on a macabre masterpiece.

When Arwenna tortured Meriadec, she’d clearly relished the job.

My heart slams against my ribs, and fury courses through my blood.

I have to catch up with her before she tells anyone.

And I don’t have much time.
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I flatten my body against Clover’s neck, urging her faster until the world around me blurs into white and shadow. Between my thighs, Clover’s muscles bunch and release, coiled springs exploding across the snow. Frosty wind whips at my face, and I’m not slowing. Every second lost takes me closer to absolute disaster.

Rage crackles through my nerves. The image of Meriadec’s body is burned into my brain, branded on my thoughts.

The rational side of me is desperate to catch up to Arwenna so I can stop her from spilling my secrets. But the emotional side of me wants to rip her head off in fury.

A low branch rakes across my face, scraping my cheek. I don’t care. All I care about is reaching Arwenna.

Clover’s hooves are a blur, and she seems to be caught in an excited frenzy of her own, going faster than I thought she could. Her breath fogs around her as she runs.

Down the trail, I catch a glimpse of movement: Arwenna. Her bright red cloak snaps behind her in the wind as she disappears around the bend. I grit my teeth, spurred on by the raw thrill of the hunt. Snow sprays under us as we turn the corner. She looks back and hunches low over her horse, urging it onward. She’s running from me.

I grip Clover’s reins, trying to close the distance. Arwenna kicks her horse into a faster gallop. She’s a good rider—better than me, I’m sure—but her horse can’t compare to Clover, my gift from Talan. Now, we’re closing the distance at a breathtaking speed, and if Arwenna has seen the look on my face, she knows death is coming for her.

Arwenna glances back, her face pale. As she pulls her horse to a stop, her expression twists into something wild, panicked. She leaps off, dashing into the line of trees.

Coward. Is she this scared of a farm girl?

I slow Clover to a halt and dismount, sprinting after Arwenna, but she’s familiar with these woods, and I’m not. She thinks she has the advantage.

She’s wrong.

My wrists tingle with cold magic, and I can feel the symbols sliding around my skin. Rage feeds my magic, sharpening my senses. The Lady of the Lake is coming alive in me.

I hear a heart beating, pounding like a war drum. I home in on the sound, and to the snapping twigs as Arwenna flees through the forest. With my sharpened senses, I can easily pinpoint her direction. I leap over thick roots and boulders, closing the distance like a wolf about to take down its prey.

I reach a clearing. Arwenna stands at the far edge of it, facing me. She is breathing hard. Her chest rises and falls, her face flushed with exertion. Slowly, she smiles and draws her sword, a long rapier, its polished blade glinting in the rosy sunlight.

“That was exhilarating.” Her eyes blaze as if this were a game rather than the last moments of her miserable life. “I guess this is where it ends for us.”

“Looks like it.” My fingers twitch as I take a step closer.

“Poor farm girl.” Her laughter is wild. “Too bad you’re unarmed. Doesn’t Talan love you enough to keep you safe?”

“Talan doesn’t need to keep me safe,” I spit. “You have wildly underestimated me.”

Her smile is feral. “I guess you have two options. You can run at me, and I’ll skewer you. Or you can go back, in which case I’ll tell the world the truth about you. Either way, you’re fucked.”

“That’s not how I see it.” Another step closer, my boots sinking into the snow.

“You should have left when we first met, Nia. I’m not someone you want as your nemesis.”

I draw a knife from my boot. Sleek, small, and infinitely deadlier in my hands than a rapier, thanks to Avalon Tower. My eyes narrow on her.

She lets out a short laugh. “Do you think you’ll kill me with that tiny thing? You won’t even get close. Try it, you fucking peasant. I’ve been training with a sword since I was five years old. My fencing teacher is Sir Gawain, and I’m his most skilled student.”

My knife flies, sparkling with light as it twirls through the air. It finds its mark, sinking into her stomach. Her eyes widen in shock, and with a groan, she falls to her knees. Blood spills into the snow, crimson on white, and the rapier tumbles from her hand.

I step closer to her. “You were never my nemesis, Arwenna,” I say, drawing a second knife from within my sleeve. “You weren’t even a proper enemy. You were an irritation, a pain in the ass who got in my way.”

Her mouth opens and shuts, and blood streaks from her lips into the snow, but she’s a Fey with considerable strength, and she’s still moving, trying to reach for her sword.

She turns, her fingers straining to reach her rapier. I kick it away and step on her wrist. “You’re only formidable when your opponent is strapped to a chair. I guess Sir Gawain never taught you to actually fight.” I kneel in the snow next to her. “He just taught you to fence. It’s not the same, though, is it? You stupid, spoiled twat.”

Her jaw drops open, disbelief etched on her face.

I crouch by her side, watching her carefully. Closely. Unlike her, I don’t underestimate my opponents. Even when beaten, some people can be dangerous.

“There’s one more thing I need from you,” I say, reaching for her face.

She grunts and grabs my wrist, which is fine. I just need to touch her.

I tug at my magic, summoning my telepathy to sink it into her thoughts.

No…no…no, I can’t die like this. I can’t be dying. Someone needs to help me.

I ignore the pain, ignore her panicked last thoughts, and dive deeper into her memories, skimming through them for what I seek. I’m looking for something about Meriadec, about the mole who fed her more information, but I’m lost in her past, centuries ago, when she was only fifteen.

I’m locked in a room, in the dark. The air smells of melted wax and trampled rushes. Fear rings so loudly in my skull, I can hardly think. My wrists ache where they dragged me here, the guards’ metal gauntlets biting into my skin. One of them had taken his off, and his bare hands grabbed me everywhere before he threw me into this cell. Of course he wanted to grope a countess. The peasants’ rebellion caused all this.

I’m waiting here to die.

Outside the castle walls, Prince Talan is ripping the kingdom apart, searching for traitors.

They came to my father for names. He gave them two. Not his own, of course. But he knew they demanded blood, and Mother and I would serve as his sacrifices.

I was a filthy little liar, my father said. My mother and I were out there fornicating with peasants in the woods, conspiring in their rebellion against the crown. Now, Prince Talan wants to torture us to death.

Mother is out there now. On the execution block.

And I’ll be next.

They don’t usually kill nobles in public, but Auberon wants a spectacle. He’s making it slow and painful. Peasant deaths for those who sided with peasants. That’s what they say. It doesn’t matter if it’s all a lie.

I’ve heard the stories. Gut the traitors alive. Pry open their ribs. Let them watch their own entrails spill onto the stones before they die in agony, while the crowd screams and cheers.

Agonized shrieks tear through the walls. My stomach lurches. Is that her? Is that Mother screaming?

I clutch my arms, pressing myself against the cold stone wall. I’m breathing too quickly, but it isn’t enough—I feel like I’m suffocating. Maybe I should end it before they drag me out there. Can I kill myself by slamming my head into the stone?

The door creaks open.

I blink in the sudden light, my heart pounding hard. A man stands in the doorway, a tall, powerful man. With his dark hair and eyes, he is the most beautiful person I have ever seen. Regal, assured. He looks like no one can touch him. At first, I can’t place who he is, but then I see his sigil—the serpent eating itself. But the bearing, the quiet, unshaken confidence…even without the sigil, you can spot a prince.

He’s a monster. He’s the one behind all of this right now. His dragons are outside, burning people alive, igniting the accused.

“Are you the daughter of the marquis?” he asks.

I nod.

“I’m getting you out of here. I’m getting out anyone that I can.” He gestures at the hall. “Let’s go.”

I stare at him with awe. Maybe, in times like this, only a monster can keep me safe.

I force my way past these memories until I’m deeper in her thoughts. She’s only a little girl now.

I’m standing in my favorite dress before my father, hoping he’ll tell me how pretty I look. But his face is pale with fury. I’ve done something to upset him.

“You’ve embarrassed me again!” he roars, and grips my arm so tightly, I’m afraid he’ll break it. “Acting like a common girl? A peasant? I’ve been told you were playing with a servant girl. Do you mean to ruin our entire family’s reputation?”

I’m shaking now, my thoughts whirling with confusion. It’s always so dark in his rooms. He hates the light. “I’m sorry, Father.”

His lips press into a thin line. “The girl has been killed because of you. Because of your stupidity. We will not speak of this again.”

Heartbreak cracks open my chest, and tears spring to my eyes, but I’m not done here. Inside, she’s so chest-achingly lonely, so desperate for love and safety…

She spends hours lying in bed, staring at the wall. Thinking of Talan obsessively. He’s all she thinks about. He fucked her only once long ago. She never washed the sheets. When she lies in bed, she thinks of him.

I need something useful before she dies. I can’t spend too long in here, lost in her dark memories.

I find it at last—the moment she caught Meriadec, tricking him into meeting her one-on-one. She used her mole. She was able to overtake him with the iron she’d bought, and she smashed it into his face, burning him. Weakening him. He’d become totally helpless.

I brush the memory away, searching from the other memories linked to it. Meriadec is tied to a chair now, and she’s carving at the tendons in his body. Sometimes, the Fey ability to survive is more of a curse than a blessing. He gave her all the information she wanted, but she keeps going, because for the first time in decades, she felt something new. A thrill. Was this what Auberon felt when he did the same to her mother? Alive?

I examine her mind, ensuring she hasn’t told anyone what she learned, but I don’t see anything. What I need now is the mole, and I search for him. There—Dagonet. He’s one of Meriadec’s friends. He was the one who originally sold her the iron. Arwenna flirted with him and hinted at sex, at an affair with a beautiful, wealthy woman. That’s all it took to turn him.

I pull away, inhaling deeply. Arwenna’s breath gurgles, and her eyes gape up at the snowy sky.

“I usually try to avoid killing people whose minds I touch.” My throat tightens “It’s hard to kill someone you truly know. But in your case, it feels like a mercy killing.”

I push up the sleeves of my cloak and shove my blade into her heart. The light fades from her eyes.

Shaking, I stand and look around the snowy forest. We’re in the middle of nowhere. No one will find her here.

I turn away, washing my hands in the snow, trying to remove every last drop of her blood. If I have any of her blood on me, the Fey will smell it on me when I get back to Perillos.

When I’ve scrubbed the blood off my arms with the hem of her dress, I make my way back to Clover.

It’s hard not to think of Mordred calling me ruthless. And like Mordred, I feel more isolated than ever—a monarch in a ruined kingdom of my own. Like father, like daughter.

I find Clover waiting for me, and my hands shake as I reach for the reins, trying to block out the ghosts of Arwenna’s memories. I don’t want to think of her standing before her father, wishing he loved her.

I want to bury Meriadec. Even Arwenna, for all she’s done, deserves a proper burial. But I’ve been out here too long, and I need to ride back to Perillos before dark, or they’ll send soldiers to look for me. After I return, I’ll ask another agent to come back here.

I swing into the saddle, Clover shifting beneath me, and her breath rises around her. Snow swirls in the wind as I gently urge her on, and she walks over the frozen landscape. My thighs ache, and exhaustion spreads through my muscles. I’m cold and drained, but I’m moving.

Once again, I did what I needed to do. I silenced the countess and stopped her from revealing the entire resistance network.

After twenty minutes of riding, my throat is parched, and I’m hungry. Sighing, I stop Clover at the edge of the forest. I hear a rushing river nearby and walk through the snow to reach it. I kneel at the water’s edge and remove my gloves. Cupping my hands, I drink the icy water. When I lift my eyes, I see a castle in the distance: Val Sans Retour, where Arwenna grew up, dark spires that loom above the snow, windows flickering with warmth. I lick my lips, letting myself for one moment imagine what they might be cooking in the kitchens there.

Arwenna’s memories surge through me, vivid and haunting—bare feet padding across cool stone, the scent of freshly baked bread as she wanders into the kitchen. My stomach rumbles.

I’m lost in her thoughts until a powerful hand grips me from behind, spinning me around.

Instinct takes over, and I draw my dagger, only to find my wrist caught in an unyielding grip. I drop the blade, my heart slamming against my ribs, and gaze into Talan’s gorgeous face. Warmth rolls off his powerful body, but his expression is pure ice.

He releases my wrist and grabs me by the waist, forcing me hard against the rough bark of a tree. My pulse pounds as his body presses against mine, caging me in.

“And what, exactly,” he murmurs, his voice a dark purr sliding over my skin, “is my wife doing lurking so near Val Sans Retour?”


CHAPTER 26
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Danger coils off him like smoke. His dark, smoldering eyes bore into mine, searching for answers. His magic strokes against my mind, testing the barriers. He’s trying to coax me open and spread my secrets bare. With an effort, I resist his power.

I pout, my breath coming fast and sharp. “I was bored and alone, as usual. You’re never around.”

The dying sunlight carves his high cheekbones with shadows, and his lips curve in a faint, cruel smile. “So, you decided to visit the castle of a marquis whose daughter is trying to kill you?” His voice is controlled and quiet, but underneath his seductive murmur cuts the cold edge of anger. Goosebumps rise on my skin.

My thoughts flail and crash, storm-wrecked, as I search for a better excuse, but he’s like a tempest, a dangerously beautiful storm, and I can’t think straight around him.

I bite my lip, and his gaze flicks down to my mouth.

My core tightens. Gods, how does he make me feel so exposed without even touching me?

“I wasn’t going inside Val Sans Retour. Lumos invited me to a little country house nearby. By the lake. I thought it would be fun.”

He moves before I can react, pulling my cloak open. The cold air strikes my skin through my dress. His eyes never leave mine, and he studies me closely. His gaze pierces me to my core, and I’m sure he’s seeing everything, sifting through my secrets. Taking me apart one piece at a time.

“Lumos,” he repeats, his voice soft and dangerous. His fingers trace a path up my body, caressing me from waist to chest to rest lightly against my throat. His touch is feather-light, gentle, but there’s no mistaking the control in it. He has me exactly where he wants me, pinned between his body and the rough bark. I am completely at his mercy.

“You go to him for fun.” His silken voice sends a thrill dancing over my skin. Slowly, his thumb strokes the hollow of my throat. “And yet, I can hear how your heart beats around me. I can see your pupils growing larger when you look at me. I can smell the glow of lust on you. I know exactly how your body reacts to me. Does he do the same for you?” His other hand moves lower, teasing the edge of my dress, gathering the fabric between his fingers, but there’s something else in his gaze now, a raw, searing need in the copper. “You want me because you know I could give you more pleasure than he ever could.”

His voice is possessive and tinged with masculine desire.

I swallow hard, unable to take my eyes from him. “So what if I want you?”

Heat flashes in the copper depths. “I want you to say that again, Nia.”

“I want you,” I whisper.

He lightly strokes my skin, but he hesitates like he’s savoring the moment, drinking in the magic power of my words. Feeding off them.

He drags my dress around my waist, baring my thighs to the cold forest air. The breeze caresses my bare skin, and every nerve in my body lights up with anticipation.

I’m at his mercy. And I like it.

He tucks the long hem behind the small of my back, trapping it between me and the tree, leaving me exposed. His hand shifts around my throat, his thumb pressing lightly, a gentle, silent reminder of his control. With his free hand, he toys with the lace trim of my underwear. Light as a feather, his knuckles graze the silk with strokes that are both incendiary and excruciating.

My breath shudders, and my nipples tighten, my breasts aching for him.

His knuckles trace a light path over my clit through my undergarments, and I gasp, each brush of his fingers sending fresh waves of heat pooling between my legs. He’s scarcely touched me, and I’m ready to strip off my panties and beg him to continue. He knows exactly how much control he has over me, and he revels in it, savoring my response.

My eyes flutter shut, and I tilt back my head against the tree.

“Look at me, Nia,” he says in a rough whisper.

Breathing heavily, I open my eyes and stare into his copper-ringed depths. His fingers slip under the silk, and he lets out a soft groan as he glides over my slickness. I gasp, pleasure coiling inside me, tension building to a breaking point. My hips move against his touch, seeking more.

He slides my underwear down my thighs, exposing me completely. “I’ve been wanting to strip you naked and watch you come since the night you first insulted me, Nia.”

As he slides his fingers inside me, I moan, but his breath falters, too. His breath is warm against my cheek, and he inhales my scent. “You make it hard for me to keep my control because I want to fuck you until you scream my name to the skies. But I don’t think you’re telling me everything, are you? And I need you to tell me everything.”

Oh, gods, not now. My hips move against him as he brings me closer to a climax, so close to going over the edge⁠—

And then he stops. His fingers slide out of me, and I groan with frustration.

His gaze sharpens. “The thing is, I don’t really believe you’re stupid enough to come here just to have fun with Lumos.”

My breathing is ragged and desperate, my body throbbing with need. I reach for his neck and pull his face closer to mine. “What do you want?”

His eyes burn into mine, and his fingers twitch against my skin like he’s battling something inside himself. His thumb brushes against my lower lip, and for just a second, his expression is almost reverent. Then he masters his control again, and it’s gone.

“You need to stop lying to me.”

Slowly, I catch my breath, not wanting to release his hair. He gazes at me, his eyes heavy-lidded.

He lifts his hand to my cheek, his face close to mine. “I want the truth from you. It’s not all I want from you—not even close. But it will do for now.”

“You’re a real prick, do you know that?”

“So I’ve been told.”

“The rumors about you are true. You really do torture people, just not exactly how they say.” A heated flush has spread through my body, and I catch my breath. I pull my underwear back into place and let my dress fall, trying to compose myself after he made me nearly lose my mind.

“I’m aware,” he murmurs. “But do you know what else I know? You are frighteningly clever, and there’s no way you’d ride all the way to Arwenna’s castle just for fun. You also press your lips together when there’s something you don’t want to reveal. Now tell me, what the fuck are you really doing out here?”

His gaze pierces me like a blade, and I fear that he already knows my secrets, as if I were never truly hiding from him at all.

My pulse pounds in my ears, my body aching and my mind still reeling. How the hell am I supposed to think straight after that? But I’m sure that was the point.

I grit my teeth. It’s what Meriadec always said, isn’t it? Stick as close to the truth as possible, or you’ll fuck everything up.

I smooth my skirts, though my legs are still shaking, and scramble for a lie close to the truth, one that will tie everything up in a neat bow. “Arwenna kidnapped my father.” My voice quavers as I say it. “She was using him as leverage to get to me, to lure me out here when Maertisa’s attack failed.” Real tears spring to my eyes. “She captured my father and tortured him to death. You’ll find his body in her family’s lake cabin. So, I hunted the bitch down and killed her, and that’s the truth, Talan.”

A line forms between his eyebrows, and he studies me closely. “I’m sorry, Nia.”

I swallow hard. “Both their bodies are still there. One in a clearing, and one in the lake house.”

“I’ll take care of it. It’s better for you if no one knows about this. I’m going to get you home, and then I will come back to deal with their bodies.”

He pulls me in close to him as we walk back to the horses.

Guilt twists in my chest. Such a strange sensation to have someone clean up my messes, instead of the other way around.


CHAPTER 27
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Iwalk to Talan’s room, my footfalls echoing off the arches. Soldiers trail behind, guarding me. The morning light is a soft rose gold. It filters through the diamond panes of the windows and flares off the flagstones. Winter is thawing a little, and icicles drip in the sunlight. The drafty castle air kisses my skin through my translucent gown of shimmering gossamer silver.

As I walk through the stone halls, I read the note written in Talan’s hand: We have work to do.

I’ve been summoned.

Last night, Talan rode out again, all the way to the Vorgium Forest and the little lakeside cottage. He buried Arwenna, then Meriadec—two bodies under the earth for me. Strange to think of the feared prince of Brocéliande getting his hands dirty cleaning up blood and corpses by himself.

Something has shifted between Talan and me. It feels like we’re on the same side of a battle, but it’s only temporary.

He’s still the enemy.

As I walk through the halls, I force myself to remember Viviane bleeding to death on that snowy Scottish hillside. Talan’s work. He helped me out, yes, but he’s still the Butcher of Brittany—the prince who left cities bathed in blood.

We’re not allies.

I reach his room and knock on the door.

His voice pierces the wood: “Come in.”

I step inside a room with towering windows and soaring vaults. Light pours through a rose window etched with the ouroboros, the eternal cycle of life, death, and power. It spills over a four-poster bed of gnarled mahogany, and the air is sweetly scented by the cedar burning in the fireplace.

Talan stands by his desk, pouring a glass of mead for himself and then one for me. His gaze sweeps down my sheer dress, and his eyes meet mine, smoldering a dangerous, fiery copper.

“Finally gracing my chambers.” He hands me the glass of mead. “And all it took was a formal order. I believe I’m losing my touch.”

I smile at him coyly. “I’ve heard rumors you might be dangerous.”

He raises an eyebrow. “I’m dangerous? You killed Maertisa, then a countess. You’re leaving a trail of bodies in your wake. I think you’re the one people should be careful around, little monster.”

My chest tightens, but I mask my expression. “Just two people. I’m not out there defeating armies. We’re not on the same footing when it comes to trails of bodies.”

“I think we’re more alike than you’re willing to admit. You do what has to be done. You silence those in your way, even if it means severing an artery here and there.”

His words are sinister, but his expression, dark and smoldering, sends heat sliding low in my belly.

“I have my limits.” This close to him, his beauty is shocking, and I can’t stop thinking about the day before and of him pinning me to a tree and lifting the hem of my dress. Something in the way he holds my gaze tells me he’s thinking of the same thing.

He stares at me over the rim of his mead. “And I’d love to find out exactly what your limits are.”

I break his gaze, overwhelmed by the intensity. “How did it go? In Vorgium last night.”

“I buried your father in the gardens outside the Lost Palace beneath a yew tree and marked his grave with a rock in a sacred spot. He’s right next to Nimuë. I thought you might want to visit the grave.”

I stare at him. “You brought his body all the way back to Corbinelle?”

“Last night, in the dark. I know he wasn’t the best father to you, but he’s still the father of a princess of Brocéliande.” He pauses, searching my face. “He deserves to be buried among the honored dead. But we must keep his death a secret. If anyone connects you to Arwenna’s murder, I’ll have a harder time protecting you from the King’s Watch.”

A sharp tendril of guilt coils through me, and I swallow hard. My job would be a lot easier here if he were a straight-up asshole with no redeeming qualities. Unfortunately, that’s not the case. “Thank you, Talan.”

The setting sun casts him in amber. “There’s another reason I asked you here. Back in Aedan’s mansion, it seemed you could use your powers freely. Has the pain gone?”

“I still get a headache when I use my magic, but I can ignore it if I have to.”

“Good, because I’m going to need your magic again very soon.”

“Who’s your target?” I ask.

“Lord Kahedin.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “I know he’s powerful, but isn’t he bedridden with the Ichor Plague? I heard the ladies talking about it. Most of his servants have died.”

“Yes. It’s unfortunately highly contagious and fatal.”

“My mind control powers work with touch. As charming as you might be, my prince, I’m not willing to risk an agonizing death for you.”

Talan leans in slightly, enough for the warmth of his body to wash over me. “It’s a real problem.” His smile is slow, sensual. “But you can always touch me instead. I already know you want to.”

Heat licks down my spine. “What do you mean?”

He swirls the mead in his glass, his gaze never leaving mine. Calculating. Intense. “I can step into Kahedin’s dreams. Unfortunately, I found it difficult to influence him there, but I can take you with me. You can manipulate him from there. You touch me, and I bring you into the dream world.”

I blink. “You can do that?”

He tilts his head, his gaze heavy-lidded. “You’ll need to practice first. You get to do something no one has ever done, Nia. You get to see inside my head.”


CHAPTER 28
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Ifollow Talan into a small, round room with a window view of the kingdom. The snow and ice glow with shades of periwinkle and peach as the sun dips lower, hanging just above the city walls. Pillows nestle on curving benches, and I settle down on one next to the windows.

Talan lights a few candles in sconces.

“And what should I expect to find in your pretty head?” I ask.

He turns to me, a lock of his black hair falling across his sharp cheekbones. “Scared of what you’ll learn about me?”

“No.”

“Could be anything, Nia. I control other people’s dreams but not my own. Sometimes, I dream of memories, and other times fears. Occasionally, it’s pleasure. Let’s hope for your sake it’s the latter.”

“And what, exactly, should I be practicing?”

“Your job in my dreams is to remember who you are. You need to remember your separate identity as Nia.”

Ah. Well, then, I’m fucked. At this point, after months and months of faking, who knows who the real Nia is?

“Don’t get lost in my unconscious,” he warns. “Don’t forget who you are because you’ll need your magic and skills.”

He sits next to me and touches my face. His magic washes around me, a soft caress of dark power that skims over my skin. I’m keeping my own protections up, not letting him into my head, and yet, I feel myself falling into his mind, plummeting into his shadowed depths, and fear claws at me.
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I curl up in a cramped space and inhale in the scent of mold and dirt. It’s oppressively dark in here. I can’t breathe, but no one expects someone to breathe in a grave, and I’ve been buried for years. You’d think your heart would stop beating after they inter you, but mine keeps going, slamming against my ribs, refusing to stop. If I were human, it would have stopped long ago. Do they realize their fragility is a mercy?

The panic never goes away, not even after you’re dead. Sometimes, I wonder if I ever existed, or if I have always been here, trapped in the dark.

I’ve always hated not being in control. Locked up.

When did I become claustrophobic? My breath is faster now, and I’m inhaling particles of dirt. I hate being trapped.

This isn’t me. This is Talan. These are his feelings. His dream.

Screams pierce the stone walls from outside. Or maybe from within my skull. I’ve been suffocating in here forever.

A deep ache settles in my chest, the feeling of being abandoned.

I’m not really dead. I’m buried alive in a tiny, cramped cell in the dungeons. The Fey don’t die so easily.

I’m Nia.

I claw my way to the surface. Even if it’s only a dream, I need to get out of this coffin. The small, dark space is maddening, so disorienting that my muscles cramp, bent at odd angles to fit. Panic rakes at my thoughts, and I still can’t breathe.

For years, I’ve wished I’d never been born.

The door opens, and soldiers stand before me. I brace myself, knowing they are going to burn me. A traitor’s fate. This was always going to be my destiny: tied to a stake, set aflame by dragon fire, flesh blistering⁠—

But they’re calling me Your Highness. Since when is a condemned man afforded that respect?

The light hurts my eyes, and I can no longer stand.
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I’m above the surface now, looking out from a balcony in Castle Perillos. Below me, flames rise at the stake. Tarasque unleashes another gout of flames on a traitor, and smoke coils into the air. Screams ring out.

Carnage everywhere.

My father has arranged stone slabs for disemboweling prisoners, racks for stretching them, horses for pulling them apart. But it’s my name above them all…Prince Talan.

This is why he pulled me from the prisons, not just because Lothyr is dead. I’m here to take the blame.

The scent of blood and burned flesh coils through the air.

I grip the balcony tightly. I will become king in Father’s place. I only need to wait for the right moment.

Screams ring out, the noise rattling in my skull. I lived in silence for so long, and now the shrieks deafen me.

I’m not the prince. These aren’t my memories. This isn’t my world.

A dark wave of terror crashes over me as I fight my way to the surface, scrambling to remember who I am.

I’m Nia. From Los Angeles.

Now, I’m stalking through the palace halls, drunk on mead. A blonde, nymph-like woman staggers by my side, more drunk that I am. I can’t remember her name.

The mead makes my thoughts softer, duller. It burns my throat and turns down the volume on the world.

She reaches for my neck, pulling me closer, and whispers in my ear, “I want you to fuck me here in the halls. I don’t care who sees us.”

I terrify her, and that turns her on.

I see the way people look at me. They think I was behind the slaughter.

And why should I tell them otherwise? Better to let them fear me. Because one day, I will bring down the king. And if I want to succeed, I need them to be more afraid of me than they are of him.

I’m in the dungeons again. In dreams, time isn’t linear, and I’m trapped here once more—buried alive. Forgotten. I’m starving. I can feel my ribs protruding through my skin, a skeleton trapped in stone. I’m not sure if I died long ago but my mind hasn’t caught up…

I’m Nia, I scream in my mind. I’m from California. This isn’t me.
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I’m lying on a bed beneath a sycamore tree, watching the branches sway in the breeze. I’m whole again, bathed in lemon-yellow summer light.

In the hollows of my mind, I hear a voice, the one that has kept me company these past few years. The voice I crave for companionship.

Her mother has poisoned herself with too much drink. She’s taking her to a healer. Again.

She just wants rest.

She longs for a quiet room, a stack of books, a way to shut out the noise of the world.

And I want to give her that.
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My eyes snap open, and I’m in the round tower room again, staring into his eyes. The sun has set, and stars twinkle in a purple sky outside.

“Was that a memory or just a dream?” I ask, catching my breath. “Did you really take the blame for the things your father did, or is that what you wish were true?”

“Were you able to separate yourself from my dreams?” he asks, avoiding the question.

I nod. “A little. But I need more practice.”

And if I spend enough time in his head, maybe I’ll finally learn the truth.


CHAPTER 29
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After two days of practicing dream stalking with Talan, I sit with Nivene at a breakfast table on the Barenton Tower balcony. As Aisling serves us breakfast, Nivene and I chat about palace gossip, the picture of two empty-headed sisters catching up, nothing but idle chatter on our minds.

“Did you hear about Baroness Gerwilda?” Nivene says, steam rising from her tea to caress her face. “They caught her having another affair with a man far below her station. A common soldier this time. No rank at all. Shocking.”

“Not another affair!” My eyes widen in mock surprise. Let Aisling think we’re as shallow as possible. “How does her husband stand the shame of it all?”

“I think that’s the problem. Gerwilda’s husband is drunk all the time. He doesn’t stand…nor does any part of him.”

We giggle as if this is the funniest thing we have ever heard.

Aisling pours us more tea. Rain lashes over the kingdom, but a sloped roof shields our table . The city stretches beyond the palace walls, blurred and softened by the mist, and the air feels clearer out here, freer. Safer.

While we wait for Aisling to leave us alone, my thoughts drift back to Talan’s dreams from yesterday. Again and again, he dreamed of being locked in that cell, like part of his mind was still stuck, his soul trapped beneath stone.

But there had been another dream, too—of him fucking me hard against a sycamore tree. A vision I couldn’t stop calling into my thoughts. I saw myself through his eyes, beautiful, delicate, dangerously desirable. Lips he couldn’t forget. I watch the rain slam down over the kingdom, and my mind rolls it over again: my legs wrapped around his waist, his mouth on my nipples…

Nivene snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Hello?”

I blink. “Yes. What?”

“I said, what Gerwilda wants is a man who will let her step on him.”

My jaw drops in feigned horror. “She never!”

Aisling sets out buttered oatcakes and wild strawberries for us. When she finally leaves, Nivene and I are silent for a few seconds, and then she goes to the door and peeks to see if we’re alone. Reassured, she returns to the table and her tea. “Okay,” she says. “We’re on. It’s finally happening. The assassination is moving forward.”

A lump rises in my throat. The nerves are getting to me, but isn’t this what I’ve been planning all along? And this will bring me freedom. To return to Avalon Tower. To end this life of relentless risk, where death waits around every corner.

Talan’s and Auberon’s deaths would end the war. The Fey would crumble into chaos, and Avalon Tower would buy peace with their blood.

Why feel guilty? They’re killers. They’d murder me without a second thought if they knew the truth.

“Okay.” Sharp coils of dread twist between my ribs. “When?”

She leans forward, lowering her voice. “I don’t know, exactly. Sometime this week.”

I frown. “Aren’t you the one organizing it?”

She hesitates, then shakes her head. “No. Avalon Tower is staying tight-lipped about the plans. They’re worried about leaks, especially after someone in the resistance got Meriadec killed. I don’t know who the assassins are, and they don’t know who I am. Avalon Tower gave me sealed instructions that I handed directly to Brados unopened. I only know the passwords we were supposed to exchange.”

“You didn’t read the orders?”

“No.” She furtively looks around. “According to new intel, I’m under suspicion by Auberon on the King’s Watch. I’m sure you are, too. The king has people trailing us. It’s too dangerous for us to know the entire plan in case…” She trails off and sips her tea. “You should start carrying hemlock on you. Nia, the second this is done, we need to get out of here. Understood?”

“Understood.” Neither of us could be captured alive. I clear my throat. “Nivene, I’m starting to suspect that some of the stories about Talan and his campaigns of torture…they might not be what they seemed. I think he’s taken the blame for things his father has done.”

She arches an eyebrow. “Okay. But he’s still trying to slaughter our army and invade the UK.”

“Right. It’s just that…he’s more complicated than I thought.”

Silence falls between us again, broken only by the sound of the rain. I drink my tea.

After another moment, I ask, “What else can you tell me? Do you have any details at all about the timing?”

She shrugs. “All I know is what Avalon Tower told me. It’s going to happen soon. We need you to ensure the prince is in his room every night. And the assassins will need you to unlatch and open the bedroom window so they can get in. Visit his room tonight, open the window.”

“That won’t be a problem. We’ve been practicing magic in the tower next to his room.” I warm my palms on the teacup. “But won’t it looks suspicious? Opening a window?”

“I thought he trusted you.”

I swallow. “He does.”

She leans back in her chair and takes a big bite out of an oatcake. “So, make it convincing. Let’s get this done, and we can leave.”

“What about Auberon? How will they get into his quarters without me opening the window?”

“No idea. They simply said that it’s being handled.”

My mind churns. “I don’t like this, Nivene. I understand the reasoning, but I don’t like that we weren’t involved in the planning.”

She purses her lips. “I’m not enamored with it, either. But remember that Raphael, Sir Kay, and Amon are all working on this with some of the Tower’s most experienced agents. They’ve been planning this operation extremely carefully. Have faith in them. It’ll be fine, they’ll get it done. We don’t need to know the details. Trust Avalon Tower.”

“As long as they get it done,” I echo hollowly.

Get it done. Kill the king. Kill the prince. Leave the kingdom.


CHAPTER 30
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Istare out the window at a kingdom bathed in moonlight. Stars flicker in the sky.

We spent another hour practicing his dream magic, and I can’t brush off the horror of his nightmares. In his dreams today, we stalked the streets of a town in Brittany, and the dead lay all around, eyes gaping up at the skies, bodies already rotting from a massacre.

They say he was the master of that horror, but I didn’t see that part. The dreams only showed me the aftermath.

I take a sip of mead and glance outside. “Do you mind if I open the window again?” I say lightly. “It’s so pleasant today, and the view from here is so pretty.”

“Open it.” He drops into a chair with a glass of wine, then flashes me a knowing smile. “It’s a charming excuse to linger around my room longer. Farm girl, you might as well just admit the obvious and jump into my bed.”

He’s right about that, at least. I do want him. But he’s wrong about trusting me. For the past three nights, I’ve come into his room to practice the dream magic, and I’ve been opening the window every time, hanging around for a few minutes before leaving again. He never questioned it. Not even once.

I push open the window, and the chilly night air stings my face. Regret leaves a hollow ache in my chest.

I stare into the dark night and wonder how I will feel if this plan works. My eyes mist, and I blink hard, trying to clear them.

A silver of light flickers outside, a twinkling silver moth. I desperately want it be a regular moth drawn to the bedchamber’s light, but there’s no mistaking that metallic sheen and shimmering wings. Mordred wants my attention.

The little moth is fluttering frantically back and forth outside the window.

It’s a warning. Are the assassins coming now? The plan was for them to kill him in his sleep, but the lights are still on.

This is most certainly it. Tonight, Talan and Auberon will die.

Thoughts race through my skull, wild as a hurricane.

For weeks and weeks, I’ve maintained all these different roles and lies. Lying to everyone here, telling them I’m just a farm girl who fell in love with a prince. I’ve been lying to Talan, telling him I’m on his side against Auberon while I’m planning his death. Lying to the people in Avalon Tower and helping Mordred spy on them. It’s become nearly impossible to untangle the lies and remember who I really am.

When did I start lying to myself, hiding the truth from my own consciousness?

No matter. Right now, it’s clear as the moon in the sky that I’m not going to let them kill Talan.

Somewhere in me, there’s a cold part of myself that reminds me he’s the Dream Stalker, that he’s trying to destroy the human army. I’ve seen him casually slit a man’s throat over dinner. He was the mastermind behind the attack on Dover, behind the trap that was supposed to demolish our human allies in Scotland. Even if a fraction of the rumors about him are true, he’s a monster and one of the biggest risks to humankind.

His death can bring peace.

But even as my brain is screaming those things at me, I know I’m going to ignore logic. I’ve seen darkness in him, but there’s light, too, hidden in the depths of his dreams and the vulnerability no one else sees.

My chest tightens. What if I lock the window and keep them trapped outside?

Something tells me that might not be enough. Sir Kay wouldn’t hinge the entire plan on me. He suspects I’m compromised, and he’s right, because I am.

I could warn Talan, but that will raise far too many questions. I can’t risk blowing my cover.

I need to get him out of the room. The thought strikes me like a poison-tipped arrow.

I glance back at him. He’s lounging in a chair, reading, utterly relaxed. A lock of his dark hair falls before his face.

He looks up from the book, his sharp gaze rooting me in place. “Nia, why is your heart racing like someone is holding a blade to your throat? Either something suddenly scared you or you’re thinking about fucking me.”

My breath catches in my throat. “I get anxious sometimes. Want to go for a walk with me to see your dragon? It’s warm tonight.”

He tilts his head. “Anxious?”

There’s a word for anxiety in Fey, but almost no one uses it, and the moment it slips from my mouth, I realize my mistake. Anxiety is practically a foreign concept to them. The Fey feel fear, but they rarely put it into words.

I clear my throat. “You know, sometimes, I feel trapped. Let’s go out for a nighttime walk. I can feel spring coming, and I’d rather have you with me to keep me safe than some boring guards. Their conversation is no fun at all.”

Slowly, he slides his book onto the table. “A walk,” he repeats.

I shrug. “I want to go outside, and you should come with me. We’re Fey, Talan. We belong in the wild, not inside with books. We need to really live.”

A ghost of a smile. “You’re finally admitting you enjoy my company. If you’re not careful, Nia, you’ll be begging for more of it soon.”

He rises from his chair, and I reach out for him, hoping to hurry him along. He slips his hand into mine, and heat flares as always when we touch, an electrified jolt that races up my arm.

My heart is pounding as I lead him out into the hall. A few feet from the door, a powerful force knocks me off my feet, slamming me into the stone wall. My jaw snaps shut, and I bite my tongue. Blood fills my mouth. My ears are ringing, and my vision blurs.

Nothing makes sense. I’m seeing the starry night sky, even though we’re still inside the fortress. Smoke and dust swirl around me. On a nearby wall, a tapestry burns, its smoldering embers licking the air.

“Talan?” I rasp over the ringing in my ears. “What happened?”

I try to stand, but my body refuses to move. I glance down, and my stomach plummets. A massive stone pins my legs, and I can’t feel them. Are they crushed? I can’t feel them at all. My hips are wedged beneath part of the rock. Fear knots in my chest.

“I’ve got you.” Talan’s voice sounds far away.

He appears out of the smoke and kneels by my side, his jaw clenched. He grabs the rock with both hands. There’s no way he’ll be able to lift this monstrosity. It’s too large, too heavy. He needs help, but to my astonishment, he lifts the giant stone.

I drag myself from underneath the rock, and a dull pain starts to register. It hurts all over, but I can move my legs. They’re bruised but not actually broken. As soon as I’m clear of the rock, Talan lets go, and it falls to the floor with a terrible thud.

Talan kneels beside me and cups my cheek. “You’re all right.” His voice is low and rough. “But whoever set this bomb off will not be.”

I stare at the stars again. Blinking, I realize that I haven’t been hallucinating. I really can see the stars and the moons because the fucking wall is gone, and so is Talan’s bedroom. Part of the Tower has collapsed, and we’re on the edge of a sheer precipice, a gaping hole where Talan’s bedroom once stood.

Shock courses through me. Avalon Tower asked me to open the windows. They knew the window opening meant I was in the room.

Armed guards charge down the hallway.

“Your Highness,” one of them shouts. “Thank the gods you’re not hurt! There’s been some sort of attack. Magical explosives. Both your quarters and your father’s were the targets, apparently.”

“What happened to the king?” Talan’s voice echoes off the walls.

The guard shakes his head. “Luckily, he was in the library and not in his room.”

“Any signs of the assassins?”

“Already gone, Your Highness. We’re sending trackers to hunt them down.”

“Find them alive. I want their confession. Because they didn’t just try to kill me. They tried to kill my wife, a mistake I will make them regret.”

Nausea rises in my gut, and I lean against the wall, head pounding and my stomach twisted in knots.

The assassins never needed me to open the window to let them in.

The window was a signal that I was in the room with him.


CHAPTER 31
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In my library room, I lie in bed, my head throbbing in tune with my heart. Thud. Thud. Thud.

Sunlight pours over the gold-lettered books, making them shimmer like fireflies, and even that’s too bright for my pounding head.

A whole day has passed since the explosion, but my ears still ring.

A tugging sensation wraps around my ribs, and I know what it means. Nivene is coming. The Sentinel bond pulls taut, humming with the force of her presence.

Why did she give me instructions that nearly got me killed? I hope it wasn’t on purpose, but I’m still furious about it. Trust Avalon Tower, she said. We don’t need to know the details, she said. It’ll be fine.

The headache certainly isn’t helping my mood.

Loud, feminine voices pierce the door—Nivene arguing with Aisling. I force myself to sit up in bed, trying to ignore my headache.

The door slams open, and Nivene barges in. “Nia!” Her voice cracks with relief. “My sister! Thank the gods you’re all right.”

Aisling follows her, wringing her hands. “I’m sorry, Princess. I tried to stop her. I told her you needed rest, but she insisted.”

“It’s okay, Aisling,” I say. “I was awake. I still can’t sleep. The ringing in my ears is too loud.”

“I can’t believe this happened.” Nivene’s face is pale as snow, and her eyes dart over me to look for injuries.

“Me, neither,” I say. “But at least the assassins were deeply incompetent. If they hadn’t been such fuck-ups, I’d be dead.”

Aisling doesn’t seem to notice my tone, and she nods vigorously. “My friend’s husband, whose brother works with the king’s bodyguards, says it was the resistance. They have strange ideas about a world without kings, like the humans.” She shakes her head in disgust.

My eyes widen. “The resistance? How have we not squashed them yet?”

Nivene exhales sharply. “You know what? I bet you’d feel better if we went outside. Get some fresh air.”

I flash her a fake smile. “Ah, yes. A perfect cure for nearly being blown to pieces by the resistance. Fresh air and a little stroll.”

“She should stay here, milady,” Aisling said. “Bedrest is the best cure for something like that.”

“Nonsense,” Nivene says, her voice hard as steel. “Back on the farm, Nia never missed a day of work, even when she was sick. She used to say that the fresh air makes her feel better. Remember that, sister? Besides, this makes me think that we need to talk every day. Who knows what could happen next?”

“Fine.” I stand. “A walk outside, then.”

I slip into my cloak and stride from the room, Nivene fast on my heels. My head pounds with each step, and the cursed ringing in my ears makes me nauseated, but I don’t slow down.

As soon as we step outside, four guards follow us.

“I see you have even more security, sister,” Nivene says.

“Of course. Corbinelle is a nest of vipers, like so many places, I’m afraid.” I whirl to face the guards. “You can watch from here. I doubt the hedgerows and statues are plotting my assassination.”

“Princess,” one of the guards says nervously. “Prince Talan was very clear⁠—”

“Yes, yes, ‘stay safe, don’t get stabbed, don’t explode.’ But my head is already splitting, and the sound of your armor clanging is making it worse. My sister and I are going over there”—I point—“where you can still see us. If a cluster of primroses attacks, I promise to scream for help.”

The guards exchange helpless looks but hang back, and Nivene and I keep walking until we’re out of hearing range.

“Thank the gods you’re alive,” she murmurs, her voice tight.

“Do you remember when you told me to have faith in Avalon Tower and not to worry about the details?” I hiss. “I’m not sure I trust your judgement at this point.”

“Obviously, I didn’t think explosives would be involved,” she snaps. “The whole bloody point was for you to open the window for assassins to sneak inside.”

“But what if there was a different reason they wanted me to open the window? To let them know I was with Talan? They blew the room up right after I opened the window. Within minutes. If they didn’t want me dead, surely they would have waited a while longer. They were supposed to strike when Talan was sleeping. They could see me in the window if they were looking.”

Nivene shakes her head. “That couldn’t have been the instructions from Avalon Tower. They’re not going to kill their own Avalon Steel Knight. There must have been a miscommunication with the resistance, or Fey agents decided to make their own plan. Without Meriadec, I don’t even know who they’re dealing with anymore. Their new contact might be an idiot.”

My mind is still roiling. “It’s almost as if they intentionally botched Auberon’s assassination. Did you notice that? Talan was in his room, but the king? Completely missed the mark. We told them Auberon went to the library every evening at dusk. And there he was, in the library at dusk, like we said he would be. So, why set the bomb off in his room, then?”

“I don’t know. But I’m sure Sir Kay ordered the use of explosives only for Auberon’s quarters. The final instructions must have gotten muddled or twisted. I’m sure it wasn’t coming from Camelot.”

I shake my head. “Something doesn’t add up.”

“Sir Kay planned this assault with Raphael and Amon. Do you believe Raphael would knowingly put you at risk like that?”

I raise an eyebrow. “No. But he wouldn’t fuck it up this badly, either. Whatever Raphael planned, that message might not be what reached the resistance. I’d bet my life Wrythe had a hand in this.”

Nivene’s jaw tightens. “It doesn’t matter. We had one chance, and now the palace security will tighten around us like a noose.” She looks up at the broken tower. “How did you survive the explosion? His room is totally ruined.”

“Just luck.” I glance up at the shattered tower wall, the gaping holes in the palace. “Nivene, what if Wrythe wanted Auberon to survive and sent the wrong instructions?”

Nivene’s forehead wrinkles. “You’re going into conspiracy territory, and it makes no sense. First of all, the instructions were sent with Sir Kay’s seal. He wouldn’t go along with that. And second, why would Wrythe want Auberon to live? He’s an asshole, but he truly hates the Fey.”

I swallow hard. “Sir Kay is in his nineties. The last time I saw him, he looked half dead. Maybe Wrythe got hold of his seal and sent different instructions, and Kay was unaware. Or maybe he convinced him to do this. Whatever the case, I need to know at what point the plans went wrong—was it Sir Wrythe or Sir Kay, or did the resistance switch it up? We need to know who was responsible before we make our next move in Brocéliande.”

“Our next move?” Nivene stares at me. “We’re done here. It’s over. We’re not staying in enemy territory after we tried to kill the king. Our orders are clear in case of failure. They’re on high alert, and it’s only a matter of time before Auberon or the King’s Watch traces this back to us. If we stay here, we’re dead. We’ll end up burned by dragon fire. Tarasque will incinerate us. We’re going back to Avalon Tower. Now, if we can. You need to grab anything you want to bring with you.”

My chest tightens. “I’m still in position to provide them with valuable intel. They need our information.”

“There’s another plan in motion,” Nivene says. “They don’t need us for it, and we’ve been living on a knife’s edge of danger too long here.”

“Let me guess,” I say sharply. “Is the new plan Wrythe’s?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that it’s a backup plan, some new way to beat the Fey that doesn’t involve us. It means we get to leave this place.”

My mind flicks back to the last meeting of the round table. Sir Kay had told Wrythe, Your so-called solution is not an option. Is this the new plan?

“Wrythe set this all up,” I say. “I’m sure of it. He wanted the targeted assassination to fail so he could enact his own plan. And knowing him, it’s probably going to be monstrous.”

“It doesn’t matter what we think, Nia. Or what your best guess is. Our job is to follow orders, and our orders are clear: get back to Avalon Tower. Every minute we stay here is a chance of being discovered. I’ve already stuck around an extra day for you. I can’t linger any longer.”

“Go back without me.” I hold her gaze. “But I’m not going back. I don’t trust Wrythe as far as I can throw him, and something tells me I need to stay here.”

Her cheeks flame red, and anger flashes in her eyes. “You’re going to be found out any day now. They’ll make an example of you when they catch you. If you want to risk burning alive because of your instincts, you’ve lost your fucking mind.”

Mordred’s warning rings in my thoughts. You don’t answer to fate or those idiots in Avalon Tower.

“Nivene, I will handle this in my own way. You asked me to trust Avalon Tower. I’m asking you to trust me.”

She turns, marching away from me in the snow, and my stomach twists as I watch her walk off.

Well, it’s official now. I’ve gone rogue.


CHAPTER 32
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“Nia.”

My eyes snap open, and I’m instantly alert. It’s the middle of the night, and at first, I’m not sure what woke me. My ears listen for any hint of danger, and I mentally scramble to figure out the best exits and nearby weapons. I sniff for the scent of smoke in case another bomb has gone off.

“Nia.” Then I hear it again, my name in Talan’s tempting, sinful whisper.

As my eyes adjust, I see him sitting on the edge of my bed. Moonlight silvers him, and he’s watching me with a faint half smile.

“What is it?” I blurt, still trapped in the fog of sleep.

“You talk in your sleep, you know.” His deep murmur sends a warm shiver down my spine. I’m suddenly conscious that the sheets have fallen off me, and I’m wearing only a thin silk nightgown that stops at my upper thighs.

I pull the sheets up, my cheeks warming. “What did I say?”

His molten copper eyes gleam from the shadows. “Something about being breathless. You were thrashing around in what I can only imagine is a filthy dream about me, but I still can’t wander inside your head to see the details. Such a shame.”

Slowly, the dream returns. Talan hikes up the hem of my dress, about to fuck me hard against an oak tree…

“I wasn’t dreaming about you,” I lie. “I was dreaming about a giant moth.”

He frowns. “Now there’s a kink I hadn’t anticipated.” He cocks his head. “But it is interesting to picture.”

I raise myself on one elbow, clearing the sleep from my thoughts. “What time is it? What are you doing in here?”

“It’s the middle of the night, about four hours until dawn. Get dressed. We’re leaving.”

I rub my eyes, desperate to curl up under the covers again. “Leaving? Why?”

“I want us to enter Lord Kahedin’s dreams as soon as possible. I might be running out of time to set my plans in motion.”

Yawning, I rise from the bed. “What do you mean, running out of time?”

“The assassination attempt has the king on edge. He launched a full investigation into the people behind it, as did I. But when he digs deeply enough, he’ll find out exactly what I’ve been up to. I might not have long until he realizes I’m trying to dethrone him.”

I swallow, my thoughts ringing with Nivene’s warnings.

Going to the wooden wardrobe tucked in one corner of my library nook, I pull it open and slip a thick, warm dress over my thin nightgown. “And how, exactly, will this plan involving Kahedin keep you safe from your father?”

“Lord Kahedin is the last member of the council I need to control. With him on my side, I will have enough power to destabilize Father’s rule.” He hands me my boots, frowning at them. “Your left boot has faint blade marks in it. Why have you been walking around like an armed assassin?”

I snatch them from him. “Why do you think? A woman can’t be too careful these days, especially if that woman is me.” I pull my boots on, my pulse racing. “So, why do we need to go? Can’t we enter Lord Kahedin’s dreams from here?”

“I can. But I can’t take you into the dream with me unless we’re closer, at least a hundred feet from his palace, and Kahedin is presently quarantined at his winter palace in the far north.”

I grab my cloak and wrap it around myself. “The far north? It’ll take us weeks to get there.”

“Then we’d better get started.”

He walks to the door and yanks it open. I quickly follow him.

“Your Highness,” a guard outside my door says, bowing. “Are you going somewhere?”

Talan slings an arm around my waist and pulls me in close to him. “My wife and I are going on a moonlit walk. As she likes to say, the Fey don’t belong indoors. We belong in the wild.”

The soldier nods. “Of course, Your Highness. We’ll follow straight behind.”

“You’ll stay here,” Talan says, his tone bored. “I don’t want your presence interfering with whatever we might do in the forest. It won’t be for soldiers’ eyes, I’m afraid.”

“Your Highness, we’ll stay behind, but in order to keep you safe⁠—”

“Are you suggesting I can’t keep us safe?” Talan’s voice is lethally quiet. “That the Butcher of Brittany and the crown prince needs to be protected by someone stronger? Do you think you are stronger than me, soldier?”

The soldier pales. “Of course not, Your Highness, I just⁠—”

“Good.” An easy smile curls his lips. “You’ll stay right here like a good little soldier while we take a leisurely stroll, and I’ll return precisely whenever the fuck I want to return.”

Talan turns, dismissing the soldiers, and walks away.

I fall into step beside him and glance at his beautiful, perfectly composed face. His anger had been a pretense. He’d played those soldiers.

“I know you act like a villain on purpose,” I murmur. “Just to get away with whatever you want.”

“Smart girl.” He chuckles softly. “But if you go around revealing my secrets, I’ll have no choice but to punish you.”

A warm shiver skims over my skin.

We step out the main palace doors, and the guards at the entrance stare after us in confusion. The temperature has dropped even further, and the icy wind bites at my cheeks.

Despite the cold, it’s a beautiful night, with only the silver moon full, the air clear and crisp. As soon as we’re far enough from the entrance, Talan turns away from the stables.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“We can’t take the horses. Guards patrol the stables, and they will notify Father immediately if we ride out in the middle of the night.”

“So, how are we going to travel?”

Talan glances at me, raising an eyebrow. “How do you think?”

I realize we’re walking to the Lost Palace, and my heart skips a beat. “You don’t want to ride to Lord Kahedin’s winter palace.”

“No, that would take weeks, as you pointed out.”

“You want to fly.”

“Even my paranoid father won’t anticipate something so reckless.”

My teeth chatter despite my cloak. “It’s going to be freezing up there.”

He turns to look at me, a line forming between his eyebrows, and for a moment, he looks utterly confused. That’s an expression I’d not seen on him before. The icy wind whips at his hair, and a cold rain starts to hammer down on him.

“What?” I ask.

“A strange feeling.” Slowly, he unfastens his cloak and pulls it off.

“What strange feeling?”

“Giving a fuck if anyone around me is cold or hungry, or otherwise unhappy.” As he wraps his cloak around me and fastens the clasp, his fingers brush against my collarbone. “Nia, you are so fragile for a woman who walks around with daggers in her boots. Sometimes, you’re almost like a breakable little human.”

A shudder ripples up my spine, and I’m glad he can’t see my expression in the darkness.

“Human,” I scoff. “You say the craziest things sometimes.”

He turns, leading me on the icy cobbled path toward the Lost Palace.

“The assassination attempt made me rethink things. So far, my investigation has made it clear that the assassins had very thorough plans of the palace, as well as meticulous information about the security routines we employ,” he says. “I had a few men I thought I could trust, but now, I can’t be sure about that. No one can know about us leaving. I have no idea whom to trust besides you.”

A twinge of guilt tugs in my heart. Mordred’s words haunt me again. You always act as if your hand is forced by fate. Own your decisions.

I did what I thought was right at the time. But now, I’m no longer sure what’s right.

As we reach the Lost Palace, I glance up at Nimuë’s statue and feel her dormant power ripple over me, singing with the tattoos on my wrists.

I follow Talan inside. Moonlight streams onto the tiled floor through the stained glass windows. Through the second door, Tarasque’s immense head appears from the darkness. She huffs, and the sound echoes off the wall. Her metallic eyes gleam from the shadows, sending a shiver over me.

“Hey, there, my good girl.” Talan rubs the bottom of her jaw. “We’re going on a trip.”

She lets out a rumble. Talan pats her affectionately, then crosses to the side of the hall, where he picks up two leather bags.

“You’ve been preparing,” I say.

“Of course.” He lifts the smaller one and tosses it to me.

I catch it, and it’s lighter than I’d anticipated. When I peek inside, I find only clothes. Talan swings the larger leather bag on his own shoulder.

He crosses to the towering doors at the rear of the hall. As he pushes the thick, metal-reinforced wood, the doors groan. They shift open, and moonlight streams into the hall. Tarasque lumbers out into the snow, steam puffing from her nostrils.

She lowers her neck, and I climb on, tightening my thighs around her scales. Talan slips on behind me, and his powerful arm locks around my waist, securing me in place.

“Ready?” he says in a low voice.

I nod, my heart in my throat.

Tarasque takes a few steps and beats her wings once, twice, and then we lift into the icy air. I hold my breath as we sail into the dark skies, sweeping over darkened, snowy villages. My stomach is left somewhere in the snow beneath us.

Riding a dragon at night might be even more terrifying than in the daytime because it’s almost impossible to tell how high we are. Beneath us, a blanket of silver stretches out across the kingdom.

For a moment, I shut my eyes and lean back into Talan’s warm, solid chest. His thumb brushes up and down my waist, soothing me as my body goes tense from the shock of dragon flight.

I force my eyes open again and look back at the tiny lights of Perillos. I wonder if any of the King’s Watch might have seen us take off. And yet, somehow, with Talan here, I don’t feel scared at all.

Talan guides Tarasque eastward for a few minutes, the dragon arcing wide over the city of Corbinelle, then shouts a command, directing Tarasque to the north over empty fields and forests. He leans in close, and his voice thrums over my skin. “When I ride her to hunt, I go east. If anyone happened to be looking in the skies, that’s what they’ll report.”

Tarasque veers sharply, and the speed of her flight takes me by surprise. I grip tightly to one of her ridged scales, and my heart leaps.

The wind whips over me, stinging my cheeks. Beneath us, glittering, icy forests sweep past, a blur of white and black under the moonlight. A sensation of wild freedom ripples through me.

No one knows where we are. Not Auberon, not Avalon Tower, not even Nivene.

And right now, that’s just the way I want it.
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We fly for less than three hours, the sky turning an indigo blue streaked with violet. As we dive lower, I peer down at the dawn-kissed forest rushing past below us. “Are we near the palace?”

“Almost,” Talan says. “We’ll need to walk for a few miles. If we land out here in the forest, no one will see us.”

As much as Talan and his cloak have kept me warm, I’m still chilled to my bones, and my thighs ache from hanging for my dear life.

As Talan pointed out, it’s almost like I have the weak, breakable body of a human.

As Tarasque gently glides down to the snowy, coral-tinged earth, I’m desperate to jump off.

Slowly, she lands in a clearing. As she settles in the snow, I half-tumble off Tarasque’s neck, leaping onto the ground.


CHAPTER 33
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In the northern lands of Brocéliande, the snow is much heavier than around Castle Perillos, and the ground gleams white under the winter sky.

My leather boots sink deep into the snow. My legs are frozen, but we’re nearing a small timber-frame cottage framed by icy oak trees. Icicles hang from the cottage’s eaves.

“One of my hunting lodges.” Talan nods at it.

“Exactly how many of these do you have?”

“I have no idea. I have better things to think about.”

“Like moth kinks.”

He glances at me with a lazy smile. “Well, now I’m thinking of that. Thanks for that image. But I only like the idea because you remind me of a Corbinelle moth.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “In what way?”

“Seemingly delicate, secretly venomous, and hopelessly drawn to things that might set you aflame,” he purrs.

“And what would those things be?”

“A devastatingly handsome Fey prince with a reputation for murder.” He pushes through the snow to the cottage and pulls a key from his pocket. It takes a few seconds for the key to turn in the lock, and then he opens the door.

I follow him inside, hugging myself. My teeth are still chattering.

I turn around, taking in the cozy space. There is a rough-hewn wooden table and chairs near an empty hearth, and sunlight spills inside onto a bed beneath the window.

I drop my leather bag and pull a soft wool blanket around myself for warmth while Talan crosses to the fireplace. “When do we start with the dream magic?” I ask.

He starts sliding logs into the hearth. “We’ll probably have to wait until night, when he’s sleeping.”

“Can’t you force him into a waking dream? I’ve seen you do it.”

He lights the logs in the fireplace. “Yes, but I want to be subtle. I don’t need him to know that I was in his head. He needs to think it’s his own idea.”

“Makes sense.”

The fire starts crackling, and warm light plays over his masculine features. “For now, I need you to go to the nearby village to ask about his health. You can get us some food, too.”

“You don’t want to come with me?”

“Even in a remote place like this, the villagers will recognize their crown prince. My portraits are hanging all over the kingdom.”

“Is that so? We didn’t have your portrait on my farm.”

“No, you were sadly deprived. Heartbreaking, really.”

“I’m still in recovery from the horror of that privation.” I fold my arms. “And what do you need me to find out about Kahedin’s health?”

“I need to know if he’s likely to recover from this disease. There’s no point wasting our efforts if he dies tomorrow.”

I look down at myself, at the cloaks dyed with vibrant shades of midnight blue and cherry red. “But I will attract some attention. I’m not dressed like I’m from the country.”

He shrugs. “You’re dressed differently because you’re not from here. You’re a visiting healer for Lord Kahedin, straight from Corbinelle. So, of course, that’s why you need to ask about his health.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a handful of copper coins. “This should be enough for food without suggesting you might be here with a prince.”

My stomach rumbles, and I don’t hate the idea of getting some food. In fact, my mouth is already watering. I pull off my rings, placing them on the windowsill, and check my reflection in the murky glass. I undo my hair, wearing it loose like the commoners do. I take off my second cloak and hang it over the chair. “How do I look?”

He pins me with his gaze, and his dark eyebrows knit together. “Memorable, but you’ll pass for a Corbinelle healer. Just be careful what you say. You’ve got to play the role. If anyone gets suspicious, you’ll be reported to the King’s Watch.”

He has no idea how good I am at playing a part.
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As I’m walking down the road to the nearby village, it occurs to me that it’s the first time I’ve been walking outside alone since I nearly died in the explosion. No guards, no palace staff, no Talan or Nivene.

I stalk through the woods utterly alone except for the eerie echo of a wren’s song wending through the forest. A weight settles on my shoulders, pressing down on me. Cold mist twines between the trunks.

All this time, I’ve been behaving almost automatically, responding to people’s expectations of me, showing them a reflection of what they need to see. Nia the farm girl, the princess, and the Avalon agent doing what she’s told.

At home, I’m Nia the people-pleaser, the caretaking daughter.

But who am I, really?

I don’t have a home anymore. I suspect Wrythe of trying to kill me from Avalon Tower, and I’ve been trying to kill those around me here. The idea of returning to California with my mom makes me want to vomit.

That leaves me with one last role to play.

From now on, I make my own choices. No more blindly following the orders of Avalon Tower, nor will I bend completely to Talan’s machinations. He’s still dangerous, capricious, and morally questionable. And yet, I no longer believe that killing him is the right thing to do. Even if he’s out for himself, he’s taking down his father first, and that makes him an ally. And if that’s true, maybe I can change his mind. Maybe I can make him see humans as more than dispensable pawns.

Slowly, carefully, I want to form an alliance with him.

I just have no idea how to tell him what I’ve been doing here this whole time.

As I walk, I pull my cloak tightly around me. At the edge of the forest, the trees thin. I cross into a misty clearing and climb onto a hill overlooking the village. It takes me a minute to get a good view through the fog, but at last, I see cottages huddled near a river below. Lanterns hang from crooked stone walls, tinging the mist with gold. As I walk closer, I spot a few fishermen casting off by the river’s edge and some kids chasing each other on the outskirts of town, bundled up against the cold. A few women look after them.

I trudge down the hill, my misty breath mingling with the fog. Smoke curls into the air from a cottage, and I smell freshly baked bread. My stomach rumbles.

I’m fucking starving, and now I can’t stop thinking about a particular pizza place I used to go to back at home. I’ve been eating wildflowers and salmon and oatcakes for months now, and I wanted nothing more than several slices of oily pepperoni with hot pepper flakes. My mouth waters, and for one moment, I don’t want magic and enchantment anymore. I just want fast food for one human meal.

As I reach the cobbled road at the bottom of the hill, the children’s laughter fades, and they turn to stare at me, wide-eyed and rosy-cheeked, their mittens covered in snow. One of them grins, showing off a big gap in her teeth. Fey children are adorable.

I shift my gaze to the women watching over them. Their thick cloaks of undyed wool blend with the mist, and their expressions are cautious.

“Good day,” I say. “I think I am lost. I’m trying to get to Lord Kahedin’s castle.”

The two women exchange bemused glances.

“Definitely going the wrong way,” the older one tells me. “You should return on the path you came from and turn north at the crossroads. It’s about a day’s walk from here.”

“Oh.” I adopt a frustrated expression. “I knew I made the wrong turn somewhere. Is there a place in town where I can buy some food? I’m starving”

The woman nods at one of the cottages. “Ol’ Dreena has a bakery just there, and some meat. But you do know Lord Kahedin is sick, yes? He’s very contagious.”

I nod. “I’m here to help him. I’m a healer. Is he hanging in there all right?”

“No idea,” one of them says. “Could be dead by now, for all I know. Then we get a new lord, and nothing else changes for us, does it?”

“Right. Of course. Thank you.” I turn and cross the cobbled road to a shop with a painted sign hanging out front and a large window stacked with bread and pies. I push through the door, and my mouth waters. The scent of fresh baking, roasting meat, and sweets hits me right in the stomach. Food lines every wall.

A woman stands behind the counter, kneading dough. Her pointed Fey ears stick through her long, straight, green hair. Behind her, shelves are lined with all the supplies that people here probably need to survive—farming tools, flour, herbs, and dried fruit.

The woman, presumably Dreena, stops her kneading and eyes me suspiciously over the counter. She frowns. “Who are you?” In her country accent, it comes out more like whoreya, the words merging into two syllables.

“My name is Reina,” I say. “I’m on my way to Lord Kahedin’s castle, but I got lost. I’ve come all the way from Corbinelle, though, and I’m absolutely starving.”

“What do you want with Kahedin?” she asks. “All the way from Corbinelle?”

“Someone on his staff wrote requesting my services. I’m an herbalist and a healer. They thought I might be able to help.”

“He already has her balls.”

I blink. “I’m sorry?”

“He already has her balls.”

“He has…balls?”

She sighs, exasperated. “He. Already. Has. A. Herbalist,” she says, pronouncing every word loudly and slowly.

I clear my throat. “Well, I don’t think she’s working out. Though it did take me ages to get here.”

“You’re too late. He’s getting a bed wetter.”

It takes me a while to untangle this rural accented phrase: he’s getting a bit better. I sigh loudly, giving the impression of a disappointed healer who has just realized she’s out of a job. “Oh. Well…that’s good news. I’m glad your lord is doing better.”

“Ha!” She smirks in derision.

“Who is this herbalist?” I ask. “It might be someone I know.”

I need her to repeat the name three times, and by the third time, I’m pretty sure it’s Fermat.

“Oh. I haven’t heard of him. Well, if they don’t need me anymore, I want to make sure I have plenty of food for the ride home. Could I buy some bread, a pheasant pie, a bag of figs, a pie of boar and apple, cantal cheese, and two bottles of mead?” This is overkill, but my rumbling stomach got the better of me.

I pay her sixteen coppers, and she packs up my food for me. As I leave the bakery, I’m already nibbling on the bread and cheese, and gods, it’s delicious. It’s warmer now, the air more springlike, and ice drips from the trees as I walk.

I feel the villagers’ eyes following me as I climb the hill back the way I came. Let them look. I played the part perfectly.

The hem of my dress drags through the melting snow, getting soaked.

I keep eating, half-lost in thought, until a rhythmic thud—thud—thud draws my attention near the hunting lodge.

Talan stands outside, swinging an axe in powerful arcs. In the warmth of the spring sunlight, he’s taken off his shirt, and I stare at the movement of his muscles and the sinuous lines of his tattoo. His muscles flex and coil under the sunlight. He doesn’t just chop wood—he punishes it with ruthless precision.

I don’t even pretend that I’m not watching. My eyes rake over him, and my mind drifts in a sensual haze. I’m imagining those powerful Fey hands gripping my waist, pulling my hair, grabbing the curve of my ass as he slams into me. Would he make me moan with slow, teasing restraint? Or would he rip off my underwear and take me hard up against a wall?

As if sensing my filthy thoughts, he glances up. Our eyes lock, and heat flares in my cheeks.

A slow, knowing smile curves his lips. “Hungry, are you?”

I press my lips together, trying to maintain a sense of dignity. “Pardon?”

He drops his axe.

As he prowls closer, my gaze brushes down his body, taking in each perfectly carved muscle. The power and the perfection of his body could make a woman lose her mind.

“You brought back enough food to feed a small army,” he says softly.

I lift an eyebrow, my breath coming quickly. “And?”

His expression darkens, sliding over me like a slow caress. “And I was simply wondering how many of these delights you intended for your husband.”

“I brought you pheasant pie.” I keep my voice steady, my fingers tightening on the bag.

He leans in, his voice a low, wicked murmur. “That’s not all I’d like to taste.”

Heat blooms in my core, and my pulse races for him.

This close, Talan’s power thrums over me, and his scent makes my thoughts turn desperate. This man could have me in a heartbeat if he wanted it.

And judging by the curve of his lips, he knows it, too.


CHAPTER 34
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Talan and I sit on soft blankets by the fire, and its golden glow flickers over the cottage’s walls. Moonlight streams through mullioned windows, casting silver diamond shapes on the floor. I’m letting my thick wool dress dry by the fire, clad instead in a yellow silk gown Talan packed for me.

I glance over at him as he stares at the fire and tries to concentrate on his magic. He’s close enough that I can feel the alluring pull of his power against my skin—a sensual, sultry stroke on my skin that makes my spine straighten and goosebumps rise on my arms.

Talan closes his eyes, and the firelight shifts over his beautiful features.

“He’s already dreaming,” he says quietly. “I can sense it now. Are you ready?”

I take a deep breath. “I’m ready.”

He opens his eyes, and his dark gaze slides to me. “Remember, even if dreams aren’t reality, they can still hurt you. The rules are never the same, and I have no idea what we may find in Kahedin’s sick and fevered mind.” He leans in closer, and the warm light sculpts his cheekbones. His lips curl faintly. “Do you think you can handle a nightmare with me?”

“I’ll be fine.” I know firsthand how dangerous Talan can be.

Months ago, when I was still a cadet in Avalon Tower, he’d trapped me in a waking nightmare. He hadn’t seen me, but he could sense my mind. He knew that I’d stolen a map from him, and he locked me in a nightmarish world, demanding the map back from me. He’d nearly drowned me. Little telepath, he’d called me, while he dragged me under the icy sea into a whirlpool.

Little telepath. I will drown you, and you’ll wish you were dead, but you’ll keep drowning, unable to breathe, water filling your lungs. In dreams, death cannot save you.

A shiver runs down my spine. He still has no idea I was the map thief, the telepath he’d been searching for. I’ve been shielding my mind against him ever since.

“While I take you into his dream with me,” Talan says quietly, “I won’t be able to control the dream as well as I normally can. We’ll have to blend into his dream and adapt to whatever is happening in it. We can’t disrupt his own narrative too much. Every action you make is like a stone tossed in a placid lake, making eddies and ripples. If it causes too much disturbance, the dream can become unstable. Don’t fight against the dream current. Try to move with it. If Kahedin dreams that he’s a bird, we’ll also become birds. If Kahedin dreams that he is riding a horse through a meadow, we might ride horses, too.”

“What if it’s a sex dream?” I whisper.

A smile whispers over his lips. “Then I will make sure you enjoy it.”

“And what if we end up separated?”

“I will find you, little wife, wherever you go. But when we reach Kahedin, I need you to enter his mind and force him to agree to the letter I sent him. Can you do that?”

“I can do that in the dream,” I say, “but I can’t be sure he’ll follow through in real life when he wakes up. My power usually works only so long as I maintain connection.”

“It should work,” Talan says. “Dreams are powerful. As long as you really imprint the notion in his mind that he must do it, he’ll do it when he wakes up. Trust me.”

I nod. “Okay. I can do that.”

“Good. Take my hand.”

I take his hand in mine, my heart quickening.

“Watch the flames.” Talan’s voice is low and hypnotic. “Imagine your body becoming lighter. You are drifting into mist, floating along with the clouds above Lake Avalon.”

I stare at the fire, an ember floating up. I follow it with my eyes, and the world grows dimmer as Talan’s magic whispers around me, kissing my skin. Even now, I intuitively try to maintain the veil in my mind, but he doesn’t try to intrude. Instead, he gently leads me away from my body and into the dream world.
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The world around me swims into focus. I’m in a garden, and warm sun spreads over my skin. It’s clearly summer here, and enormous roses are in full bloom around me. Rue and marigolds blossom, and hawthorns and mulberry trees line the path leading up to a white palace. Fish swim in a little pond, and the water glitters under the summer sky. Bees hum in the air, and blackbirds warble in the boughs. A warm breeze whispers over my bare thighs.

Talan stands next to me, taking in the scene. “I didn’t imagine Kahedin would dream of beauty like this. He always seems like such a soulless twat.”

Talan is dressed more simply than usual in a tightly fitted charcoal shirt with short sleeves that shows off his tattoos and black trousers. No rings, no crown, no earring.

“This garden is beautiful,” I say. “I’ve been desperate for the sun and warmth.”

Talan’s gaze slowly rakes over me, the copper in his eyes smoldering with heat. He takes a slow step closer, his eyes burning into mine. “Well,” he says in a low voice, “this is interesting.”

“What?” I look down at myself. I’m dressed in a short yellow summer dress that stops high up on my thighs. It’s the type of thing I would have worn back at home in the summer heat—a short style never worn in Brocéliande.

My heart races. “What’s interesting? My dress?”

He drags his gaze from my thighs to my face. He goes strangely still, and shadows slide through his eyes. As his dark gaze pierces me, I feel as if he’s uncovering my secrets right here.

“When entering a dream, we reflexively shape our appearance in the way we see ourselves,” Talan says. “You’re wearing a dress that looks like something from the human realm. And it’s not just the dress.”

I inhale shapely, and he takes a step closer, stroking a fingertip over my earlobe, and a hot shiver trails in his wake.

He’s staring at me with utter fascination as it dawns on me exactly what has his attention.

Oh. Fuck.

My glamour doesn’t exist in the dream world. My breath speeds up, my pulse roaring.

When I stepped into Talan’s dreams all those days ago, he never actually saw me. He sensed me, but he never found me, but now he sees me as I see myself—as human.

“Well, well, well.” The rich velvet of his voice has a sharp edge. “That’s certainly interesting.”

My heart is racing out of control. “It’s probably because of what you said earlier—that I’m as breakable as a human. It got in my head. It’s probably⁠—”

“It would be nice,” he says, “if you stopped fucking lying.”

I snap my mouth shut, my brain scrambling for an exit. He can kill me in the dream.

Talan tilts his head, studying me. “The glamour is impressive, I’ll give you that. Who wove it? Someone with incredible skill.”

I’m breathing so hard and fast, I’m not sure I can remember how to speak. “I…”

His eyes gleam with something I can’t quite read. “You’re demi-Fey. I’ve been wondering about your lungs.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I say, turning to face him, acting offended. “Demi-Fey are mongrels. They’re filth. I’m nothing like them. You know that. You’ve spent enough time around me. Do I really strike you as⁠—”

“You strike me as someone with secrets.” His voice is controlled and quiet, but an edge slides under it. “Secrets you’re keen to hide at all times. I met your father, who seemed Fey. But I’ve never seen your mother.”

My blood roars in my ears. “I can’t exactly introduce you to her if she’s dead.”

“You don’t need to. I can see what you are for myself.”

I swallow. The jig is up. Trying to deny it will just make him more suspicious of me. He still needs me, doesn’t he? And as long as he doesn’t know who I work for, maybe he won’t kill me. “The midwife glamoured me. I have been glamoured since I was young.”

He shrugs slowly. “There are numerous hidden demi-Fey in Brocéliande. I don’t share my father’s beliefs about them. I doubt he even believes what he says. The demi-Fey are a scapegoat for his own failures. Nothing more. Are your taxes too high? Is your income too low? Are the roads crumbling and crime keeping you trapped in your home? It’s not the king’s fault. Never the king’s fault. It’s those insidious enemies of the kingdom, the demi-Fey, whom we’ve let live among us too long, rotting us from within. It’s a very convenient deflection for him, the first propaganda tactic of a tyrannical ruler. But is any of it real? No.”

I let out a long, slow breath, staring at him. “Okay.”

“However,” Talan says, “given how effective the propaganda is, I doubt Kahedin will find a demi-Fey in his dream reassuring.”

He lifts a hand, slowly stroking his fingertips over my earlobes again, his heat skimming against my skin. I shiver at his light touch, and tingles bloom at the contact.

He smiles faintly as he admires his work.

I touch them, feeling the pointy tips that weren’t there a second ago.

“When we return to the palace, I expect you to fill in some more details about your mother.” He tilts his head, watching me. He’s scrutinizing me too closely, and I feel self-conscious under the heat of his gaze, the way his magic strokes against mine, the way his smooth voice intoxicates me like warm, honeyed mead. “And the truth about everything. I want to uncover everything about you, Nia.”

I swallow hard. “Let’s get Kahedin. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”


CHAPTER 35
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We trudge across the surreal landscape of Kahedin’s dream world. Before us in the snow stands his palace. But it’s a dream version, larger and white as bone.

As we get closer, I see that it’s actually made of bones. Four soldiers guard the castle, their armor gleaming silver in the moonlight. Another soldier peers from a second-story window, wielding a crossbow. She appears to be completely naked, and her breasts are on display. Two more guards are patrolling around the villa.

I slowly start to realize that all the soldiers are the same person, a woman with red hair and large blue eyes framed by dark eyelashes.

“I think I recognize her,” Talan tells me softly, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Though I’ve seen her only once. Duchess Arnesta. She’s Kahedin’s second cousin.”

As we step closer, the guards’ armor dissolves, and they stand naked, holding swords.

“What does it mean that at least seven naked Arnestas guard this place?” I ask.

Talan watches the soldiers with interest, then leans closer, his breath warming the shell of my ear. “I’m no expert, but I think it means he really wants to fuck his cousin.”

As we approach the villa door, they fall to their knees, and I realize the Arnestas’ swords are enormous knitting needles, sharp as blades.

Talan’s lips curl into a smile. “Now, that is how you greet the crown prince of Brocéliande.”

The Arnestas on either side of the door cross their knitting needles to block our way.

“No one can see our master,” the one on the right says.

“He’s punishing us,” the left one adds.

“We’ve been naughty,” the one on the right says.

“He saw me swimming naked.”

“I showed him my breasts when he was trying to work.”

“He’s got us all tied up now.”

“My bottom is bright red from his hand.”

“We need more.”

“We don’t want to be interrupted. He’s making us learn our lesson for that time we turned him down.”

“We can’t control ourselves sometimes around him.”

“Now, we beg him to fuck us.”

They lick their lips.

I stare at them. “Did you say his cousin?” I whisper to Talan.

“Second cousin,” Talan murmurs. He clears his throat and tells the Arnestas, “We won’t distract him from your punishment.”

On the left, Arnesta points her knitting needle at Talan. “No one is allowed inside. No one else can see our master.”

Four Arnestas brandish their needles, and the one with the crossbow aims at us, but Talan’s words seem to reassure them, and they take a step back, though still eying us suspiciously.

“I could kill them,” Talan whispers.

“What happened to not making waves?” I ask.

“I suspect the whole point of Kahedin’s dream is that he’s trapped all alone with his fantasies. This is probably related to his seclusion because of the plague. No one is allowed near him in real life, and this somehow ties into his sexual desires.”

I cock my head at an Arnesta. “Well, that’s just it. What good is it to beg if there’s no one there to see it? I think Lord Kahedin wants the whole world to know how much you want him. How much you regret turning him down. He wants people to see that he has all the power now, doesn’t he?”

“Yes,” she says slowly. “You must watch us.”

“You must see how desperate we are for him,” says the other.

They move aside, motioning us in, one of the needles practically brushing me as I walk past.

Inside, the palace is falling apart, a place of faded grandeur with peeling paint and cracked walls. A vase by the entrance contains a bouquet of dead flowers. There’s only one door ahead, and Talan pulls it open.

Kahedin sits on a throne with six naked Arenestas kneeling at his feet, arms bound behind their backs. More Arnestas are draped in large, upholstered chairs, writhing on each other and moaning for Kahedin to touch them. They’re touching each other, trying to orgasm but never quite reaching it.

I recall seeing a portrait of him in Castle Perillos once. He was a handsome Fey with long, silvery hair and a well-kept beard. Now, he looks twice the size, made of pure muscle, with golden skin. The picture of radiant health. In his dreams, the only signs of his failing health are the dilapidated walls and the cracked mosaic floor.

“You see how they want me?” Kahedin beams. “You see how the tables have turned?”

“They obviously regret turning you down very much,” I say. “You radiate such power. May I kiss your hand?”

With a dismissive gesture, he extends his arm, and I step around the naked Arnestas to kiss the back of his hand.

I’m anticipating the usual blinding pain from my powers, but to my surprise, there’s none at all. Whatever causes it in real life hasn’t followed me to the dream world, and I leap into Kahedin’s mind easily.

I feel his misery at once. He’s spent months alone, obsessively thinking of Arnesta, but neither she nor anyone else would come near him. He yearns to touch someone.

The letter, I whisper in his mind. The letter that Prince Talan sent you. Agree to it, and it will all be over. You’ll be able to see people again. You’ll be able to step outside. Arnesta will throw herself at you because you will be favored by the prince.

He’s desperate and willing to try anything. I feel him instantly capitulate. He’ll agree to Talan’s letter. Talan was right. My mind control is even more powerful in the dream world. Any notion I plant here becomes an integral part of Kahedin’s fantasies, planted deep in the roots of his unconscious. He won’t know where he got the idea, but he won’t be able to ignore the growing desire.

Already finished with my work, I pull away, breathing rapidly and smiling at Talan.

He arches an eyebrow. “That was alarmingly fast.”

I shrug. “It’s done. Let’s get out of here.”

“Okay. We should be able to leave the way we came⁠—”

The palace door flings open, and a troop of naked Arnestas march in, gripping pikes. Snakes writhe from their heads instead of red hair, and their fangs are sharply pointed. Blood drips from their mouths.

“What have you done to my master?” one yells.

“Fuck,” Talan says, clamping his hand around my wrist. “Things are about to get very interesting, little one. Stay close to me. I know how easily your kind breaks.”

My breath quicks. “Why? What’s going on?”

“The dream has become unstable. It’s turning into a nightmare, and I don’t know how much I can control it.”

The nightmarish Arnestas stalk into the palace hall, their faces twisted into horrific grimaces, their fangs flashing. Behind them, shadows slide through the air, amassing before the door. They’re blocking our way out. Behind us, Kahedin starts to shriek, all of his bravado dissolving like sugar in the rain.

Talan exhales slowly with the air of someone who feels inconvenienced.

“Can’t you get us out of here?” I ask quietly.

Talan shakes his head. “In Kahedin’s nightmare, this place is a prison. I can bend and twist the dream logic a little but can’t break it.” His copper-ringed eyes flick to mine. “Especially not while you’re with me.”

The snake-haired Arnestas lunge for us, and Talan steps in front of me. One of them lashes at Talan with her razor-sharp nails. A sword materializes in his hand, and he dodges her attack with fluid, effortless grace. He swings for her, expertly slicing through her throat. But already, another is charging to take her place.

Talan shifts into warrior mode, a blur of speed and violent force. Whirling and pivoting, he arcs his sword through his attackers. He’s so perfectly, overwhelmingly Fey in the way he moves, equal parts vicious and graceful.

Behind the Arnestas, shadowy creatures writhe, their shapes constantly changing—snakes, monsters, and large birds of prey.

“Can you give me a sword?” I call out to Talan.

I can help him, but I can’t materialize my own weapons.

Talan turns, a dark smile on his lips. “My lethal wife.”

He tosses his sword to me. I catch it by the hilt and pivot to take on an oncoming Arnesta. I thrust it into her heart, then pull it out again. Dark blood drips from my blade. I spin to see Talan, now fighting two more Arnestas. Shadows loom behind them.

The room is morphing, the walls turning dark and inky, lit by torches.

Frantically, I scan the hall until I see a new wooden door. I run for it. When I try the doorknob, I find it unlocked. “Talan, through here!”

Talan swings at one of the shadows, cleaving it in half, then runs to join me. He slams the door behind us, leaving Kahedin and the monsters on the other side.

We stand in a long hallway. Through the wood, Arnestas scream about needing Kahedin, and the shadows moan.

Talan grips me by the hand and walks with me down the torchlit hall. “I really preferred the orgy part of his dream, even if it was a bit grim,” he mutters. Then he pivots, and I turn to see the shadows coming after us. Somehow, Talan still looks unimpressed. Bored, almost. “I thought perhaps they would have learned by now.”

His sword is a blur of steel, and he hacks through them.

“Go!” he says. “I’ll hold them off. If you run far enough, you might find the way out.”

“You want me to leave you in this place? What if you get trapped?”

A dark chuckle. “I’ll be fine. This is my domain, Nia. I’m just not sure about you.” He cuts a shadowy creature’s head, and the monster grows two more. “Go, Nia!” His voice rings out with a command.

“No.” I plant my feet on the ground. “I’m staying with you.”

His copper-flecked eyes cut to me. “Fine, but you’re about to become terrified, because I will become a nightmare.” His voice becomes deeper, darker, dredged from the ancient forests, the voice of a man who’s watched centuries turn like the seasons, and the years fall away at his feet like hawthorn petals. “The only way out of here is for me to be more terrifying than Kahedin’s own dreams.”

“Fine with me,” I whisper.

Shadows writhe and coil around him, wild as a raging tempest.

When he glances at me, his eyes have turned to blazing copper, and primal terror sweeps through my skull. Right now, looking at Talan is like looking at death itself. An image of Viviane’s broken body blooms deep in my thoughts. She crumbles to ash, and cowslips grow where she lay, their petals already withering. Dread unfurls in my chest.

The vision of Viviane slips away, and I’m staring at Talan again, shaking.

I take a step back. And another.

Talan’s clothes shift, turning into a knight’s armor stained with blood. He looks like something from a Fey painting, the forgotten god of death. His sword is larger now, flashing in the dim light of the hallway.

Flames burst from the blade.

“I am Prince Talan, the Dream Stalker.” Beneath Talan’s booming voice is a low, resonant sound like a carnyx that sends dread coiling through my gut. “I am the Butcher of Brittany, a spirit of vengeance, and I leave only death in my wake.”

The shadows shriek as they catch fire, and smoke coils through the hallway.

“Kahedin!” Talan coos. “The Dream Stalker comes for you!”

He strides back to the door, and I hurry after him. The rest of the nightmares are now racing from him, trying to get away.

We cross back into the hall, which has become a dark dungeon. A naked Arnesta wields a whip.

As she sprints for Talan, he runs his sword through her chest. Blood drips from his sword, and she disappears into thin air.

Slowly, Talan turns to face Kahedin, who shrieks with fear.

Talan stalks closer to the lord, moving with an unhurried pace. He seems to savor Kahedin’s terror, drinking it in, feeding on it.

“No matter where you are, I will always find you,” Talan says in a lethally quiet voice. “I am your worst nightmare.”

“Yes.” Kahedin shuts his eyes in fear. “Please, Dream Stalker…let me go. I will do whatever you want. I agree to your letter.”

Talan turns to look at me, and I see the shadow of dark horns growing from his head. “And there we have it.”

He steps closer to me, and magic swirls around us as if it’s binding us together. His raw, magnetic power thrums over my skin, making my heart race.

“We can leave now,” he whispers.

But it’s not reassuring. Even after everything I’ve seen here, what scares me the most right now is that he will want to know why I look so utterly human in my own mind.

And I have no idea what I’m going to tell him.


CHAPTER 36
[image: ]


Iwake to warmth—to him. The dream slips away, and I’m back in the little hunting lodge.

Somehow, as we wandered through dreams, I ended up sprawled across Talan, my limbs tangled with his. Now, my head rests on his powerful shoulder. Heat seeps through his shirt, warming my muscles through my thin dress. His delicious scent wraps around me, making my pulse race.

I could move, of course, but I don’t want to.

The fireplace crackles. The moisture from my drying clothes has turned the air humid and sultry, making my muscles go supple against Talan. A slow, smoldering warmth pools deep in my stomach—the heat of being wrapped around him. And despite the haze of sleep still cocooning me, I’m acutely aware of every hard plane of his muscles—the tempting, dangerous power of the Dream Stalker.

I shift slightly, my body brushing against his in a way that makes desire coil through me. Then, his fingers move on me, lazy and teasing. Slowly, they trace the length of my spine as if he has all the time in the world.

I lift my head to see him watching me closely.

His eyes gleam in the dim light, copper burning like embers, his mouth faintly curved in a wicked smile. His expression is pure, delicious sin. “You climbed on top of me, little demi-Fey. Is there something you’re hoping for?”

Little demi-Fey. He doesn’t seem to be demanding answers yet, but that question lingers over us.

I don’t want to answer it now, though. Now, I still feel dreamy and soft, and I want to stay here, enveloped in our pretend world a little longer. I don’t want to break the spell.

Before the full truth comes out, and everything starts to burn.

As his fingers stroke down my spine, my skin warms, aching for more of him. I could shift away from him, but I like the feeling of being on top of him.

“Your magic made me sleepy,” I mumble.

He slides his fingers into my hair, tightening them. There’s a gentle possessiveness in the way his fingers curl. “That’s not the only effect on you. But of course, you’re so reluctant to tell the truth.”

Molten heat slides into my belly. I hate how well he sees me, and how much I want him to keep looking.

And then, in one fluid motion, he moves, and I’m on my back, my breath quickening as he shifts me exactly where he wants me, his body caging mine. One hand traps my wrists over my head, and my pulse spikes.

The other slides up my thigh, fingertips brushing the silk of my dress in an unbearably slow, teasing stroke.

I was always going to give in to him, wasn’t I? Even if I know exactly how it will end, I still want him. I’ll burn with him, even if we both turn to ash.

His mouth hovers close to mine. “I need answers from you, Nia. And I don’t think you will give them all so easily.”

My pulse races. “You once told me I could keep my secrets.”

“I’ve changed my mind. Secrets build fortress walls, and I don’t want to be on the wrong side of yours. I want to know every little thing about you.”

His mouth lowers to my throat, his breath a delicious whisper of sensation before his lips meet my skin.

I tilt my head back as he brushes his lips over my throat. He kisses me with lazy strokes of his tongue that send pleasure coiling through my body. I shift my hips against him, and he drags his hand under the hem of my dress, slowly, tortuously. The silky material of my gown shifts against my skin in an exquisite sexual torment. Need spreads low in my belly, pouring through me like melted honey.

But beneath the warmth, something sharper curls inside me. Guilt. I’m lying to him, always.

Talan lifts his head. “Now, Nia. Tell me about your parents.”

I run my hands down his chest and under his shirt. “That’s one way to kill the mood.”

A lie. Every inch of me craves his touch as my fingers trace the sculpted ridges of his abs. His muscles flex beneath my touch.

I pull his shirt off and run my hands over his finely carved body. His muscles flex under my touch.

Liquid heat pools in the coppery depths of his eyes. His fingers tighten on my thigh, moving higher. “You’re unpredictable and utterly alluring, and I need to know everything about you, including exactly how you’ll feel wrapped around me.”

Heat pulses through me, and I shift my hips against him. “I’m afraid I’m terribly boring, even if I’m a demi-Fey.”

“I doubt that.” He hooks a finger beneath the strap of my gown, tugging it down—first one side, then the other. As he pulls down the top of my gown, the air kisses my bare breasts, and my nipples harden.

Talan’s gaze brushes over me, and his breath catches, his eyes smoldering. “Fuck. I want to interrogate you.” His voice sounds rough, hungry. “But you look distractingly hot.”

“Maybe now is not the time for talking, then?” My heart pounds like a drumbeat.

His eyes darken. “Then why don’t you tell me what you want?”

My smile deepens. “Only to stay warm.”

Talan chuckles, low and wicked. “Liar.”

He leans down. His mouth closes over my nipple, and I gasp. A deep, sensual ache makes my thighs clench. I run my fingers over the muscles of his bare back, desire pooling in my core. As his tongue swirls, tasting me, sexual pleasure plunges through me.

I shouldn’t let this happen. I should be keeping him at arm’s length. This is reckless and doomed, but I can’t resist him. I want to let myself go completely, just once.

He pulls his mouth from my breast, his gaze flicking to mine. Copper flares in his eyes. “Take off your underwear and lift your dress for me.”

“So bossy. What makes you think you can order me around?”

“I already know what you want, Nia. I’m just giving you permission.” His breath warms my breasts. “I know what you need from me. You want me to make you come so hard that you will never look at another male again.”

My fingers slide through his hair. “So confident.”

I reach under the hem of my dress and slide my underwear down to my ankles, then off.

His eyes gleam. “Good girl. I will make you come, Nia, but I’m not going to fuck you for real until you tell me all your secrets.”

That comment makes me bite my lip. As much as I want to hand the truth over to him and give him what he wants, it will break this spell I’m living in now.

I pull the hem of my dress up anyway, and his gaze sweeps slowly down my body, his eyes darkening with ferocious hunger. The way he’s looking at me like he’s about to lose control completely sends a dark thrill plummeting into my core. He’s desperate, the perfectly composed prince coming undone before me, and I want this moment to last forever. His expression is worshipful.

He opens my legs and lowers his face to my thighs, his breath hot against my skin. Slowly, his lips graze my inner thigh, his mouth warm and wet. He’s savoring me, teasing me, and making me ache for him. Liquid heat pools between my legs.

I coil my fingers into his dark hair, trying to shift him where I want him.

He looks up at me from under his long, dark eyelashes, his eyes burning with delicious sin. “Patience, my little demi-Fey. I’m savoring you.”

His mouth returns to my skin, warm, demanding, worshipful of my body. He’s teasing me, trying to make me unravel, to beg. Desire pulses inside me.

At last, he starts to kiss and lick me right where I need him. His tongue laves over my clit, each stroke an exquisite torment of pleasure, and I let out a moan.

Raw desire builds, winding tighter inside me, a tension on the verge of snapping. I move my hips against his mouth as my body clenches tighter, my thighs pressing around his head. Hot pleasure ripples through me, intoxicating, until I no longer remember my name, or his, or what the truth ever was. There is only this—his mouth against me, his fingers inside me, the heady pull of his touch. All I can think about is the overpowering pleasure where his mouth touches me.

As his fingers move faster inside me, I come hard, and stars explode behind my eyelids, my body tightening with a mind-shattering release. I clench around him and call out his name. My body shudders, back arching, until my muscles slowly start to relax again, aftershocks rolling through me like thunder.

I catch my breath, my body glowing and damp in the warmth from the fire. Talan pulls me firmly against him, wrapping me in his arms. I wish I could stay like this, in the in-between world where he hasn’t yet learned the whole truth.

I turn to look at Talan, and he stares into my eyes, a small, satisfied smile on his face. “I meant to get your secrets out of you, Nia,” he says softly, “but you gave me none. It almost never happens that I lose control. But since the moment I met you, I haven’t been able to think straight.”

His words light a warm, glowing fire inside me. That makes two of us. “And why is that?”

He studies me with a line forming between his eyebrows. “It’s like I was living in a world of shadows and mist, and then you showed up in my castle—wild, furious, insulting me. And you looked like dawn.” His voice drops. “Rose and honey. You felt like something I lost a long time ago. And ever since, I haven’t been able to clear my mind. Without you, now, I think it would feel like the air stopped moving through the trees. It would feel like the sun would never rise, the rivers would stop flowing, and everything would turn to dust.”

My heart stutters, and his words make my eyes mist.

Because my secrets are a ticking clock between us, counting down the minutes.

And perfect things never last, do they?


CHAPTER 37
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Rosy morning sunlight slants into the cabin, and I shift back against Talan in the cozy bed. Every now and again, wrens and nightingales sing, making my eyelids flutter open.

The fire in the fireplace died sometime in the night, and as the hours stretched on, a chill spread through the cottage. Still, even without the fire, the heat from Talan’s body keeps me warm. I nestle against him, folding my arm over his. The dawn light bathes the warm cedar tones of the cabin in honeyed shades. As I snuggle close to Talan, my mind drifts through that liminal realm between sleep and waking. Thoughts appear and dissipate like fog that drifts over Lake Avalon.

Talan knows that I’m demi-Fey, and he doesn’t care. Maybe he doesn’t know everything, but I feel safe in his arms.

He really isn’t who we all thought he was—the Butcher of Brittany, the ruthless killer. He understands that the humans, the demi-Fey, were nothing more than a scapegoat for the king.

If I’m right, we can stop the war together. I just have to think of a way to slowly tell him the whole truth without ripping the rug out from under him.

And right now, I really don’t want to leave this delectable cocoon.

Talan’s hand shifts on my stomach, his fingers lazily stroking my skin. “Nia, are you awake?”

“Mmm.” I pull the blankets up around me and shift my ass against him. I can feel the hard length of him, and it stirs desire in me all over again.

“We have to get back to Perillos,” he murmurs. “But I’m going to hunt us more food and get some water before we go. You sleep a little longer.”

He kisses me on the temple, and I watch dreamily as he pulls on his trousers. It’s hard to stop looking at him—every perfect inch of him.

I watch as he steps out of the cottage and the door closes behind him. I listen to his feet crunching the snow as he leaves, and I luxuriate under the blankets for a while.

When Talan gets back, I want to talk to him about the war. I want to find out why he’s trying to conquer Scotland. What’s his plan if he doesn’t support his father’s crusade against humans?

I curl sleepily underneath the blanket, Talan’s masculine scent still coiling around me.
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My eyes snap open, my heart racing, danger sliding into my thoughts. At first, I’m not sure what woke me, but then I hear it again, and my breath catches. Men’s voices ring out from the forest. Did Talan bring someone back with him?

I rise from the bed and pull on a thin silk gown over my naked body. I cross to the window, and my heart skips a beat. I leap away from the glass, then carefully peer around the side again, taking care not to be seen.

It’s not Talan—it’s the King’s Watch. At least twenty soldiers are marching toward the cottage, all wearing the engraved armor of the king’s guard. Their swords are drawn, and they look sharp and vicious.

My blood roars as I recognize the man in the center of the group. He’s larger than the rest, his lip curled with a bone-chilling ferocity. He’s wielding his monstrously large sword, the one he used when he captured Raphael.

It’s Vidal, Maertisa’s brother, and based on the look on his face, I think this mission is personal to him. He knows what I did to his twin.

Slowly, realization sinks in like snow melting into soil.

Talan told me yesterday that no one would recognize my face in town. But what if Vidal came looking for me here, hunting for his sister’s killer? He must have pieced together that it was me, probably right after we left Aedan’s palace. His sister, after all, had already suspected me. She must have whispered something to him, but Vidal bided his time. An attack in Perillos would have been foolish.

He’d been waiting for his chance to strike the moment I left the castle. And if he knew I was here, I imagine he’s been spending his days speaking to anyone in villages near one of the prince’s hunting cottages and asking them to inform him if they saw me. Yesterday, they’d stared at me as I showed up in town. Had there been recognition on their faces or alarm?

Maybe. Probably.

And they’d sent word to him as soon as I left. He’s here for revenge, and if he captures me, I have a terrible feeling my death will be slow and agonizing.

They move slowly, spreading out as they approach the cottage. I don’t know if they saw the movement through the window, but I hope not. I hurry to the other side of the cottage and slip into my boots, staying low so they don’t see me. I peer out the window again. They’re much closer now, a few dozen yards away.

My wrists tingle with cold magic, and I look down to see Nimuë’s symbols shimmering on my skin. As my heart slams, I feel something grow within me, magic reacting to my fear, the ancient power that had taken root the moment I crossed into Brocéliande, unfurling when I’d passed Nimuë’s statue. My body hums with power, strength coursing through my veins.

But I have no doubt that even armed with this power, they will take me down. There are too many of them, all armed. Vidal alone is pure death, and this time, I don’t have a poison-tipped dagger.

My heart pounds, and my legs shake.

Hurrying to the back window, I pry it open and scan the forest for movement. No one.

I leap through the window, landing lightly on my feet. The instant my boots hit the snow, magic surges through me. Pressing my back flat against the wall, I take a moment to scan my surroundings. My fingers twitch as my gaze locks onto the axe Talan used to chop wood yesterday. It’s buried deep in a tree stump, just within reach. I lunge forward, gripping the wooden handle and yanking it free. Armed with the axe, I dash toward the tree line, sprinting hard and pumping my arms, moving quickly enough that I don’t feel the cold in my thin gown. The wind shrieks in my ears as I race through the forest, my body brimming with magical energy.

But they’ve spotted me. Somewhere behind me, I hear shouts of alarm.

As I run, two arrows sink into the snow to my left. I quickly zig, then zag, my movements too fast for the arrows to find their mark. Vidal roars at his men, but I’m only trying to focus on one thing—speed. I charge through the forest, kicking up snow as I run. More arrows whip past me, whistling.

I dive deeper into the woods, desperately hoping the oaks will give me cover, but as I run, an arrow thunks into a nearby tree. They’re closing in on me.


CHAPTER 38
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Irush through the woods, branches whipping my body and face. My bare feet slam over the snow and moss, snapping twigs. An enormous fallen tree blocks my way, and I leap above it, hurtling through the air. I land with jarring force on the other side, nearly slipping on the ice.

I steady myself and keep running.

My palm is sweaty on the hilt of the axe.

From behind me, the shouts of the King’s Watch ring out. They’ll easily track me, following my footprints in the fresh snow. They probably have horses, and I suspect some are good trackers. If I run in a straight line, they’ll cut me off ahead.

I veer to the left, pumping my arms hard to keep going. As fast as I’m running, my lungs should be closing on me right now, but they’re not. Even if I don’t fully understand my magic, I feel it pouring strength into my body like a rushing current, a thundering river of buried power. It makes me faster, lighter, like I’m gliding over the earth instead of hammering against it.

Angry shouts pierce the air, coming from several directions. They’ve split up to catch me.

An arrow slams into my thigh, and the pain rips through me, jagged, blinding. I can’t breathe. I stumble, dropping the axe. Grimacing hard, I grip my thigh, trying to stanch the bleeding. With an agonized grimace, I rip the arrowhead out. Blood gushes from the wound, staining the snow. I grunt in pain, but I have to keep going.

I reach for the axe again and pick it up.

The agony makes it hard to think straight, and my heart is slamming hard. I’m hobbling now more than running, and shaking and sweating. The voices are closing in on me. Even though it’s cold out, I’m sick with nausea, and I can’t feel my feet as they sink into the snow.

A warrior appears, prowling between the oaks. He lunges, startling a blackbird into flight, the noisy cry cutting though the silence.

All the magical strength that had been coursing through my body seems to have evaporated, and my lungs contract. I’m wheezing, trying to catch my breath.

What happens if I die out here? Will they hide my body, bury it in the snow like Arwenna’s? No marker, no funeral?

I imagine no one finding me here, a mystery lost to time, lying undiscovered and decaying like autumn leaves beneath the snow.

I have only a second to act.

My attacker rushes at me, and I’m already swinging my axe before I realize it. With a grunt, I manage to hit him in his side, the blade sinking deep into his flesh, carving into his stomach. His silver eyes widen in shock, and he stumbles back.

He clumsily swings his sword at me. He’s not long for this world, but he’s fighting to the last moment. I duck, and his blade whooshes above my head. With my uninjured leg, I kick him in the chest, and he slams back into the earth, bleeding onto the snow.

Twigs snap behind me, and I whirl to meet a second attacker. Red hair streaming behind him, he runs at me, snarling. I dodge his thrust, then lean forward and touch his bare neck, unleashing my powers at him.

I find a chaotic mind, a tornado of violent thoughts, a picture show of all the horrific things he wants to do with me. His sadistic and perverse thoughts are irrelevant. I unleash a torrent of power into his psyche, drowning his thoughts of blood and breaking bones, flooding his emotions, his memories. His jaw goes slack, and his sword tumbles from his hand. He crumples to the snowy snow, his mouth hanging open.

I pick up his sword and drive it through his chest. A final puff from his lips, a last exhalation, and he breathes no more.

Pain rips through my mind in the next second, and I gasp and lean against a tree. Red drops spatter on the white snow. I touch my nose, and blood trickles onto my hand. So much fucking blood around me.

Nauseated, I lean down to pick up the dropped sword. An arrow thunks into the tree next to me. I’m ready to fall over in the snow and give up, but I force myself to keep going.

I stagger on through the woods, my thigh pumping blood.

Vaguely, I wonder what would happen to Mom if I died now. Would she end up homeless in Camelot? Would she find someone to look after her as she grew older, thinner, sicker?

A memory flickers, one I haven’t thought about in years. When I was little, Mom left me alone in the house, and I woke from a nightmare about ghosts. Terrified, I searched for her, but the house was dark and empty. The floors creaked beneath my feet, and I knew the ghosts were there, waiting. Panicked, I ran blindly until my forehead cracked against the sharp edge of a shelf. I remember feeling utterly, completely alone.

It’s the same feeling now, injured and stumbling blindly around. I keep going, gripping the stolen sword. My head pounds.

I don’t go far before I reach a cliff face, the rock sheering up to dizzying heights. The granite wall towers above me, stretching in either direction, too sheer to scale. A few vines climb up it, but not far enough to get me anywhere, and they break partway up the rock.

I hear calls from both sides. They’re drawing closer, surrounding me.

My blood roars in my ears, and I whirl with my back against the cliff face.

I’ve got nowhere to go. This is where I make my last stand. I imagine Tana flipping over the death card as she sits on her bed.

Gasping, I search for anything else I can use to defend myself. A few boulders surround me, but they’re too low to act as much of a shield against the arrows. I reach down, pressing my hand against my injured thigh.

Fear vibrates through me. I grit my teeth and try to stay calm.

Closing my eyes, I summon my magic, reassured by its charge deep within my chest. I don’t want to give up here. I don’t want to end up buried under the snow, forgotten by the years. I want to live.

And then I sense something, a familiar, comforting presence in my mind, a deep, sensual voice, almost like my unconscious was searching for him, lowering the shields I’d erected against him.

Talan’s voice whispers in my thoughts. He’s still mostly blocked by the veil in my mind, but not as much as usual. I can sense his fear for me. He must have returned to the cottage and found it empty. He probably saw all the footsteps stomping the ground around the hunting lodge and found the open window. The dark, rich touch of his power brushes my thoughts. He’s sending his magic to locate me.

He knows he can’t get into my mind, that I always protect myself from his powers, but he’s trying anyway. And I’m sure he’s also tracking me on foot, trying to follow the frantic zigzags of my footfalls between the trunks and the trail of blood from my injured thigh.

“Talan!” I shout.

But it only calls my attackers closer. I hear their cries around me as the men realize my position. Meanwhile, Talan is still desperately searching. He’s too far and hasn’t heard me.

A few men appear within the trees roughly forty yards away and spot me.

I crouch, gripping the sword. Talan will never track me here on time. I’m on my own.

But there’s another way to let him know where I am.

For the first time since I arrived in Brocéliande, I let the veil in my mind drop.


CHAPTER 39
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The impact is sudden and startling. My mind suddenly feels free, and the headache is gone. Until now, I didn’t realize how much effort I’ve been spending maintaining the veil. All day and all night, it’s been draining my magical power, and now, the fog is lifted from my thoughts.

Somewhere, in the distance, Talan’s magic reaches for me, the shock of realization slamming into him.

There you are. A note of cold anger slides under his smooth, velvety voice.

What, exactly, has he already discovered about me, now that I’ve let him in?

He’s not a telepath like I am. Usually, he can’t seek out another’s conscious thoughts, only their dreams, their hidden desires and fears. And yet, he’s heard my voice for years, my thoughts.

I’m desperate for this connection as I scream at him mentally that I’m trapped by a cliff. And just in case that doesn’t work, I conjure a vivid image of the cliff, trying to communicate the picture, even if he can’t hear my thoughts.

Is it really you, little telepath? Six resonant words, humming with dark fury, and then he disappears from my mind.

He’s cut me off.

The loss of the connection feels like the breath leaving my lungs.

He knows everything now. He’s knows I stole from him in the Château des Rêves. He knows I’ve been lying to him the whole time.

An ache opens in my chest, worse than the knowledge that I’m about to die. Stupidly, I’d hoped he would come for me even if he knew the truth, but my betrayal is too deep. How can he let a traitor like me live?

A sharp whistle cuts through the air, and an arrow splinters on the cliffside above my head.

With my heart hammering against my ribs, I duck behind a jagged boulder, pressing myself as small as possible. Terror coats my tongue as I breathe in short, sharp gasps.

No one is coming to help me.

But as I crouch there, curled up like prey, something shifts in my thoughts. With the heavy fog out of my mind, I can feel the pulse of magic flowing through me, stronger than ever. The veil I’ve been using to shield myself from Talan must have been leeching my magic, smothering my powers all this time, but it’s gone.

My magic roars to the surface.

When Tana first told me I was the Lady of the Lake, I didn’t know what it meant. Mordred had promised these powers would grow in Brocéliande, surrounded by a world of magic. Magic feeds on magic, blooming from the soil of enchantment here. But only now can I truly feel the Lady of the Lake’s powers cascading through me, a waterfall of strength.

I’m not alone after all.

An ancient, unbreakable bond connects me to the Ladies of the Lake who came before me, a magical current flowing through time and merging with Nimuë’s spirit. This is her home now, and her body lies buried in the soil of Brocéliande. Her magic lives in the ground beneath me. Her spirit rushes through the trees and shimmers on the forest rivers.

But it’s Morgan’s power, too. Before she ruled as queen, she was the Lady of the Lake. Now, her magic ripples through my body.

All three of us—Nimuë, Morgan, and me—are entwined, our forces churning together.

I am no longer just Nia Melisande, hunted and alone. I am a covenant of three. A sisterhood. A triple spiral carved into the stones, strong as the oaks, old as the rocks. Fathomless as the lake itself.

As the magical current flows into my soul, my senses grow sharper, Fey-like. I am the living keeper of Lake Avalon’s power.

I hear Vidal and the other attackers creeping toward me, their pounding hearts and labored breaths. My senses drink in every detail: the thick scent of their hair oils, the faint creak of leather, the smell of mead on their breath. Four of them with murder in their hearts, thinking to catch their prey unaware.

I crouch, listening as they inch closer.

Their hearts boom like war drums heralding their own deaths.

BOOM.

Gripping my sword, I leap from my hiding spot.

BOOM.

These Fey move as if wading through treacle—sluggish, doomed. My blade sings through the first man’s throat before he blinks. Blood sprays, shimmers of bright crimson in the sunlight.

BOOM.

My sword carves through a raised arm, and the soldier’s eyes widen in shock.

BOOM.

I kick the first man’s body into the two behind him.

BOOM.

Smash a nose. Rip a sword from limp fingers.

BOOM.

Block a clumsy thrust with one blade and skewer him with the other.

BOOM.

My sword slides through bone and sinew, severing a terrified man’s head before he can even scream.

BOOM.

The last one turns to flee. I hurl my sword, and the blade spins end over end, finding its mark in his back. He jerks, staggers, then drops to the snow.

Silence.

Four men lie dead at my feet, and I’m still catching my breath.

A whisper of danger prickles at the edge of my senses, and a hail of arrows zips through the air. I leap behind the boulders, and they splinter against the granite.

My magic is weakening, dissipating. I can’t maintain it much longer. As it leaves my body, I’m left dizzy and weak, yearning for its company again.

“What are you all waiting for?” I hear Vidal shouting.

“She’s killed Ector, Durnure, Lot, and Morholt,” someone shouts, terrified. “I’ve never seen anyone move so fast. What the fuck was that?”

“She’s just one woman!” Vidal roars. “There are almost twenty of us left. Charge her!”

Silence greets me.

“Cowards,” Vidal spits. “I’ll show you how my sister’s murderer dies.”

I carefully peer from the side of the boulder. Vidal’s men are cowering behind trees. Only Vidal stomps forward, his face twisted in hate. He grips his sword tightly.

I stand and point my sword at him. I can only hope Vidal’s men won’t fire arrows at me when I’m this close. “I’ve already killed six of your men.” I force my voice to stay steady. “And you know that I killed Maertisa. If you come any closer, you’ll be next.”

Vidal’s lip curls. “Maertisa was poisoned. A coward’s weapon. You would never have beaten my sister in a fair duel. And the six you’ve killed today were weak little twats. You’re good, I’ll grant you that. But I’m better.”

He lunges forward.

I’ve seen Vidal fight before, dueling with Raphael. And Raphael just barely managed to beat him.

I’m nowhere near as good as Raphael. Without the magic from Morgan and Nimuë, I’ll be dead within moments.

I try to swing at him, and my sword is twisted and wrenched from my hand. He lets out a short, mocking laugh. “So, this is the dangerous woman you were all so afraid⁠—”

I don’t let him finish. I move in, touch the back of his palm, leap into his mind⁠—

And I’m thrown out.

I wasn’t expecting that. Vidal’s mind is so brimming with hatred and fury aimed at me that there’s no way my magic can get into his thoughts. It’s as if he’s maintaining a veil in his mind—a veil of pure wrath.

He backhands me, and I stumble away, hitting the boulder. I taste blood in my mouth.

“I’ve been thinking of this moment for weeks,” he snarls. He raises his sword above his head. “It won’t be quick. One limb at a time.”

But before he can bring down his blade, a blur of darkness crashes into him, knocking him down.

Stunned, I stare as Talan slams his fist into Vidal’s head, battering his face. Furious, Vidal fights back, reaching for Talan’s throat. But all it takes is one more brutal, ruthless punch, and Vidal’s head is caved in.

He’s dead. Crushed, his face an unrecognizable pulp.

Talan stands, blood dripping from his leather gloves, and turns to face the rest of the King’s Watch.

He hasn’t even looked at me.

“You all know who I am.” His voice is low and quiet, his fury barely restrained. “I’ll be counting to twenty. Anyone still here will find himself wrapped in everlasting nightmares, screaming and begging for death until I slit his throat. Anyone who breathes a word of this to the king will meet a worse fate.”

They drop their swords to the ground.

“One,” says Talan, his voice smooth. “Two…”

The men of the King’s Watch run, stumbling in their desperation to escape.

Talan’s glacial eyes root me in place. He’s taking in the blood, the carnage. “Are you hurt?” Steel laces his tone.

I glance down at myself, at the blood soaking my clothes. My thigh still aches, but the wound is already healing itself—Nimuë and Morgan’s magic at work, I assume. “It’s nothing serious,” I say.

A muscle tics in his jaw, a small movement, but it tells me everything. “Good.” But it’s not good at all the way he says it. It’s cutting and cruel, like the edge of his sword. “Would have been a bit embarrassing, letting my wife get hurt.”

I swallow. Venom drips from the word wife, and it hits me harder than I would have expected.

His gaze slides to the vines clinging to the rocks. Calmly, he rips one of them off. My heart races as I start to realize what it’s for.

My heart kicks into gear again. He’s going to tie me up, isn’t he? Then I die. Of course, why wouldn’t he kill me?

His gaze flicks back to me, all ice. There’s no warmth to him anymore, just an unyielding darkness.

“Now, Nia Vaillancourt,” he says in a low voice. “Who the fuck are you, really?”

My brain does what it always does in moments like this, tries to calculate what he wants so I can give it to him. It sorts through survival strategies. Can I talk my way out of this? Can lies save me? Is it too late to charm him?

Is he going to kill me?

But none of my calculations are adding up, and I feel like my brain is breaking.

So, I do the one thing you should never do with a lethal hunter.

I run.
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It doesn’t take long.

He corners me in the forest, blocking my path just like he did the day we first met.

And just like that day, the shadows seem to darken the air around him. The sight of him steals my breath, the beauty and the terror of him as overwhelming as ever.

His eyes lock on me, cold and certain. “You’re not getting away, not without answering my questions. I recognize the feel of your mind, but I can’t read your thoughts. I’m not a telepath. So, you’re going to do something new for you and actually tell me the truth.”

I take a step back, eyeing Talan warily. My fingers twitch, and my legs are still shaking, giving me away. My whole body is charged with panic and something more corrosive. Heartbreak, maybe.

Months of deception have made lying second nature, and my mind offers up a whole garden of falsehoods, pretty little blossoms of deceit waiting to be plucked. Should I offer him another rotten bloom while I hide a knife behind my back?

The question is which lie to pick…

Am I a scared farm girl blackmailed by enemies? An agent conspiring with Fey nobles to put him on the throne? Am I a wide-eyed innocent, a blank slate? An idiot?

Maybe a politician’s trick—I could just lie, lie, lie, flood him with lies until he’s too exhausted to bother with the truth.

But the lies feel brittle now, dried roses ready to crumble at the slightest touch. I can’t bring myself to lie again. And Talan won’t fall for it anymore.

So, I say nothing, because that’s all I’ve got left—silence.

The wind toys with Talan’s hair, lifting dark strands. “I’ve been inside your mind before.” His voice is cold as midwinter frost. “Isn’t that right, little telepath?”

I nod, just once.

My mind churns wildly like a raging storm.

He knows I stole from him. He just doesn’t know why.

He steps closer, slowly, like he has all the time in the world to destroy me. All the warmth leeches from the air around us. In my thin nightgown, I shiver.

“And why did you steal that map from me?”

My mind starts to flick through the calculations again.

“Careful,” he purrs, and I know there’s danger in the softness of his voice. “Lie to me again, and I will know. I’m watching you closely now. Tell me, little telepath—who are you? Why did you steal from me, and why did you seek me out?”

I look up, my voice barely a whisper. “You might not realize it, but I’m your ally now. I wasn’t at first, but I am now.”

He smiles faintly, a dark curve of lips. “I don’t think so, Nia. But you’re very good at faking it. I know better than anyone how easy it is to fake an entire life. So, what’s your real name?”

I clear my throat. “Nia. That part is real. Not my last name, but that’s not important.”

He narrows his eyes. “Months ago, in the Château des Rêves, you took a map from me. I vowed to find you again, but I lost track of you. By the time you returned to me, you’d figured out how to shield your mind. You found your way into my castle in Brocéliande. What are you after? Why did you seek me out and let me think that I was the one who found you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t. Lie.” His eyes glitter like dark ice, cold and beautiful. “You stole a map from me. It had important information on it. Important places that I was working to protect.”

Yes. Fey military bases. At least, that’s what Avalon Tower thought. “The Blue Dragon Project. The sanctuary for the war orphans.”

“The map you stole identified their home, and your worthless Pendragon allies attacked it.”

I swallow hard, a sickening feeling opening in the pit of my gut. “What’s your connection to that place?”

The power of his magic raises goosebumps on my skin. “I built it because they needed someone to protect them, and no one else would. But of course, the Pendragons have a brutal tendency to attack without the correct information, don’t they? They’re relentlessly evil but not very bright.”

My breath quickens. “I’m not a Pendragon.”

“Of course not.” His voice drips with quiet venom. “They’d never sully their precious bloodline with a half-Fey mongrel. But you are an Agent of Avalon, a plague to our kingdom. The traitor I’ve been looking for all along. Isn’t that right, darling wife?”

Wife. He wields the word like a sharp weapon.

“I’m not an agent anymore.” My voice breaks. “At least, I don’t think so. I refused a direct command. Nivene returned to Camelot without me, and now I’ve gone rogue. I tried to get you away from their bomb attack, you know. Don’t you remember how I pulled you out of the room?”

Talan’s dark laugh makes me wither inside.

“Such fickle loyalty. How very human of you. You’re as consistent as a leaf caught in the wind.”

My jaw tightens. “You and I both want your father dead. We both hate the Pendragons. We’re on the same side.”

He cocks his head. “I think you kept me alive because you weren’t done mining me for information, and because you could use me to take down Father. One less monarch to kill.”

My throat is dry, and I swallow hard. “No, that’s not what happened.”

He lets out a long, agonized sigh. “I should have known. I had some suspicions, of course. That prisoner who disappeared from the dungeons around the time you showed up. And that night, you got hurt, mysteriously attacked, and two guards went missing. But then Arwenna shot you with an iron arrow that she got from Pendragon allies. And the night of the assassination. And that strange sense that I knew…” Something unreadable flashes across his features briefly before his perfect features harden again. “Well, it’s over.”

He retrieves something from his pocket, a silver whistle that glints like a blade. It catches in the light, blinding me. As he blows into it, the whistle emits an otherworldly keening sound.

“What is that?” My voice sounds far away.

“It summons Tarasque.”

Panic claws at my chest. “The dragon used to kill traitors.” I breathe. “You wouldn’t.”

He doesn’t answer.

Would he?

“Is it true, then?” I whisper. “Are you the Butcher of Brittany, like they said all along? Maybe you built your orphanage, and maybe you even cared, but you wanted to kill all those people in Scotland. My friend Viviane is dead because of you.”

His dark expression sends a cold shiver licking up my spine. “You were there? At that battle?”

“I was.” My voice sharpens. “So, now you know who I am. Who are you, Talan?”

He raises an eyebrow. “Scotland. My, my, Nia. You really know your way through a portal, don’t you? Popping in and out. Stealing maps. Freeing prisoners. Reporting to the Pendragons. Killing anyone who gets in your way. Ruining my plans. Planning my ruin.”

“I wanted to stop you from destroying the British military. Of course, I did.”

I feel my heart splintering, cracking open so sharply, it’s unbearable. But it was always going to end like this, wasn’t it? We had a perfect, golden moment, something close to love. A bright, burning ember that drifted through the dark. Then gone, snuffed out. Ash drifting on the wind.

A lump rises in my throat. “Well, nothing lasts forever, I guess.” The words come out sounding flat and empty.

He stares at me like I’m a book he can’t read. “Not when it’s fake, no.”

I feel this moment cracking me down the center.

“You came here to kill me.” His low voice rings with disbelief. “You told the Pendragons exactly where I’d be attacking. You broke into my castle on a mission to slaughter the Butcher of Brittany. The Dream Stalker. You’ve been lying for months.”

“I was doing my job.”

He scrubs a hand over his jaw, his eyes glinting with hurt and anger. “Who was that man I buried by Nimuë?”

I swallow hard. Somehow, this is the worst part. I shake my head. “Not my father.” I don’t say anything else.

I’m not willing to give him any more information about the resistance. He’d have to torture it out of me. My mind flicks to the hemlock I’ve been carrying with me, but it’s back in my cloak, left behind in the hunting lodge. Too late for that way out.

Talan takes a step closer. “You came here to kill a monster. But how many have you killed, Nia? You’re not such an innocent little thing, are you? Six bodies today alone. Very impressive. The little farm girl has claws.”

My breath quickens with panic. How does this end? A slit throat?

I’m not going to wait around to find out.

My fingers curl into fists. Slowly, my power starts to churn inside me—not as much as the energy that flowed in me before, but maybe enough to surprise him. Maybe enough to get away to freedom.

“You’re right. I’m not as innocent as I look. You spend your life pretending to be evil, and I spend mine pretending to be nice. We both lie. It’s what we do. I give people what they want, you do the opposite. And you? You wanted to be hated. You craved it, and I was the only one to give it to you. It made you feel something, didn’t it? So, that’s what I gave you. Insults.”

“And all you are is a mirror to people’s desires.” His voice cuts like broken glass. “Empty inside.”

I smile at him. Maybe that used to be true. Not anymore.

“You said that I hunger for chaos and adventure, and that I put out fires, but sometimes I want to watch the world burn. You were right about that, too. Most people think I’m a harmless little sweetheart. They have no idea what I’m capable of. But you came close. You almost saw me for what I am. And you know what? I’m done playing all my roles. It’s freeing, Talan, to be yourself. Let it all burn down. You should try it someday.”

At that, I summon the power of the three. It crashes into me, violent and erratic.

I lunge for him.
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Islam my fist into his face, snapping his head sharply to the side. He barely moves, unyielding as marble, and the strike sends a fierce ache through my knuckles. The pain is sharp and biting, but I need it to sharpen my senses. I have to feel something other than heartbreak.

Magic charges me now, and I strike again and again, until he blocks my punch with his forearm. He sweeps his elbow back, bringing it down onto my shoulder, nearly sending me to the ground. Dimly, the pain registers, but my magic is still pounding through me, dulling the agony.

I rush for him again.

Furious, we collide in a maelstrom of blows—hitting, blocking, fists slamming with bone-shaking force. It’s not just violence, it’s a revelation. We strip off until we are the real, primal Fey beneath the masks.

There’s a brutal rhythm in the way we tear into each other, testing each other. It’s easier this way. I’ll take the sharp physical pain over the unbearable conversation we were just having.

We meet punch for punch, a whirlwind of wild destruction. And it’s still safer than what we might say if we stopped.

My breath comes in ragged gasps, and his skin glows with the exertion, but neither of us is slowing.

Then, with a terrifying force, he slams me back. The air rips from my lungs as my spine meets a tree trunk. Pain reverberates up through my skull.

His eyes darken as he pins me to the trunk. Something flickers within those shadowed depths, an emotion I can finally read after all these months. I haven’t done much to hurt his body, but I’ve cut him deeply all the same.

A lock of his dark hair brushes his cheekbones, and pain burns in his eyes. In fact, for a split second, he looks utterly crushed. Ruined. And that wrecks me, carves me up. I feel like my heart is open to the elements, laid out for the crows to pluck.

What I want right now is a magic that can take me back in time to fix all this. I want to change it all. But that’s not a magic I possess.

So, right now, I’m drowning in regret. Gods, what did I think would happen? Did I think this could possibly end in anything except blood and heartbreak?

“I’ll go back to Camelot,” I say desperately.

His eyes narrow. “You were so fragile before. The wheezing breaths, the slow movements. But that was a role you were playing, too, because you’re not fragile anymore. You’re powerful.” His head tilts. “Layers and layers of lies.”

“I can explain my strength.”

His expression shifts, a mocking smile spreading across his lips. “But what good is talk when truth for you is as substantial as ashes in the wind?”

My heart hammers. I push away from him and try to run, but he grabs my arm.

Thunder booms in the sky, drowning out my words, and a flock of crows dart from the branches, cawing. It feels like an orchestra of chaos all around me. A symphony of heartbreak.

As I try to run from him again, he grabs me by the shoulders, shoving me back into the tree. The wind rushes out of my lungs. Overhead, lightning pierces the sky, illuminating his beautiful face.

Pain shows from the shadowed depths of his eyes. It’s the kind of thing he should put into words, but he never will. That’s not his style.

When I look at him, it feels far worse than his anger.

And in the next heartbeat, he’s mastered control of his expression, his gaze shuttering.

I know what that expression means now, too. An iron-studded door slamming shut, bolts locking in place. I won’t be getting back in again any time soon.

“And where do you think you’re going?” he asks quietly.

I breathe hard.

There are still more secrets to reveal, aren’t there? And suddenly, I want to let them all out.

Inside my body, the power of the three surges. Their magic floods me like an ancient river. Morgan and Nimuë’s melodious voices whisper in my thoughts. We speak in the voice of lakes, dark and deep, far below the surface where fire forges steel.

A queen’s power roars to life inside me. Take the crown that belongs to us. Take what’s yours.

Imbued with their magic, I shove him hard.

He staggers back, a sharp smile on his face. “Do you know what, wife? It’s been far too long since anyone has truly challenged me. I think I was starting to miss it.”

Magic rushes into me from the earth, and I charge at him, but this time, he’s ready and moves for me with a shocking speed.

He grabs my wrist, twisting my arm sharply behind my back, then shoves my chest against the tree. Every nerve in my body is alight. My face presses against the rough bark, and I catch my breath.

Leaning close, he whispers, his breath warming the side of my face. “You’ve been playing me all along, little liar. And here I thought you needed to be saved…”

“Blocking you out of my head kept me weak,” I say. “But now I’m free.”

I slam my head back into his face, causing him to lose his grip. I spin around and kick him high in the chest, my foot colliding with what feels like pure rock. Even worse, he manages to catch my foot on the way down. With a dark smile, he twists my leg and flips me onto my stomach. I hit the ground hard, grunting from the pain.

I gasp sharply for breath. Rolling over, I kick him hard in the thigh, and he winces. Swift as lightning, he’s on top of me now, his hand around my throat. Not squeezing. Just holding me in place. Dominating. Owning me.

Curiosity flickers in his eyes, a flare of copper in the darkness. “What are you, exactly? How did a demi-Fey become this strong?”

Morgan’s power streams into me again from the earth. Dark-eyed usurper…you need to know your place. You’re not here to be king. You’re here to be consort.

“Do you really want to know who I am?” My words cut through clenched teeth, echoes of ladies long gone laced in my voice. “I’m the real heir to the fucking Fey throne. It’s not yours. It’s mine. I’m the Lady of the Lake. I’m the heir of Morgan.”

I drive my elbow into his forearm, breaking his grip on my throat as his hand hits the earth beside me. Grabbing a fistful of his hair, I thrust my hips upward sharply, flipping him off me and onto the ground.

Suddenly, I’m straddling him, breathless, and I slam my fist into his face again, pain bleeding into my knuckles as I strike his cheek.

I draw back to hit him again, but this time, he’s not taking any more. His fingers lock around my wrist, his grip unyielding, brutal. No restraint now. He’s giving me everything he has.

Blood drips from his beautiful lips.

“You’re the heir to Morgan?” A dark, challenging smile. “Please don’t tell me you’re my sister. I can’t even begin to contemplate the incestuous depths of depravity my mind has reached if that’s the case.”

His free hand slides slowly up my back, his caress so sensual and at odds with the brutality of our fight that I’m thrown off guard. His touch leaves a trail of heat in its wake. Over the silky material, his hand sears me.

I lean in closer. I shouldn’t want this. I shouldn’t want him. Especially not now.

His fingers tighten in my hair, pulling me closer. “If you are my sister, the things I have imagined doing to you, Nia, would need to be burned from my brain.”

A deep breath. A heartbeat. My lips are only inches from his, and his muscled body lies caged beneath me.

“I’m not your sister, nor your aunt,” I whisper, “but I am your queen.”

“That,” he whispers, “might just be the sexiest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

The corner of his mouth curves upward, and he cups the side of my face. He brushes his thumb over my lower lip, and for a moment, I’m sure he’s going to kiss me or kill me. Both, maybe.

This time, he yanks my hair, flipping me onto my back. My head slams painfully on the ground. I struggle, but the power is draining quickly from my body. He twists my arm behind me again. Before I can fully react, I’m face down on the muddy snow. My body is turning to ice as the snow soaks through the thin layer of silk, and my teeth chatter wildly.

“But as sexy as you are, I’m afraid I don’t trust a fucking thing you say,” he murmurs.

He wrenches my arms painfully behind my back until my shoulders ache. And as much as that hurts, it’s the finality of his voice that kills me.

There is no coming back from this. I thought, somehow, this would end with us on the same side.

How wrong I was.

Somewhere in the distance, Tarasque’s cry rends the air, and my heart skips a beat.

Talan is tying up my wrists with vines.

Time’s up.

“Are you tying me up to burn me?” My voice stays steady, but barely. I want to sound strong. I want the regal bravado of Queen Morgan, but she’s gone now, and regret coats my tongue like blood.

From the corner of my eye, I see Tarasque landing in the forest, her scales shimmering under the sun. Talan yanks me upright by my bound arms, my entire body trembling. Not just from the cold, but the sheer devastation of this moment.

My thoughts have gone muddled and dull, and a white noise hisses in my skull. I can’t think clearly because of the utter, mind-bending panic exploding in my head.

Is he going to burn me?

It’s the punishment for traitors. Everyone knows that.

“I’ve changed my mind about you since I first came here,” I whisper, my throat raw. It’s a desperate, last-minute plea, and the words come tumbling out like I can outrun his judgment. “Yes, I came here to kill you. That was my role. But you’re not who I thought you were when I first came to Brocéliande.”

“Not who I thought you were,” he says with a razor-edged coolness. “Well, little telepath…that makes two of us.”

I flinch. “You were different when I got to know you. You’re the reason I went rogue, especially after I went into your dreams, Talan, and saw the real you. I saw how you took the blame for all those things you never did. You’ll see, when you get back, that Nivene already returned to Avalon Tower at their command. I was supposed to go, too. I didn’t.”

There’s a flicker of warmth in his eyes like a lit match almost catching, but then it’s gone again. Did I imagine it?

He drags me toward the dragon. As we get closer, she rears her head in the cold winter sunlight, her metallic eyes gleaming.

Storm clouds churn overhead. Lightning streaks across the sky, and the rain comes fast and cold, drumming over my skin.

I shiver, hollowed out. Utterly broken. All that ancient power has now drained from my body, and I’m left feeling empty.

Tarasque lifts her head and lets out a low growl that rumbles through my bones.

I stare up at her, and the fear that takes hold of me isn’t swift or sharp. It’s slow, creeping, like webs of frost spreading over glass.

The clock has stopped ticking. The hour has come. And I’m all out of time.
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Is this it?

“I promised you the power to spare one life,” Talan says, his voice cutting through the hush of the forest. “I assume you want to use it now.”

I close my eyes, silently thanking the gods. Relief washes over me, flooding my chest. I let out a shaky breath, releasing the dread. “Yeah, now would be a good time.”

“And truthfully, Nia, I’d rather meet you on the battlefield someday than watch you die here. Get on Tarasque.”

I don’t open my eyes again until I’m sure I’ve blinked back all the tears.

At last, I open them. “So, I can leave here?”

“Go back to Corbinelle. Find your way home to Camelot.” His gaze is sharp and cold as a glacier’s edge. “Tell your Pendragon friends that I’m coming to kill them.”

The dragon lowers her head again, resting her long neck on the earth for me in invitation.

Only once I start to awkwardly climb on Tarasque do I realize that he was never going to burn me, was he? Not after what happened to his mother. He loathed fire more than anyone.

And now, I’m more certain than ever that he wasn’t to blame for Brittany, either.

Talan is playing the role of the beautiful monster like he always does. He could have ended it all so much faster if he really was one, and maybe this would have all been much easier. Maybe that would have been the less painful option.

That whole time we were fighting, he could have slammed my brain with a nightmare and ended it all. But he was testing me. Trying to learn the truth. How strong I was. How scared I was. He was trying to find the real Nia under the bullshit.

I could have done the same to him with my magic. I could have invaded his mind for the first time. But somehow, even as we slammed our fists into each other, that was a line we didn’t want to cross.

Clumsily, with my wrists bound, I clamber into position. As I slide my legs over the dragon’s scales, Talan cuts the vines from my wrists. Breathing out sharply, I slump forward, grabbing Tarasque’s spikes.

Hope flickers weakly inside me. “You’re not coming with me?” My voice cracks.

“The next time you see me, Nia,” he says, his voice low and soft, “we will once again be enemies, and you’ll be standing on the wrong side of my battlefield.”

His words send ice cracking through my chest.

He narrows his eyes at me. “Morgan’s heir,” he repeats.

I shrug. “Well, that’s the thing, Talan. You’re not. Your father is a fucking liar. He made up your lineage to steal the kingdom. You come from Merlin.” I shake my head. “But if you don’t believe a word I say, then why am I wasting my breath?”

Talan is no longer looking at me. He’s done with me.

He shouts a command to Tarasque in the dragon’s tongue, and she starts to walk forward.

I swallow hard, my throat tight. My eyes sting, misting. This is the end.

“I was the voice,” I call out. “All those years. The voice in your head. The scorching, oppressive sun, the rivers of pavement. I heard you, too. Long before I ever heard of Avalon Tower.”

He’s still not looking at me.

Tarasque spreads her wings, which shimmer under the sun, terrifying as ever. She starts to lift into the air, and the world falls away under me.
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Hours pass that feel like lifetimes. It’s cold beneath the stormy skies. The deep chill settles into my bones, and I’m sure it will never leave. The only thing that keeps me from freezing to death on the flight is the occasional gout of flame from Tarasque that heats the air around us. She knows, somehow, that I need it.

The first half of the flight is absolute white-knuckling chaos. I grip Tarasque’s spines, buffeted by the wind. Lightning cracks close to my head, and the rain hits me sideways.

I wonder if Talan is doing that on purpose.

The second half of the flight, I’m numb, frostbitten down to my marrow.

We near Corbinelle, close to the portal that will take me home. Except that it’s not really home now, is it?

All I can think about—because what else is there to think about when you’re riding through a storm on the back of dragon?—is Talan.

The Dream Stalker who could have easily killed me, but didn’t. Who could have let those orphaned children starve to death, but didn’t. He’s not who I thought. He’s not who anyone thinks he is.

I don’t know what his plan was for Scotland, and I’ll never forget what happened to Viviane. But a small, reckless part of me wonders if even that battle had a reason, and if I will ever get the answers.

I’ll probably never get over him, and I hate myself for it.

But the way he’ll remember me? The thief. The assassin who got caught. The pretty little liar.

Tarasque swoops lower toward the Lost Palace, and my teeth chatter wildly. I’m emotionally spiraling like the whorls of snow around us. And here, in Perillos, it’s even colder.

I don’t yet know how I’ll get past the portal guards, but I imagine they’ll be easier to handle than Talan.

Damp snow slides over my skin as we swoop toward the glittering Fey city. Every hollowed-out part of me is now ice.

Through the snow and darkness, it’s hard to see the castle’s outline, but I glimpse the lights in the windows. Tarasque seems to know what she’s doing, and she lands outside the Lost Palace.

I’m shaking with the cold, and I stumble off her in a daze, bruised and mud-streaked. As I walk to the portal, I hug myself. Everything hurts, and my dress pretty much froze to my skin on the flight here.

Talan is sending me home. Except it’s not my home anymore. Avalon Tower is ruled by Wrythe Pendragon now. He tried to kill me. And that word—home—is a hollow carved between my ribs.

At least I have Serana, Tana, Darius. Raphael. People who can stop me from losing my mind completely.

My teeth chatter wildly as I walk. I’ll arrive at Avalon Tower looking like hell, but at least I’m alive. He let me live.

And that’s why I’ll never be able to forget him, and I’ll keep chasing the ghost of that burning ember. He should have killed me. He knows it. I know it. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

Nivene’s already back in Camelot. I don’t know what she’s told them. Maybe the truth—that I fell for the man we were supposed to kill. That I wanted to protect him, and I couldn’t leave him behind.

As I approach the guarded portal, I try to refocus my thoughts.

My cover is already blown. I don’t need to pretend anymore. I don’t have to simper and flirt and fall into their arms.

Strangely freeing, really.

Moonlight streams over the portal. It cuts across the snowy earth, casting sharp-edged shadows across the ground.

Four guards stand around the tree, shivering miserably at their posts. They turn to watch as I march closer.

With each step, I summon the power of the three. The magic rises from the earth, coiling through my veins, thrumming through my bones. Morgan’s strength, Nimuë’s magic rippling through me. Cold as the snow, the tattoos pulse on my wrists.

One of the guards steps closer to me. “Good evening, Princess,” he says. “Are you…? You’re not dressed, Princess. Is everything all right?”

I don’t need to kill them or hurt them all. I only need to touch the stone.

A guard lifts his hand to bar my path. My lip curls, and I shove him hard into the nearest soldier. As they topple into each other, they grunt, armor clanking.

I summon my Sentinel powers and reach for the rough, cold stone.
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The silence envelops me as I step through the portal, so sudden it makes me dizzy.

On the craggy earth of Avalon, I catch my breath in the quiet.

For the entirety of my dragon flight, the storm roared around me. Here, I’m left with silence and emptiness—Mordred’s only companions for centuries.

The air is warmer here, and even if my clothes are still half-frozen, my teeth stop chattering. Spring has arrived in Avalon.

I kneel and take a deep breath, inhaling the scents of Avalon’s soil, and apples, and the gnarled roots of the oak trees nearby.

I was so close. A few more days with Talan, and maybe I could have eased him into the truth, little by little. I could have controlled the narrative, told the story the way it needed to be told.

But maybe I’m delusional. Really, it was doomed from the beginning.

I push myself back, resting on a broken column. Only now do I realize that Mordred isn’t here like he usually is. Every other time I’ve come through the portal, he’s been waiting for me in the shadows. This time, I’m alone.

I stand, brushing dirt from my leggings, and that’s when I see it—movement in the darkness, a shift in the shadows. Mordred steps forward, taking form from the night. His crown catches the moonlight, a sharp halo of spiked silver.

He frowns, assessing me. “Daughter.”

I clear my throat. “It’s been a while.”

“You look terrible. Just dreadful.”

I nod. “Thanks, man. I feel like shit.”

His frown deepens. “Care to explain what happened? You and the prince left on the dragon a few days ago. Then you shoved his soldiers to get into the portal, and now you’re here, smelling of blood, dirt, and defeat.”

I could only thank the gods his little silver moth hadn’t been watching Talan bring me to orgasm in the hunting lodge.

“Talan figured it all out.”

“Figured out what?”

“Everything. That I work for Avalon Tower as an undercover agent. That I’m demi-Fey.” I let out a sigh. “And in the heat of the moment, I may have also mentioned that his throne belongs to me.”

His eyes narrow. “First of all, the throne belongs to me. I’m not dead yet. But yes, you are the heir, eventually. Apart from that, nothing you just said makes sense.”

“Okay, well, that’s what happened. I had to drop the veil on my mind, and he recognized me. He knew I stole the map from him, and he realized I’m an agent of Avalon Tower.”

“If the Dream Stalker truly found out who you were, he would tear your body limb from limb. He would trap you in a nightmare in which every piece of flesh is flayed from you. He’d have his dragon slowly roast you. Probably all three if we’re being realistic.”

I swallow hard, a lump rising in my throat. “He wouldn’t.” For maybe the first time ever, I’m not doubting Talan at all. “It’s an act. Yes, he can be cold and brutal. I’ve seen him slit a man’s throat over dinner. But it’s all calculated. He doesn’t kill unless he needs to.”

Mordred lets out a cold laugh. “But he did have to kill you, didn’t he? You infiltrated his castles—more than once. You stole from him. You were there to kill him. And what, he just let you go? The only reason he did that is because it suits his purposes. It’s a trick.”

“He didn’t want to kill me, but he couldn’t keep me there. So, he sent me home.” I don’t know why I think Mordred, of all people, needs to hear this, but I add, “I really hurt him, you know?”

Mordred’s golden eyes gleam with suspicion. “I assure you, the Dream Stalker didn’t let you go because you hurt his feelings.” He says the last words in a high-pitched, mocking voice.

I clench my jaw, resisting the urge to punch him. “I’ve had a very long day. I’d like to go home now before I get into another fistfight.”

He sighs, folding his arms. “Very well. I’ll keep watching him and get to the bottom of this. And you need to go quickly back to Avalon Tower to find out what’s happening there.”

“What do you mean? Aren’t you watching and listening all the time?”

A line forms between his dark eyebrows, and he hesitates. “Something happened to my moth. I can’t see anything there now.”

“What? How?”

“I told you the Pendragons were working on something. A weapon to win this war. And I found out where they were hiding it—beyond a secret door at the top of Merlin’s Tower.”

I cast my mind back to the first time I entered the Great Hall of the Round Table. Sir Kay stepped into the room through a secret door hidden behind the portrait of Merlin.

I nod. “I think I might know where that is.”

“I sent my moth through the door a few days ago. I caught a glimpse of the room beyond, but then it vanished. I have to find out what’s beyond that door.”

“Why are you so desperate to learn what they’re up to?”

“Nia, I am the true king of the Fey. They are my subjects. And whatever the Pendragons have there is designed to kill those I am bound to keep safe.”

“They said it’s supposed to stop the war,” I point out. “If it’s there, Sir Kay knows about it. He wouldn’t let them do anything truly horrible⁠—”

“Really? Are you sure? Didn’t he sign your death warrant?”

My eyebrows flick up. After a second, I ask, “Did Sir Kay really sign off on that? I assumed Wrythe manipulated him.”

Mordred’s lips curl in a faint smile. “I was watching things as they transpired. True, it was Wrythe Pendragon who came up with the idea. And then he nagged Sir Kay day and night about it. Kept pouring wormwood into his ear, poisoning his thoughts. Wrythe convinced Sir Kay that there was only one chance to do it, that they had to be sure. He said you were compromised. And you were, really, weren’t you? Sir Kay is old and weak, and Wrythe has been building up political power in Avalon Tower. Sir Kay knew that if he didn’t capitulate, he might have a fully-fledged rebellion on his hands. So, he agreed. They sacrificed you. Didn’t I tell you not to trust anyone?”

The weariness goes all the way down to my bones. “It’s a very lonely existence, isn’t it?”

“Sir Kay is the one who wrote the orders, with that Seneschal whispering in his ear. He ordered two magical explosions, one for the king, and one for his son. Only the information about Talan was correct. Sir Kay knew you would die as well. That’s why I sent my moth to you, to warn you that your life was in danger. But you see, daughter of mine, why I refuse to put my trust in Sir Kay’s honorable character?”

My head is spinning. “So, Avalon Tower’s leadership is all against me. I can’t go back there, Mordred. They tried to kill me.”

“You will go back there anyway and take another moth with you,” Mordred goes on. “We need to find out what’s in that room⁠—”

“Mordred, they want me dead. And that was before I refused a direct order. As far as they’re concerned, I’m an enemy. Maybe Talan let me live, but I’m not sure Wrythe is quite as merciful.”

“I understand,” he says quietly. “Long ago, I was betrayed, too, by Merlin. A knife in the back that cut deep. And I shut myself up alone for days, hiding from danger and agonizing about the unfairness of it all.”

“You did?”

“Of course not!” His eyes blaze, molten gold under the silver light. “What do I look like? I am a descendant of Morgan! When I was betrayed, I struck back and killed Arthur and half his allies and nearly managed to destroy Merlin. I do not mope, and I do not hide, and you, daughter, will not do so, either. You will go straight back there and show them who you really are! You don’t get my sympathy. Sympathy is for weak humans, but you are forged from my blood and bones. The daughter of a king. Return to Avalon Tower, and take my moth with you. You will crush your enemies.”

I stare up at him. “Fine, I’ll go back there, but I’m not taking your fucking moth,” I say through gritted teeth. “You’ll get any information you need from me.”

“There it is.” He steps closer, his shadow stretching long over the broken earth. “There’s your strength. You had me worried.”

To my shock, he clumsily hugs me. He smells of moss and sweet violets.

I let myself relax into this hug for just a second. Then I pull away. “I’m still not taking your moth. But I will come to your party when we’re done.”

His eyes shine. “Fine. Just find out what’s in that room. And if you change your mind about the moth⁠—”

“I won’t.”

“If you change your mind, return. I’ll give you my moth, and once you hide it within your room in the castle, I’ll be able to look out for you as I did before. It is, after all, my job to protect the Fey, and that includes you.”

My stomach rumbles, and I realize exactly how starving I am.

“You need to eat, daughter. I have dried figs and leeks.”

Dried figs and leeks. I’ve never spent much time worrying about how Mordred fed himself, but of course he wouldn’t have many options here on an isolated island.

I shake my head. “I’ll eat back in Camelot.” I turn away, heart pounding. “Goodbye, Mordred.”

“Goodbye, Nia. And good luck.”


CHAPTER 44
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Near Camelot’s shore, the lake laps heavily against the stone base of Nimuë’s Tower. I climb the stairs into her sanctuary, the dull, rib-deep throb of heartbreak in my chest. I can’t stop thinking about Talan’s agonized look when he realized the truth.

When he learned that I was there to kill him all along.

I want to wrap him in my arms, but that will never happen.

And what did I expect? I did come there to kill him, not something you can fix with a smile and a glass of mead.

I cross the bridge. Fatigue eats at my muscles, and a sharp hunger gnaws through my stomach. Fog billows over the lake, and unease prickles over my skin.

The golden-stone spires of Avalon Tower are dark. Usually at this time of day, warm light slants through the diamond panes, but as I make my way under the arch, I’m greeted by an eerie silence, no music floating from the common rooms or conversations drifting through open windows.

Everything feels deserted.

I’m walking through the skeleton of my former home, and I feel like a skeleton, too, hungry, drained, and clad in a filthy, blood-spattered dress.

A figure shifts out from the shadows, and my heart jolts at the glint of metal. I freeze, wishing I had a weapon.

“Nia?”

I exhale, and relief washes over me as I recognize the voice. “Serana.”

“She was right.” Serena smiles at me in the moonlight. “Looks like Venus in Aquarius took precedence over the sparrows.”

I stare at her. “Venus what?”

“What?” She frowns. “Sorry. Tana’s omens indicated you would return tonight, but Tana wasn’t certain which way you’d come. The birds said one thing, the stars another. According to the flight pattern of the birds, it seemed you might be coming from the docks and Magpie Lane. The stars indicated you’d show up at Nimuë’s Tower, as usual. That’s the Venus thing. There was also some kind of quintush. Or is it quintile? That was a good omen, but the cards were a real mess. One reading foretold you got killed by a large salmon.”

“This is a lot of information.”

“I know, I’m just…I’m really glad to see you.” Her voice cracks. “You look like shit, though.” She flings herself at me and wraps me in a tight hug.

Second hug this evening. The solidity of it is the only thing that feels real and normal.

“Why are you lurking in the shadows outside the tower?” I ask, pulling away at last.

“I told you. Tana said you were coming. Darius went to wait for you by the docks, just in case.”

“In case of what, exactly?”

Her expression darkens. “Because I can’t let you go across the courtyard. The Iron Legion will be patrolling there. We have to take a secret way.”

A chill ripples over me. “They’ll arrest me?”

She slides her arm into mine and leads me away from the courtyard. “Whatever you’re imagining, it’s probably worse. Let’s go.” She takes a few steps, then shoots me a quizzical expression. “I have to ask. Why are you half-naked and covered in blood?”

“I had a bad day.” I sigh. “What’s happening here, Serana?”

“Sir Kay died two days ago,” she whispers, “and with Wrythe in charge, none of the demi-Fey are safe anymore.”
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I’m exhausted, but apparently, the only way to get into the room without alerting the Iron Legion is to climb in from the outside. I squeeze between the window and the wall, gripping a gargoyle so I don’t plummet to my death.

I find that the best thing, really, for a post-breakup emotional spiral is a near-death experience.

As soon as I shimmy through the window into my old room, Tana jumps me and pulls me into a hug. “Aw,” she says, squeezing me tightly, “the tea leaves weren’t joking. They did say you’d be filthy. Why are you covered in blood?”

“Most of it isn’t mine, but it’s been a long fucking day. I don’t suppose you have food?”

“Give me a second,” says Tana. “I’ll get you something.”

I strip out of my dirty clothes and go into the bathroom to wash, using a towel and warm water to clean the blood and mud off my aching body.

“What happened today?” Tana calls through the open door.

“Got into a bit of a fight.” My thoughts flick back to Talan, and a lump rises in my throat. “Let’s just say I can’t go back into Brocéliande any time soon. Or like, ever.”

I rinse and towel off, then pull on leggings and a T-shirt. I feel almost normal again, like I’ve slipped back into my old life and body.

I return to the bedroom, and Tana hands me a cup of tea. Serena sets out a plate full of stilton and bread on the table next to my bed.

“What happened to Sir Kay?” I ask, sipping the tea.

“He got sick,” Tana says. “He had a really bad flu, then pneumonia. At least, that’s what we’re told.”

“Wrythe worked him to death,” says Serana, “or worse. Near the end, Wrythe was the only person who went to see him. There’s no telling what happened in those final hours.”

And by the time Sir Kay died, the moth was already gone. Even Mordred wouldn’t know what happened to him.

Darius squeezes through the window, startling me. His face breaks into a large smile when he sees me. Running across the room, he gives me a big hug, nearly knocking my mug of tea out of my hand. “You survived the salmon!”

He releases me, and I set the mug on the table and scoot back on my bed. “I missed you all, but what the fuck is happening here? Why does everything feel so off?”

Darius plops down on Tana’s bed. “The past few weeks have been a nightmare. Wrythe and his lackeys have taken control of every fucking thing in Avalon Tower. The new cadets are required to have biweekly lessons about the glory of the Pendragon legacy. We’re now heavily censored and aren’t allowed to say anything critical of Camelot’s history, and anyone who suggests we should collaborate with Fey allies will be suspended. Probably arrested. I don’t know how long we have before they start arresting demi-Fey for no reason.”

Serana sighs. “And now, all the demi-Fey have to go through a three-month human loyalty program before we’re allowed back in the field.”

My eyes widen. “I don’t think we can stay here.”

“Last week, Pendragons marched into the archives and systematically destroyed most of the documents relating to demi-Fey accomplishments, training records, everything,” Tana says. “Also, anything Wrythe deemed disloyal or critical of Pendragons.”

The blood drains from my face. I imagine Amon as they destroyed his beloved archives, and my throat tightens. “What about Raphael and Nivene? Didn’t they stop it?”

“Raphael is hardly around anymore. He’s coordinating our war efforts,” Serana says sharply. “But he might be the only reason the demi-Fey are even still here. Also, he stopped Tana’s arrest when she made a prediction they didn’t like.”

“You seriously almost got arrested?” I blink, trying to process this. “What were the charges?”

“They said I was supporting treason. Supporting Auberon. Total bollocks, of course,” Tana says, “but Wrythe claims that trials and due process are no longer possible. He says we’re at war, so the rules don’t apply. He can disappear anyone he wants, whenever he wants.”

“He said fuck the Magna Carta,” adds Darius.

“Nivene was arrested,” Serena adds, “but she escaped.”

I stare at her. “What happened?”

Serana winces. “The Iron Legion was investigating the assassination failure. They interrogated her, kept her awake for two nights, and apparently, they slapped her. She snapped and broke her interrogator’s hand. She managed to fight her way out of here, but she’s in hiding. She’ll be arrested immediately if they find her.”

Nausea rises in my gut. “This is fucked. I see why we had to sneak in through the roof.”

“What happened the night of the assassination?” Darius asks me. “There are endless rumors here.”

I shake my head. “It was a shit show. They completely got the timing wrong to kill Auberon, even though I know Nivene gave them all the details they needed. It’s like they intentionally fucked it up. And they set off some kind of bomb in Talan’s room with me in it. They knew I was in there—they saw me open the window—then a minute later, BOOM.”

Serena nods. “That’s exactly what Nivene said.”

“How did you survive the bomb?” Tana asks.

I clear my throat. “I had a warning and left the room. With Talan.”

Silence fills the room.

“Why did you take him with you?” Serena finally asks.

I take a long sip of my tea, stalling. At last, I say, “He’s playing a role, just like we all are. He’s also trying to kill Auberon, but he’s also faking being evil. He doesn’t torture people. He doesn’t hate humans or demi-Fey. He has an entire fucking orphanage of human and demi-Fey kids that he protects. He took the blame for his father burning traitors after the eighteenth-century revolution, but it wasn’t him. He’d been in a dungeon during most of the carnage.”

Serena stares at me. “What?”

“I’m dead serious.”

Tana nods. “This explains the devil card combined with the reverse moon. He’s an ally.”

I stare into my mug. “Well, maybe he could have been. He found out rather abruptly that I was a spy sent there to kill him, and it did not go over well.” I look up at them. “We got into a literal fistfight, and now I’m back here. An enemy in both worlds.”

“You are the Lady of the Lake,” Tana says resolutely. “You are the bridge between worlds. You belong in both, but you’re still going to have to hide here. Maybe in town somewhere? Lie low, or you’ll get the same treatment Nivene did.”

“I thought the Lady of the Lake thing was a metaphor,” Serana says. “It’s an actual thing?”

“It’s an actual thing,” I say tiredly. The events of the day are catching up to me, and my body feels heavy. “It comes with magic from Morgan and Nimuë, which is how I was able to hold my own in a fight against the Dream Stalker.”

There’s another, longer, silence.

“Okay, but Talan is still trying to take over the entire UK,” says Serana. “We’re still fighting the occupation.”

“Fighting the occupation and fighting a civil war within Avalon Tower,” says Darius. “We’ve got enemies on all sides.”

“How is the war going?” I ask.

“Raphael says it’s not going well,” Serena says. “But Wrythe claims they have a way to win it. It’s bollocks, of course. He’s talking out of his arse to retain his power.”

A sick feeling coils in my gut. “I’m not so sure. I think that he might be telling the truth.”

“That’s what I think, too,” Tana says. “I can’t see anything clearly…but there’s something. Something tiny but large at the same time. Something very dangerous.”

Serena sighs “Here we go again. Tiny but large. I’ve been hearing that a lot these past weeks, but those are the only details we get.”

“Something can be tiny and large,” Darius says. “You know, like sweet and sour.”

“We’re talking about winning a war, not sauce flavors,” Serena shoots back.

“Okay.” I lean back into my pillows, my eyelids heavy. “I need to shut my eyes for a few hours, and then I think we should figure out more about Wrythe’s sweet and sour secret. He hates the Fey to a degree that’s pathological, and we need to know what he’s planning.”

“We don’t know where to look,” Darius says.

“I do.” I pull the covers up. “Just need a few hours. Wake me in three.”

The moment my eyes drift closed, I see Talan standing in the forest by himself, looking perfect and utterly bereft.

His velvety voice rings in my thoughts.

A serpent’s tongue to drain me of light…

She haunts my bones, and I lie hollow, empty as a crown.


CHAPTER 45
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At Avalon Tower, the hour before dawn is the quietest and most dormant. The late-night library scholars and the knights who pore over maps have gone to sleep, and the early birds—the scribes, kitchen staff, and instructors—are still in bed. It’s the blue hour when silence reigns, the perfect time to go snooping in Merlin’s Tower.

The four of us creep through the worn stone hallways in silence. I’m still exhausted, and my fatigue intermingles with the adrenalin of sneaking around in enemy territory. I’m giddy and nauseated, and every sound makes me jump.

As planned, we split wordlessly at the base of the tower. There are three ways up Merlin’s Tower, and we need eyes on every entrance in case the Iron League shows up. Serena, Darius, and Tana are taking watch positions, and I climb the stairs to the top.

I creep up the stairwell, my ears straining for any sound—a lone guard patrolling or knights at the Round Table discussing the war—but I hear nothing but the soft pad of my own footsteps. Reaching the top floor, I make my way into the hall and press my ear to the double doors. Silence greets me, and I turn the handle and peer into the chamber.

Nothing, no movement or lit candles, only moonlight streaming through the stained glass windows onto the Round Table in the center of the room and the flagstone floor.

Quietly, I step inside. The air is cool and heavy with the scent of ancient oak.

I’ve never been in this ancient hall alone, and I am surprised by how large it feels. My footfalls echo off the stone walls, and the vaulted ceilings loom high above me. I feel the weight of history in this place, the centuries past and the generations of knights.

I cross the hall to Merlin’s portrait.

I’ve never actually examined this portrait up close. Glimpsed from a distance, Merlin seems wise and regal. But when I’m standing right in front of it, he seems different. There is a shadow of cunning in his eyes, a coldness to his smile. Up close, he looks mocking, patronizing. Power-hungry. No wonder Mordred hates him.

Okay, you old bastard, how do I get you to open up?

I brush my fingers carefully along the frame until I locate a loose bit of wood in the side. I press it, but it doesn’t budge. I tug on it, but nothing happens. I run my hand around the frame three times and find nothing. My heartbeat speeds up. In about half an hour, Avalon Tower’s staff will start waking. Someone will come here to prepare the room for the day’s meetings, to sweep the floor.

I don’t have much time.

I check the brick wall around the portrait, pushing and prodding. One of the bricks feels wobbly, but it doesn’t shift.

Frustration builds, a pressure in my skull.

Come on. Fucking come on.

Acting on a sudden hunch, I press hard against the wobbly brick, and it sinks into the wall.

A click echoes off the ceiling, and the portrait detaches from the wall, swinging open. A puff of musty air washes over me from inside the vault.

I step into a short, dark hall, and after a few feet, I find a chainmail curtain. I touch it and feel the slight, almost intangible hiss of iron against my skin. It doesn’t do much to me, but this would poison a full-blooded Fey.

It would also destroy a magical Fey moth. Mordred’s little spy flew in here, brushed against chainmail, and extinguished its own magic.

I push the chainmail curtain aside and step into a stone room. From above, a shaft of moonlight pours inside.

I don’t know what I expected to find here, a map of Brocéliande with red Xs all over it, perhaps, or plans for a surprise strike. Tana said it would be something tiny but huge. Maybe a powerful sword? Excalibur itself?

Whatever I anticipated, it wasn’t this: a small, barren room and an alcove with a few gray folders. A worn oak desk stands against one wall. There’s nothing else.

Inset into the wall is a small, round door. I try to open it, wondering if what I’m looking for is beyond it. It’s locked.

I pull my lockpicking kit from my pocket, then hesitate. Looks can be deceiving. I should check this room first.

I pick up one of the folders and open it. It’s a ledger of some sort. Columns of numbers are annotated with words like Inc. Period, Risk Factor, Temp. Resistance, Contamination Index, Replication Rate. I scan them all, trying take in information about temperatures, contamination, although I have no idea what I’m really looking at. I only know it seems important.

Each row has a six-letter code, and the page I’m looking at is dated three months ago. I flip through the pages. They seem similar. The next folder is more of the same, except it’s dated earlier—about two years ago. The third folder goes back five years. There are more folders, each of them with the same kind of data.

I slide the folder back in place. My pulse races faster. I’m on the verge of a major discovery—I can feel it. I walk over to the desk and yank open a large drawer.

To my shock, the interior of the ancient looking desk is ice-cold. It’s not just a desk. It’s a disguised refrigerator.

I stare at its contents.

In the desk drawers, I find tightly packed test-tube racks. Each test tube contains a pale liquid, is stoppered with a cork, and is labeled with a six-letter code. I pick up one of the test tubes, labeled AGNU6B, and inspect it. It almost looks like polluted water.

I put it back, my head spinning as I slot things together. The columns in the folders. Incubation Period, Risk Factor, Temperature Resistance, Contamination Index…

These are terms cataloging infections. Viruses, germs.

Something tiny and huge.

The secret Wrythe keeps here is a biological weapon. A plague.

I return to the alcove and pick up the fourth folder. It’s dated even earlier. And the fifth goes back ten years before. I pick up the last gray folder and check the date on the first page.

It’s dated seventeen years ago.

They’ve been working on this for seventeen years?

The Fey invasion was fifteen years ago. Europe wasn’t at risk when they started this project.

I notice a thin notebook hidden among the folders and retrieve it. The notebook is more like a log. Flipping through it, I see multiple hands jotting down their insights, successes, and failures. I’m too exhausted to read it thoroughly, but sentences jump out at me, burning into my retinas:

Death within minutes—unusable because spread will be curtailed too quickly.

Deadly to humans and Fey: unusable.

Deadly only to Fey, weakens humans: investigate further.

Weakened virus, targets magic, weakening subjects: investigate further.

Aetherin-X26 deployed—initial results promising. Spread across entire territory assumed within months. Targets magical infused flora and fauna.

Feybane Contagion—transmissible with full-blooded Fey. Demi-Fey can contract but not spread it.

Deployed. Spread across entire territory. What territory? I stare at that sentence and check the date.

Sixteen years ago. Just before the Fey invasion. The invasion that Auberon started because of the blight that spread across Brocéliande. The rotten crops.

Oh, fuck.

“Fascinating read, isn’t it?”

The voice behind me turns my blood to ice.

I whirl, heart thumping. Wrythe stands beyond the iron chainmail. His long, black cloak drapes to the floor, and his eyes gleam like pale coins. Behind him are Tarquin, Genivieve, and two of the biggest goons I’ve ever seen.

“Get her,” Wrythe says.

I unsheathe a knife, but my movement is slow and clumsy. Something is wrong with me. I try to summon the power of the three, but I can no longer feel their presence at all.

One of the goons grabs my wrist, his touch clammy and rough. I tug at my powers, trying to seize control of his mind, but it’s like I’m trying to scoop water from an empty well. Nothing but dust. The magic is gone, dried up. I’m empty.

Wrythe’s lackey twists my hand, and I scream and let go of the knife. It clatters to the floor, and the other guard grabs my left hand. Tarquin and Genivieve don’t move from Wrythe’s sides. The two of them are glowing with joy at my current situation. Absolutely lit up by schadenfreude.

“What?” I say, my mouth feeling numb. “What did you do to me?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Wrythe says dryly, “but you’re standing in a room where many experiments were performed, biological agents cultivated. Agents that work against magic. Some of them are bound to be in the air. Harmless for pure humans, of course. But you’re not human, are you? You’re tainted. A mongrel.”

I stare at him, seething. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because, as I’ve said repeatedly, the Fey are dangerous and need to be exterminated. For good.”

“You inflicted the famine on Brocéliande. You’re the reason they invaded in the first place.”

Wrythe sighs. “I wish I could say that. That was my father. A brilliant man, truly. I’m merely finishing what he started. And I’ve hardly done it alone. Sir Kay was very much aware of what we were doing and approved of it. To a certain extent.”

“You’re full of shit.”

“You didn’t know him,” Wrythe says, his voice rough. “He was pragmatic. The Fey were a threat, and threats require solutions.”

Tarquin’s voice cuts through the moment. “We should search her. She hides blades.” He steps forward eagerly. “I’ll do it.”

“No,” Wrythe says, eyes narrowing. “Genivieve will. You’ve been fooled by her tricks before.”

Color flares in Tarquin’s cheeks, but he steps back. Genivieve saunters closer to me with a mocking smile. Her hands roam over me. She finds my sleeve knife, the blade in my boot, and my lockpicks.

“I knew you weren’t worthy of an Avalon Steel torc,” Wrythe says. “A worthy agent would never step inside a well-protected room without making sure he had all the information. You tripped the alarm as soon as you opened the portrait in the hall.”

Tarquin chuckles. “And you thought we didn’t know you’d returned. We had eyes on you as soon as you landed in Camelot. It was cute how you sent your friends to watch out downstairs, not even realizing there’s another entrance in here, through the Pendragon quarters.”

“Enough, Tarquin,” Wrythe murmurs. “You don’t need to tell her everything.”

But Tarquin bristles, his lip curling. “You thought you were the clever ones, but we were always one step ahead.”

“Enough!” Wrythe snaps, and the word cracks through the air.

I stand there, cold realization seeping into my bones. I should have known.

This place isn’t just an academy. It’s a trap for the demi-Fey. They’d lured us right into it, invited us to enroll so they could use us, then arrest us.

The Pendragons weren’t helping us in Brocéliande. They never bothered with the actual war. All their effort was pointed internally at Avalon Tower, at the demi-Fey. Spying on us, figuring out how they could take over and crush their “enemy from within.”

“What’s this?” Genivieve’s voice slices the silence as she pulls something from my boot. Silver gleams in the moonlight. An inert moth, its wings dull.

“Give that to me.” Wrythe’s eyes are bright with a hunger that turns my stomach.

He takes the moth, turning it over with fascination. I stare, and a sharp tendril of dread coils through my gut.

This one was so light and flat, I didn’t feel it when Mordred dropped it into my boot or notice it when I put the boot back on.

He did always tell me not to trust anyone.

“Well,” Wrythe says, “isn’t this interesting? Nephew, perhaps you should fetch your new friend.”

Tarquin frowns. “I thought we’d take her to the Pendragon Tower for questioning.”

Wrythe smiles. “No. I think we should take her through the main steps. Let everyone see who’s truly in charge and what happens when you defy us.”

Genivieve hesitates. “But, sir, our spies say Raphael and his lackeys are gathering this morning. If they see us⁠—”

“I want them to see us.” Wrythe’s smile is cold as frostbite. “They’ll soon understand who holds the reins.”
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Ican hardly walk straight. My head spins, and weakness assails my body as Wrythe’s lackeys lead me down the stairs. I’m having a full-blown asthma attack. They’re dragging me, their fingers pressing tightly into my biceps.

“I need my inhaler,” I wheeze.

Wrythe chuckles. “You’ll survive.”

All it took was an inhalation of the tiniest amount of biological agents to trigger my asthma. What would a concentrated dose do to a Fey?

“Am I infected?” I ask weakly. “Is this Feybane?”

“Yes, I believe you are,” Wrythe says. “Not a very strong viral load, I’m afraid, but you have been mildly affected, yes. You will recover from it, but of course, we have other ways to end your life.”

The only mercy right now is that little note I read. Demi-Fey can contract it but not spread it.

Wrythe sighs loudly. “And the Feybane has, of course, revealed who you are without your magic. Weak. Falling apart. Defective. Unable to breathe.”

What would happen when they unleashed a deadly virus targeting a weakened population?

I feel my airways narrow to a pinhole as I think of all the people I’ve met in Brocéliande. Aisling. Griflet. The unknown resistance members who were genuinely trying to help us. The demi-Fey kids in the Blue Dragon compound—that little blonde girl with curls who slept clutching her blanket.

I think of the Fey kids by the river in the countryside with their snowy mittens and rosy cheeks, and the one with a big gap where her baby teeth had fallen out.

I think of Talan murmuring, You looked like dawn.

And now they’re all going to die.

And it won’t stop there, of course. There are Fey in France and all over the UK who would spread it. Demi-Fey in our world will catch it, too. We’ll all die. There’s no controlling a weapon like this.

I have to do something. I have to let people know.

My mind is a whirlwind as Wrythe drags me through the halls of Avalon Tower.

Does he think he can stop me from telling everyone the moment I see them? The demi-Fey here have to stop him, and the humans, too. Not all of them are part of the Iron Legion. Not all of them are bloodthirsty for Fey deaths.

We’re approaching the stairwell that Tana was watching. I don’t see her, a good sign. Maybe she ran for help.

“Sir Wrythe,” Genivieve says, “we can take her back through the Pendragon quarters directly to our private interrogation facility. There’s no reason to do this publicly. It might cause chaos.”

“We don’t do things in the shadows anymore,” Wrythe says. “Cadets and knights have no right to curtail a Seneschal’s legitimate power. We need them to be afraid of the consequences. They will learn to comply.”

“But she can tell them about the biological agent.”

Wrythe scoffs. “Let her.”

My jaw clenches. Good. His confidence will be his weakness.

If there was ever a time to overthrow Pendragon control of Camelot, it’s now.

But the route we take to the bottom of the Merlin’s Tower is strange. Wrythe doesn’t lead us directly to the main doors. Instead, he makes his way through various shortcuts, as if he’s trying to avoid any scrutiny. Is he going to sneak me out and into the interrogation chambers after all?

Soon, I realize we’re taking a covered route to connect us to Lothian Tower, which makes no sense at all.

We step into the main hallway of Lothian Tower, and relief washes over me.

The route is completely blocked, packed with demi-Fey and cadets. Raphael stands in front, his arms folded, jaw clenched in anger. My eyes skim over the crowd, but I can’t spot my friends. Still, all these demi-Fey are my allies.

“Raphael,” I say weakly. “There’s a secret⁠—”

One of the goons hits me, a sudden punch into my stomach, and my breath whooshes out. I feel like I’m suffocating.

I glance up. Raphael unsheathes his sword, his eyes lit with silver, but Wrythe already has a dagger pressed to my throat. The knife edges into my skin.

“Step any closer, and she dies,” he tells Raphael.

“This is over, Wrythe,” Raphael says evenly. “Let her go.”

Wrythe pauses for a few seconds. “I am merely doing my job, protecting my people from a dangerous traitor.”

“Nia is an Avalon Steel Knight. She’s done more for our cause than any of you⁠—”

“Enough!” Wrythe raises his voice, his knife digging into my throat. “You want to do this here? Very well. Let’s talk about your precious Avalon Steel Knight. Where’s Tarquin?”

“Right here.” He steps up beside me and shoots me a disdainful look.

Wrythe eases the knife from my throat but presses it against my back, just next to my spine. “You’ll have your chance to talk here, mongrel,” he hisses in my ear, “but if you attempt to interrupt me before I have my say, I will ram my knife through your ribs so fast, you won’t get a single syllable out.”

Hatred roils through my veins. I’ll wait for my chance, and then I’ll tell Raphael and the rest everything. I’ll risk a stabbing to get the truth out.

And then Tarquin turns and reaches his arm back to bring another woman forward, and my heart sinks.

Mom.

She looks put together, for once. Her hair is dyed blonde, her makeup is perfect. Someone’s been looking after her.

I have no idea what she’s doing here, but I know it’s not good.

“Let her go,” I blurt. “She’s got nothing to do with this.”

“Nothing to do with what?” my mom slurs.

Of course. Despite her tidy appearance, she’s still as much of a mess as ever.

“For those who don’t know, this is Brandy Melisande, Nia’s mother,” Tarquin says. “She’s a very nice woman and a famous actress. We’ve spent some time together.”

I can’t breathe.

My mother beams, her smile cotton-candy sweet. The expression sends cold, sour disappointment curdling inside me.

I want her to look at me, to think first about what I need. I want her to stop focusing on the audience of strangers before her. But I spent years wishing she were capable of being more, and I know better than to get my hopes up.

She flutters her eyelashes at Tarquin, and it might be the worst thing I’ve ever seen her do.

I’ve never been angrier with her in my life, not even when she smashed the table at my fifteenth birthday.

“I showed Brandy around a few days ago,” Tarquin continues, “and when we got here, she had something very interesting to say. Brandy, do you want to tell everyone?”

Slowly, the realization fills me, dark and toxic, like poison down my throat.

I understand why Wrythe made his way here, why he wanted to have this confrontation exactly here.

He knows. Wrythe knows.

And now Raphael will know, too.

My secret, the one I was guarding so closely from everyone here, is about to explode.

Wrythe shifts a bit closer to me, making sure that I see his blade. The message is clear: if I speak, he’ll kill me. I give my mom a pleading look, one I’ve given her many times before, a look that says, Mom, please don’t. Don’t make a spectacle. For once in your life, just be a mom.

She looks around and catches my eyes, and I see something there, a connection. She knows I want her to remain silent. I know she can hear the whistling wheeze as I breathe.

But then her gaze shifts, and of course, she’s lured by something she could never ignore. An attentive crowd.

“Well,” she says, her smile growing, “I told young Tarquin that I really love the chandeliers here, they make this place so majestic. And the banister, of course, it’s positively⁠—”

“I meant about the painting,” Tarquin interjects, his voice sharp and loud.

“Oh.” My mother laughs, turns around, and stares up at the painting above us all. The same painting I saw the very first day I came to this place.

It’s the towering Fey king dressed in black, driving his sword through a naked woman’s body, a pile of human corpses at his feet. His lips are curled in a twisted smile.

Mordred, my father.

“It’s really silly.” Mom says. “I just told young Tarquin that this man in the painting looks exactly like a man I met in Cornwall long ago. Now that Fey man was quite lovely, really. Not dangerous like the man in the painting, but I thought the similarity was uncanny.”

“And how many years ago, would you say?” Tarquin prods.

“Mom,” I try, “don’t⁠—”

The knife prods at my back.

“A long time, young man. I doubt you were even born. Maybe twenty-five…no, twenty-seven years.”

Silence stretches across the crowd.

My mom, energized by the shocked gazes that her words created, says, “It’s strange, really. He looks exactly the same. Such an incredible coincidence.”

“So, what?” Raphael says. “She met a man who looks like Mordred. What the fuck does that have to do with anything? He died in the Avalon War.”

“Really?” Wrythe says. “As I’ve told you all before, we’ve recently found a magical moth in Merlin’s Tower. As many of you know, moths were the spies of Morgan and her son, Mordred. And now, we found this on Nia Melisande.”

He raises his hand high to show the moth to everyone.

“And you lie constantly,” Raphael shouts. “You could have planted that on her.”

“Let’s ask Nia herself,” Wrythe says, still jabbing me in the back with his blade. “Tell me girl, is this moth yours?”

As I open my mouth to answer, I feel a twinge of pain on my palm. The scar of the Hemlock Oath. I can’t tell anyone the truth, or the oath will kick into effect. A fate worse than death by a dagger.

Somehow, Wrythe has figured this out. He must have seen the scar on my hand, and like Tana, recognized it for what it is—an ancient binding ritual. He connected the dots.

“Well?” Wrythe asks again. “This moth? Are you going to tell us anything about it? Or shall we take your silence as confirmation of what I said? You have made a pact with Mordred, your father. Yes?”

I gnash my teeth in frustration.

“I will take that as confirmation, then,” Wrythe declares, triumphant.

“There’s a secret room in Merlin’s Tower,” I quickly say. “And the Pendragons have developed⁠—”

“We’re not talking about your tales of conspiracy!” Wrythe’s voice drowns me out. “Do you deny coming here to plant this moth?”

The dagger presses through the fabric of my clothes. “A plague that can kill⁠—”

“Let’s try something else! Are you the daughter of Mordred Kingslayer? Are you working with him?”

I’m desperate now, my skin prickling with cold sweat. My knees have gone weak, and I’m shaking. I don’t know if it’s from anger, grief, or the effects of the toxins in the secret room, but the chaos is tangled in my ribcage like thorny briars.

I rasp, “Fey and demi-Fey, they want to kill every magical being⁠—”

“Why won’t you answer the questions? A simple no would suffice. Can you deny these allegations?”

“They plan to destroy everything⁠—”

By now, everyone in the crowd is muttering, a loud hum echoing through the hall. My voice, weakened by the virus, can hardly be heard above the din. Wrythe is simply shouting over me.

“Once you know the truth, it’s quite apparent. The similarity between Nia Melisande and Mordred Kingslayer is astounding. She can go through veils. She can find Fey who disappeared centuries ago, and she has. She found her father. You can see it in her features and the duality of her magic. We all know Mordred was also cursed by diametric magic. It’s what drove him mad, isn’t it? It’s what sent him into this very tower on a murderous rampage. The Kingslayer. And of course, this wretched, rotten heritage is why you failed to assassinate Auberon and Talan. Because of Nia, we failed, and our soldiers have kept dying because of her. Our agent was working directly with Mordred Kingslayer, her kin!”

The noise is rising to an uproar, and shouts echo off the ceiling. My eyes meet Raphael’s.

I see the shock in his silver eyes as the truth dawns on him. He knows now that I really am Mordred’s daughter, and that I’ve hidden it from him.

Raphael has sworn to destroy the line of Morgan. He has sworn to kill me.

“I have been saying over and over that Nia Melisande cannot be trusted,” Wrythe shouts. “And now, you can finally see that I’m right. She will say any lies to protect herself. She will manipulate and deceive and mislead, using the tools that we taught her against us, so that we don’t see the simple truth. She is Mordred’s daughter, and she follows in her father’s footsteps.”

And with that, Wrythe’s lackeys wrench me away. A few people step forward to stop them, but others interject, pulling them back. Arguments break out, fists flying.

Despair washes over me. In one fell swoop, Wrythe has split the camp that opposed him, sowing discord between them. And as a bonus, he’s turned me into a pariah.

This is how it ends. Not with war drums and a fight to the death, but with my mother smiling at a crowd and my voice dwindling to nothing.
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Ithrash against my captors, but it’s useless. I’m already halfway to the grave. My breath wheezes in desperate little gasps, and I’m still trying to fight Wrythe’s people off like I have a chance.

One of them, a young recruit with pimply skin, punches me in the stomach again. The other cadet has slicked-back brown hair and a posh accent that you can tell is faked, unlike the pimply guy. The fake-posh prick twists my arm until my shoulder feels as if it is about to pop. After that, I decide my best course of action is to wait until I get my strength back.

If I survive that long. I can’t breathe. I cough wildly, my lungs still tight and wheezing.

The route they take is clear this time, the shortest route to the dungeons in Avalon Tower. Wrythe has stayed behind to orchestrate the chaos he’s spread, to control the narrative. So, it’s just me and the Iron Legion.

“Wait!” someone calls from behind.

The Iron Legion stops short and turn to look. “What is it?” the pimply one says.

Genivieve has caught up with us, her cheeks pink and her blonde hair neatly tied back. She beckons the Iron Legion guys to follow her into a narrow corridor. “In here.”

“Why?” the same guy asks belligerently. “That’s not the way.”

“Because I said so,” Genivieve answers tightly. “There’s not much time.”

Reluctantly, they drag me into the corridor with her, my feet sliding limply over the flagstones. My mouth feels dry, and my stomach curdles with nausea.

This hall is ancient and winding, and they pull me after Genivieve, past a bend in the passageway.

“That’s good enough.” Genivieve unsheathes a dagger.

“What are you doing?” the fake-posh one asks.

“She’s getting rid of me, you idiot,” I answer faintly.

Genivieve smiles at me. “See? Even the mongrel gets it.”

So, this is it? My grand exit—cornered by a couple of pimply boy sadists and a basic bitch?

“But…” Fake-posh says ponderously. “The Seneschal said⁠—”

“He’s wrong,” she interrupts him. “He’s banking on Raphael giving up and letting his ex rot in a dungeon. Which, fair enough, he should. But no—apparently, she gave him a few mind-shattering blowjobs, because he’s not letting it go. He’s already sniffing around for us.”

A flicker of hope blooms, then quickly dies within me. Even if Raphael is looking for me, he’ll never find us in the vast network of winding hallways in Avalon Tower. That’s why Genivieve dragged me in here.

“It’s easier this way,” Genivieve says, taking a step toward me. “We tell them she tried to escape. She used her magic, the naughty thing. Diametric magic. We had to kill her, there was no other way.”

I can’t break myself out of their grip.

“I must admit, I’ve fantasized about this moment for quite a while, Nia,” Genivieve says, “and it feels just as wonderful as I’d imagined⁠—”

Someone slams into her, knocking her to the floor. It takes me a moment to recognize Darius, gods love him, and then another immense figure steps out of the shadows. Serana glares at the humans, an axe in both hands.

The lackeys drop their grip on me, and I slump to the floor. I hit my head on the flagstones, and the world goes dark for a few seconds. I drag myself over to a wall, listening to the sounds of metal clashing against metal. The clanging blades blend with screams, and the smell of blood hangs in the air, so thick it coats my tongue.

“Nia?” Serana wraps her hands around me. “Are you okay?”

Darius sheathes his sword and reaches into his pocket for something.

“Asthma,” I mumble.

“Yeah, we noticed.” Darius shoves an inhaler into my face, knocking the plastic vial against my teeth. “Sorry, sorry.” He sounds frantic with worry. “Are you okay? Nia. Can you breathe?”

He curls his hand around the back of my head and pushes down on the inhaler twice. I suck in the albuterol, coughing a few times as the medicine fills my lungs.

Thank the gods for my friends. If I survive this, it’ll be because of them.

“I’m okay,” I rasp. “Thank you.”

Serana wraps her arm around my waist and drags me to my feet. I still feel like shit, but at least I can breathe again.

I look around me. There’s blood everywhere, pooling on the old stones. Two Iron Legion corpses and Genivieve just beyond them, her head nearly severed from her body.

I lean into Serana as we walk away from them. “How did you find me?”

“Tana told us where you were,” Serana says, “and Raphael was frantic. We could all hear you wheezing, so we grabbed your inhaler and ran after you. Raphael is searching for you, too.”

“Where’s Tana?” I ask.

“Waiting for us at the docks,” says Darius. “She said if we go through the east end of Camelot, the Iron Legion won’t find us.”

My mind is spiraling. “And where are we going from the docks?”

“We aren’t going anywhere,” Serana says. “The other demi-Fey need us here. But you have to disappear. Tana said that if you don’t leave Camelot within an hour, you’ll die.”

“And the rest of Avalon Tower will follow,” Darius adds.

“You can’t stay here, either,” I say. “Wrythe engineered a plague to kill us all.”

“What are you talking about?” Darius asks.

“That’s the weapon in Merlin’s Tower,” I rasp. “It’s a biological weapon that targets Fey and demi-Fey. The Pendragons want to destroy us all. I’m mildly infected already, but demi-Fey can’t spread it, though we can catch it. He’s going to unleash it on Brocéliande, then into Europe. It will kill all the magical creatures. I got a teeny whiff of it, and I feel like death.”

Serana and Darius are stunned into silence. Finally, Serana says, “We’ll tell Raphael and Amon. We’ll find Nivene. We’ll find a way to stop this. But you need to get the fuck out of here, because they’ll make an example of you.”

We reach a window, and I realize I’m supposed to scale the wall. “Okay.” I take a deep breath. “Down we go.”

I scoot outside, legs first, and find the first foothold, but one question haunts me. I don’t belong anywhere, so where am I supposed to go?
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By the time we get to the docks, I’m out of breath again, and I take two more puffs of my inhaler. Thank gods for this thing. My legs feel shaky and weak.

The sun is rising, the dawn’s rays glittering on the water’s surface with flecks of gold.

My heart clenches when I think of Talan. Rose and honey.

Tana stands by the docks with a small rowboat, and she shifts a sack into the wooden hull. To my surprise, I recognize another woman by her side: Ysolde, Raphael’s silver-eyed sister from Brocéliande.

“I knew you’d make it,” Tana says, beaming.

But despite her smile, her cheeks are wet with tears, and her eyes are puffy and bloodshot.

“I’d be dead if it weren’t for you,” I say.

She steps forward and hugs me hard. “Avalon Tower is doomed. Death hangs above it like spreading darkness.”

She pulls away from the hug.

“It’s a plague,” I say. “That’s the Pendragons’ secret weapon against the Fey.”

“What?” Ysolde looks grief-stricken.

Tana frowns. “Of course. Something tiny and huge. The cards told me over and over, but I didn’t understand until now.”

“To be fair to the tarot cards, they were made before modern biological weapons existed,” Serana says. “I mean, it’s a complex idea to convey with things like the six of swords and the Fool, right?”

“It would have been helpful if they’d updated the major arcana with something like the Evil Scientist,” Darius adds. “Or the Power-Hungry Warmonger, which are both pretty common these days? So, it’s not like, ‘Oh, five of coins and an upside-down club. Maybe there’s a biological weapon hidden in the tower.’”

Tana looks at me. “These two will never stop taking the piss out of my fortune telling, and yet they rely on it for literally everything.”

“I’ll stop taking the piss when I’m dead,” Serana says with a smile.

“Let’s hope that’s not today,” Tana says.

“On that note,” Darius says, “let’s get Nia out of here and go look for Raphael.”

Serana reaches out to help me into the boat. “Can you row?”

“She doesn’t need to. That’s why I’m here,” Ysolde says. “I can send her to Avalon.”

“Avalon?” I ask weakly.

“To see your dad,” says Ysolde with a smile.

Tana points at the boat. “There’s a small pouch of jasmine tea in the pack and some sandwiches. It’ll get you through this sickness that hovers around you. Stay away from Camelot. You will die if you return today.”

I sigh. “Cool. Apparently, I’ll die in Brocéliande, too.”

Tana shakes her head. “No, I didn’t see that one. Camelot is where the danger lies. But please take care and leave the virus situation to us.”

A lump rises in my throat as I wonder how long I’ll be stuck on Avalon with my dad, listening to him reminisce about the glory days from two thousand years ago.

Finally, they all stand back. Ysolde shuts her eyes and breathes deeply. Tiny waves churn around the boat, and it drifts away from the shore, carried by Ysolde’s magical current.

As the boat glides over the lake, the golden city shrinks, fading like an old memory. I feel unmoored, adrift, rootless. But hasn’t that always been the truth for me?
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I’m slumped low in the boat and shaking with fever. Weakly, I plunge the oars into the water, nudging myself closer to the jagged rocks. The wind rakes at me, trying to drag me back toward Camelot, and waves slap against the sides, relentless.

It’s taken hours to get here. Ysolde’s magic only carried me halfway. The rest was slow, plodding. I threw up twice over the side of the boat. Not my finest moment, but I’m finally nearing the shore, and I paddle closer. At last, the boat scrapes against the rocky shore. I stumble into the shallow water, and the icy water bites through my leggings. I drag myself up the winding path toward the castle. I’m shivering and feverish, and an ache has settled in my bones. My skin hurts.

I reach the ruined castle doors and slump against the cold stone. I close my eyes for a moment, my teeth chattering.

A strong hand catches me, and I open my eyes to see Mordred peering down at me.

“Daughter.” I hear a note of panic in his voice. “What’s wrong?”

“Sick,” I rasp. “A Fey plague…the Pendragons. Not contagious, but I’m sick.”

He scoops me up and carries me inside to a high-backed chair at the banquet table. I slump over the arm like a discarded rag doll and hug myself tightly.

Candlelight glints off the ancient crystal glasses and porcelain plates.

“You shouldn’t have crossed the lake in your state,” he says.

“I didn’t have much choice.”

I take a sip from a glass of water—no idea how long it’s been there, but my throat is scorched. I’d drink poison if it were cold enough. “They found the moth you hid on me. That was all they needed to accuse me of treason. Thanks for that, Father.”

He folds his arms. “The Pendragons don’t need evidence. The moth only made it easier. They would have arrested you, anyway.”

I glare at him. “It would’ve been harder without proof, but it didn’t help that my mother recognized your portrait and told everyone about it.”

“Not ideal,” he mutters, “not ideal at all. You need sleep, don’t you? Give me a minute.”

He whirls and walks away, and I huddle in the chair. Wind howls through cracks in the walls, nipping at my skin.

My eyelids flutter closed, and I start to drift to sleep.

As I do, I hear Talan’s deep, sensual voice drifting through my thoughts.

I lie undone. My fingers graze her skin, pilgrims charting a sacred course across the water. She is warmth and shadow and the salt tinge on my lips. My desire stirs, then surges. Vast, ruinous. Deep as the sea…

I jolt awake, and Mordred is lifting me again, carrying me. I’m no longer sure if I was hearing Talan’s thoughts or merely dreamed them.

I rest my head against Mordred’s chest. He’s wearing a thick, dark fur that smells like a forest. “Where are we going?”

“I’ve arranged a bedroom for you upstairs. You need to rest.”

I’m half-conscious as he carries me up spiraling stairs and along dark stone corridors, torchlight flickering as we pass. He strides into a room with sharply peaked windows overlooking the lake and sets me down on a bed. Exhausted, I sit on top of the embroidered cloth and wool blankets, swaying a little. There’s no glass in the windows, only wind, but a fire roars in the hearth, and the room is blessedly warm.

“Rest,” he says.

He leaves, and I remove my boots and wet leggings and crawl beneath the covers.

I’m hot and cold at once. The shivering won’t stop, and neither will the thoughts.

Talan—his heartbreakingly perfect face, the raw, broken look in his eyes when he learned the truth.

Some of the people at Avalon Tower looked at me with the same sense of shock the moment they realized I’d been working with their greatest enemy.

I’ve been drowning in lies.

That’s what it means to be a spy: a wellspring of deception that never stops flowing. And when the first lie catches up with you, you spill another—a torrent of new lies to wash away the old ones.

My eyes drift shut, and I hear him again.

Vast, ruinous. Deep as the sea.
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My eyes flutter open. Golden light is pooling across the floor like whiskey. I breathe in the scent of spring grass and cedar smoke and the light, delicate smell of wild cherry trees drifting on the breeze.

Mordred has left fresh clothes on my bed, and I have no idea where they came from. I’m guessing it involved magic. They’re beautiful, a gown of shimmering blue that glistens like the sea and a velvety cloak, dark as midnight.

When I sit up, I spot a cup of steaming tea on the table beside the bed. The scent curls around me, familiar, comforting. Tana’s tea. I’d know it anywhere.

I lift the cup and take a sip, the delicious heat soothing me. My throat is raw, but the fever’s broken. Already, my strength is returning.

Seems like I won’t die after all, but as for the rest of the Fey? I really need to do something about that.

The door opens with a low groan, and Mordred steps in. “Good,” he says, “you’re awake.”

“What time is it?”

“Midmorning.”

“Oh.”

“But you’ve slept a night, and a day, and another night.”

I take another sip. “I guess I needed it.”

“I found the tea in your pack in the boat. Thought you might want some. Also, I anchored your boat properly. Didn’t want it drifting back across the lake without you.”

“Thanks.” I eye him over the rim of the teacup. “Mordred, we need a plan. The Pendragons are going to kill all the Fey. I barely touched that virus, and it wrecked me.”

His gaze sharpens. “You need more sleep. You seemed half dead when you dragged yourself onto my island.”

The concern is strangely touching. After all those years spent wishing for someone to look after me, I never expected the parental care to come from him, an ancient Fey king known mostly for massacre and running his sword through helpless women.

“I’m not sure how much time we have,” I say. “And like you said, I’m forged from your blood and bones, the daughter of a king. You said I will crush my enemies. Remember?”

He nods slowly, the sun glinting in his golden eyes. “And what are you proposing?”

“I don’t know yet. I can’t go back to Camelot. I can’t go to Brocéliande.”

He takes a step closer, keenly interested. “And yet?”

“I won’t sit here rotting while Wrythe slaughters the Fey. We are their protectors. You their king, and me their Lady of the Lake.”

He scrubs a hand over his mouth. “Good. Good. Morgan would not sit idly by, either, but what if you did return to Brocéliande?”

My eyebrows rise. “I tricked the portal guards once, but next time, they’ll be ready. Talan surely told everyone I’m a spy. They’ll be looking for me now. They’ll murder me the second I step out of the portal.”

Mordred stares out the window at the lake, thinking deeply. He’s wearing a dark cape trimmed with lush, black fur that frames his head like a lion’s mane. “It might interest you to know there are no guards on the ley portal. No one’s there to kill you.”

I tilt my head, curiosity blooming. “There aren’t? I thought Talan would’ve made sure I couldn’t come back. Why wouldn’t he guard the portal?”

He shrugs. “I still have a moth in Brocéliande. I can’t tell you why it’s unguarded, only that it is.”

“Seriously?” I stare at him, and my heart flutters. “Maybe I can find what’s left of the resistance. Brados is still there, from The Shadowed Thicket.”

“Didn’t the resistance nearly kill you?”

“Yes, but now I’m sure that Wrythe gave them the wrong information. He wants me dead. If I can connect to the resistance, then maybe I can take a team of Fey through the portal and stop Wrythe before he gets a chance to unleash the plague.”

Mordred turns to me, his eyes gleaming. “And then…the banquet.”

He rises and saunters to the door.

My heart thunders in my chest. So, that’s it.

I’m going back to Talan’s kingdom after all.
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Istep through the portal to Brocéliande before dawn’s light, half-expecting to be skewered. Even though Mordred said there’d be no guards around the portal, it’s hard to imagine that Talan let it drop.

He said you really know your way through a portal, don’t you? And here I am. Popping back into Brocéliande, an enemy of the kingdom.

But there are no guards waiting for me, only courtyard shadows and jagged rocks. Lights twinkle from the castle’s seven towers and the crisscrossing bridges between them. My heart clenches. Is Talan in one of those towers right now?

The double moons cast rosy-silver light over the night bramble that clings to the portal stones and the fortress walls. A steady drizzle dampens my cloak, and it smells of damp soil around me. I pull my hood up to keep my head dry.

The smart thing would be to make a beeline for the Messenger Gate. It’s the least guarded, and I’d probably be able to leave through it and make my way toward The Shadowed Thicket. I could try to track Brados from there.

But I find myself hesitating. The virus is an imminent danger to all Fey. Even if I inform the resistance, they can’t protect the entire populace of Brocéliande.

What if Talan could do something…

Obviously, I can’t meet him. That would be suicide, but I could send him a message. Who could I trust to pass it on?

Aisling. I trust her. She’s probably around the kitchens at this hour. I can give her the message to deliver to Talan.

I creep through the courtyard, watching out for patrols and keeping my distance as I skulk through the shadows. As I pass the central tower, my gaze flicks over the symbols carved into the stone—the raven and moon symbol of Queen Morgan. Silently, I sneak past the fountain with the stone ravens and make my way to the kitchen entrance.

Peering around the corner, I see an armed soldier guarding the door. No surprise. Security measures were tightened after the assassination attempt.

I tug at my powers, prepared to mind control him. Stomach clenched, I walk closer, ready for a fight, my fingers twitching on the hilt of my dagger.

I hope I don’t need to kill him.

But to my astonishment, his expression brightens as draw near. He leaves his sword sheathed and smiles. He actually grins at me.

“It’s good to have you back with us, Princess,” he says, bowing.

I stare at him, stunned. “Right. I am, like you said…back. Um. As you were, soldier.”

My heart races. What’s going on? Is this some sort of trap? As I walk past him, I brush the back of my hand against his arm, tugging at my telepathy powers, and plunge into his mind.

His name is Donal, and his shift is nearly at an end. He can’t wait for it to be over so he can go back to the book he was reading, a thrilling story about a Fey guard tracking a demi-Fey murderer.

He doesn’t know what to make of the princess’s sudden appearance. Like the rest of the palace staff, he’d heard endless rumors. Some say Tarasque ate her. One guard by Talan’s tree insisted that she overpowered them and disappeared into thin air, but the other guards denied it. Donal wasn’t sure what was true. It would, after all, be utterly humiliating and career-ending for four trained soldiers to be overpowered by a diminutive princess. And disappearing into thin air…that didn’t make sense.

Another rumor is the Dream Stalker is keeping her safe from Auberon. But Donal thinks Talan probably got bored of his bride. The prince has fucked every beautiful woman in the kingdom, and everyone knows he is easily bored. It’s why he tortures people so much. He probably killed her and buried the body. He’s probably already moved on to a new lover.

But now, here she is, healthy as a lamb.

Of course, some of the rumors are absurd—that the princess was, in fact, a dream the prince conjured into reality. That she disappeared when everyone woke up. And the ridiculous story that she turned out to be a demi-Fey spy working for humans, that she killed a countess and travels in and out through portals. Absurd.

But when it comes down to it, how can anyone know the truth about royals?

The only thing he knows for sure is that she wasn’t killed, because she’s standing here.

But as for the other stories—only Talan knows the truth.

And Talan isn’t breathing a word to anyone.

I pull away from his thoughts, the throbbing headache already pounding in my skull. I don’t know what to make of any of this. I’d assumed there’d be a target on my back and everyone in the kingdom would know I was a spy working for the enemy.

And yet, even the soldiers I’d attacked had kept it a secret.

Why would Talan risk the security of his kingdom like that?

Well, Donal is right about one thing. Only the prince knows what’s going on.

My breath quickens. Maybe I should ask him.

Of course, it’s an unhinged idea.

I’m here to find Brados and the resistance. I’m not here for Talan. The last time I saw him, we beat the shit out of each other. He told me, quite clearly, that the next time he saw me would be on a battlefield. We are enemies now.

So why, exactly, am I bringing the battle to him?

Sending a message with Aisling is the best plan.

But Donal’s thoughts have lit a fire in my mind, because why is Talan not protecting the kingdom against me, knowing that I could come back? Knowing that I can easily find my way in and out of a portal?

Maybe he wanted me to come back. A ridiculous thing to hope for, but a spark of light flickers in my chest, an ember of hope.

I find myself climbing the silent stairwells in search of him. I don’t have a home in Camelot. I’ll never go back to America. There’s nothing for me except Brocéliande and Talan. And if Wrythe gets his way, everyone in this kingdom will be dead.

At the very least, I will warn Talan about the virus in person.

Hopefully, I won’t end up in a tower dungeon.

The palace is quiet as a grave this time of night, long before the courtiers awake but after they fall asleep. Silently, I stalk through the halls. I can’t go to Talan’s bedroom, because that was destroyed. I’ve got the veil up in my mind, and I can’t sense him within the castle. I have no idea if he’s even here, but if he were here, he might be in his library sanctuary, where I used to sleep.

I cross a bridge outside, one that connects the towers, and the cold wind races over me. I prowl into the next stone corridor, following the byzantine twists and turns of the castle.

As I’m about to make another turn, a hand clamps around my throat from behind, dominating, commanding. He jerks me back and holds me firm against his pure, unyielding muscle.

I breathe in Talan’s scent, my heart pounding. Heat radiates from his body. I should be frightened, but gods, he’s delicious.

He spins me around and presses me against the wall, the impact ringing through my body.
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For a moment, I wonder what to do.

I stare up into Talan’s heartbreakingly beautiful face. Even though I should be scared out of my wits, all I can think about is how desperately I wanted to see him.

“Nia.” Talan’s voice sounds wrecked, like he hasn’t slept for days. “You came back.”

“I’m not allowed in Camelot anymore. They say I’m a traitor.” My voice cracks a little. “They arrested me. I can’t go back there.”

“Did they arrest you? It’s hard to say when you lie endlessly.” His voice is barely a whisper. “You faked your family. Your name isn’t Vaillancourt, is it? And the man I buried⁠—”

He breaks off, staring at me.

I feel myself crumbling into ash. “He was a member of the resistance. Anti-monarchy. Demi-Fey.” I swallow hard. “And no, I’m not the farm girl you thought I was. I’m Nia Melisande, Mordred’s daughter. He’s still alive, in Avalon.”

He stares at me without moving. Not betraying a single thing.

“I grew up in America, speaking English,” I add. “I grew up believing I was human. You heard my thoughts for years. I heard you repeating them once in your sleep.”

A tiny twitch of his lips is his only reaction to my confession. “You’re here only because you have nowhere else to go.”

Desperation crackles through my nerves. “I wanted to see you.”

His eyes flare like torches in the breeze. “I want to hear it.”

My heart is beating faster. My blood pumps hard. “Hear what?”

“You.” He switches to English. “Speak to me in English. I want to hear how you sound.”

I stare at him, startled by the thickness of his accent. I’d only heard him speak English once before, briefly.

Swallowing, I search for the right words. “‘Where fairytales come to life,’” I say in my American accent. “That’s what I heard you say in your sleep.”

He goes as still as the stone walls around us, but his eyes gleam with an expression I can’t quite read.

“I’m sorry I lied,” I go on softly in English. “I thought you were a cold and ruthless monster. And honestly? You intentionally created that impression, so I don’t know what you expected.”

His jaw flexes, but he doesn’t interrupt. He just watches me, his gaze piercing.

“I’d heard your thoughts over the years, like you heard mine,” I say in English. “I had glimpses of a hedonist. Brutal flashes of you fighting battles. But it wasn’t enough to know the real you. Not until I stepped into your dreams. I found you there. Not the voluptuary, not the sadist, or the soldier with blood dripping from his sword. Just…you.” I step closer, pulse racing. “And once I saw Talan, the real Talan, I knew I couldn’t let go of you. That’s why I dragged you from your room the night of the assassination. And that’s why I can’t leave you, even if Camelot would take me back.”

Something flickers in his expression, a subtle softening, but his eyes—gods, his eyes still look like they want to consume me. Dark and wild and absolutely ravenous, like he’ll die without me.

I’ve never found him more perfect than I do now. This is the real Talan beneath the artifice, under the cool, controlled exterior. I think this is the moment I love him the most, because this Talan is something I get to see. This Talan is only for me.

He says my name, and it sounds like a sigh.

Our eyes meet for one intense moment, and then he leans in and brushes his lips against mine. That’s all it takes. That light touch races through me like fire, and I pull him closer to me, parting my lips. Slowly, his tongue sweeps in, finding mine. He tastes faintly of mead, sweet and lightly spiced. Achingly delicious. As I melt into him, his fingers slide into my hair.

Molten warmth rolls through my body, and the kiss deepens. He pins me against the wall, his kiss scorching. He’s branding me with the untamed power of the Fey forest, binding me to him like night brambles wrapped around the ancient stones.

Our minds twine together, and his thoughts race through mine—all the loneliness he felt without me, the longing for me. His yearning, his wild desperation to touch me again. I see myself the way he sees me—bathed in gold, like the dawn.

Slowly, he pulls back from the kiss. His eyes lock on mine for a charged moment, the copper burning. Then, his gaze drifts down my body, and he reaches for the clasp on my cloak. He unlatches it, and the cloak slips from my shoulders, dropping at my feet.

The corner of his mouth lifts in a faintly sensual smile. He slides his hand around the back of my throat and kisses me again—more slowly this time, savoring me. He pulls away with a heated nip at my lower lip.

“I will never stop thinking about you.” His voice is ragged. “Even when the stars burn out, you’ll still be in my head because you were the only thing that ever made me feel like I wasn’t completely alone.”

His words unclench something tight my chest. “I know, because you belong in my head, too. That’s why we found each other, even from across the ocean.”

Talan tugs down the straps of my gown, and the castle air kisses my bare breasts, making my nipples go hard. I don’t care right now that we’re in a hallway, that anyone could walk out and see us. All I know is that I’m desperate with need for him.

With a racing pulse, I pull his soft, black shirt off and drop it at our feet with my cloak. Biting my lip, I run my hands over his chest, his abs. Gently, I tease at the waistband of his trousers, and his muscles go tense. He inhales sharply, and then his lips curve into a wicked smile.

He grabs my wrists and pins my hands over my head, flat against the cold stone. Now, I’m at his mercy. And when it comes to Talan, that’s exactly how I like it.

With my hands pinned, he lowers his mouth to the curve of my throat. His breath warms my skin—then slowly, his Fey canines brush over me. The sensation is teasing, agonizingly light, each graze sending a heated shiver dancing down my spine. White-hot desire coils in my body. His tongue traces the path of his kiss, leaving a trail of heat. As his lips linger, his magic thrums over me. He electrifies me like a storm.

I tilt my head back, exposing my neck to him.

Releasing my wrists, he lifts his face from my throat and captures my mouth with his. He kisses me hard, and I need more of him. Now.

As if he can hear my thoughts, Talan lifts the hem of my dress. Slow, languid, the soft material drags over my thighs, my hips. He strips away my underwear, the last barrier between us, exposing me completely. Desire pulses between my thighs, and my breasts ache for his touch. Every nerve in my body feels alight for him.

I’m naked in this hall, but I don’t care. The world narrows to my heated desire, my desperation for him to touch me. All that remains is this overwhelming, aching need for him.

“Spread your legs for me,” he whispers, and I do as he commands. His hand slides between my thighs, lightly stroking my clit, watching me intently.

His restraint is maddening. He’s stoking my arousal to a fever pitch, and desire coils more tightly inside me. I need him inside me. My breasts swell and ache for his touch. Every nerve is alight. I want him to claim every inch of me until I can no longer remember where I end and he begins.

At last, I can’t wait any longer. I reach for his belt and tug it free, never breaking his gaze. Then I slide his trousers down, freeing him.

Gods. Gods. He is devastating, divine perfection in every way.

His gaze scorches over me, pure, unfiltered desire radiating from him. Primal. Possessive. He grips the folds of my dress at my waist.

“Tell me you want me.” His voice is husky, ragged, stripped of his usual control. “I can see it, and I can feel it, but I want to hear you say it. Tell me in English.”

“I don’t just want you.” I take a deep breath. “I need you. Without you, I’m not whole.”

Tonight, the dam is breaking. No more lies. No more pretending. Just the raw, unfiltered truth between Talan and me. And for the first time in ages, I can finally breathe.

He leans his face close to mine, his eyes scorching. “Here she is—the real Nia.”

“You have been tormenting me for far too long, Talan. I need you.”

A low growl rumbles from his chest. Grabbing my ass, he lifts me and presses me against the wall. I wrap my thighs around his waist, my back flat against the stone.

His arousal presses against my core. Slowly, he slides inside me, stretching me open, filling me. From the center out, hot pleasure radiates through my body. I clutch his shoulders and tilt my head back.

One of his hands cups my ass, anchoring me where he wants me, and the other threads into my hair. He tugs my head close to his and kisses me again.

Carefully, he thrusts deeper inside me. I can tell he’s holding back. Tension radiates off him. My hips tilt slightly, urging him on. He groans a little, and I adjust to him as he slides even deeper.

“I will never let you go again,” he rasps. “You’re the first light. You’re the start of everything.”

Primal, animal pleasure ripples through my body as he thrusts into me, moving faster now. My fingernails dig into his shoulders. He drives deeper, unrelenting, and I feel myself breaking open.

“Look at me, Nia,” he murmurs.

I open my eyes, my gaze locked on his as he buries himself deep inside me. I knew that sex with Talan would be amazing, but even in all my fantasies, I couldn’t have pictured the absolute mind-shattering ecstasy of this moment.

The copper in his eyes is no longer fire. It’s lightning flashing in a storm. I know I said nothing lasts forever, but we belong to each other for good. I’m his, and he’s mine. It was always this way, and it always will be.

He moves faster now, driving against me.

A storm breaks inside me. My orgasm ripples through my mind, and it’s like the sky itself cracking open inside my body.

His kiss is desperate, reverent. As pleasure ripples through me, he covers my mouth with his, his body shuddering with mine, his fingers gripping me more tightly.

I catch my breath, aftershocks making me clench around him.

Holding his shoulders, I melt against him. There’s a glow between us as magical as twilight.

The man is an addiction, one I’m never giving up.

Slowly, he slides out of me and lets my feet drop to the floor. I adjust my clothing, and he does the same.

Once I’m dressed, Talan gathers me in his arms, and I wrap my arms around his neck.

I’m getting carried a lot these days.

“I understand why you lied,” he says softly. “Of course you did. I let the world think I was a monster. I let the world think I was the Butcher of Brittany.”

“And it wasn’t you, was it?”

He carries me into his sanctuary, which is lit by torches that cast warm light over the books.

“Now,” I say, “you. Spill everything.”

He sits next to me, leaning back on the pillows, one arm folded behind his head. Torchlight wavers over him, and he looks utterly satisfied with himself. Every inch the velvet-tinged voluptuary I’d first met in my thoughts.

“You want to know about Brittany?”

He asks this in English, which makes me smile. There’s something about him speaking with an accent that makes him seem younger.

“Yes. What happened?”

He sits up, his expression darkening. His body looks tense again. “I refused to lead the invasion of France. Father ordered me to command it, but I knew it would be a massacre. So, I disobeyed him. My father never lets anything go, so he made a point. He slaughtered thousands. Left their bodies in the streets. Rivers of blood. He brought me there to show me the carnage. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is what happens when you disobey your king’s wishes.’ Then he told the world it was I who’d done it, and I let him. It was my atonement because the massacre really did happen because of me.”

He’s staring at one of the torches, seemingly entranced. I swallow hard.

“And this is how he got you to join his campaign?”

“He told me that until I took charge, he’d drown every corner of Europe in blood. No one spared. Not the women. Not the children. I realized I had to step in and take control, make the war efficient, end it quickly. But he’s uncontrollable. He keeps pushing. Always wanting more.” His lips curl in a faint, bitter smile. “And that’s why I’m going to kill him.”

“I have total faith in you.”

“But I have to leave you again in a few days, I’m afraid. There’s a rebellion brewing in Bristol against the occupation. I’ve used all the control I have over council members to stall Father’s attack, but I’m worried he might snap. He’s already opened portals all over the south of England. It will be a bloodbath all over again, attacks from every direction. He plans to terrorize the humans into submission, just like he did in France.”

I swallow hard. “What’s his plan, exactly?”

“A swarm of dragons to swoop over the city and burn it all. I think probably in about three to four days. He’s opening portals now, one at a time, getting ready for the attack.”

My fingers curl into the sheets. “Talan, that’s not the only threat we’re facing. The war might be ending soon, but not in a way that we can allow to happen. If we don’t stop Wrythe Pendragon, all the Fey will die. Right now, we’re relying on a few of my friends to save the world, and they’re not as strong as you. And they don’t have a dragon.”

He leans in closer to me, his dark eyebrows drawing together. “Spill. Everything.”
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Tarasque’s scaled wings beat the air in a hypnotic rhythm. Each stroke of her wings glints peach-gold in the morning light. The sun catches on her iridescent scales in a rainbow of color. She unleashes a wild roar into the wind as we soar above Brocéliande.

I grip her jagged spikes as Tarasque takes us higher into the sky, my fingers numb from the cold. Talan’s arm cinches around my waist, securing me as she climbs higher. Behind me, his chest is warm and solid. I lean back into him.

I glance below. The snow is melting at last, revealing emerald beneath it. A river snakes through the grass, sparkling in the dawn’s first sun rays. It feels like the earth is waking.

I tilt my face upward as we breach a bank of mist, the clouds swallowing us whole. As we shoot upward, I catch my breath. We burst through the top, above it all, swooping over a blanket of foggy white. Exhilaration races through my veins.

Ahead, the portal yawns open—an unnatural tear between the Fey world and the skies above Cornwall.

“We’re almost there,” Talan says next to my ear. “Just another minute.”

I sense the portal’s pulsing power as we get closer, a fracture in the sky that emits a loud hiss. The magic charges the air around us, raising goosebumps on my skin.

My heart speeds up, and we dive through. As my stomach swoops, the world shifts around me, and then we’re soaring through a cloudless sky.

Below, the rugged Cornish coast stretches along the cliffs, clustered seaside cottages, and winding roads. For a dizzying second, I feel wildly disoriented, like the wind is about to pluck me off and cast me into the English city below.

The wind rakes at us, and Talan’s grip on me tightens. He pulls me back against his hard chest.

We arc southeast, racing over the coast toward Camelot, sweeping over cliffs that sheer off into the turquoise sea and the vernal coast. Sailboats bob in the water beneath us, bathed in sunlight.

I lick the salt off my lips and lean back into Talan. It’s a moment of such numinous perfection that it’s hard to remember we’re flying into battle.

But the moment I feel the hum and buzz of Camelot’s veil, my attention sharpens again.

Camelot and Avalon are shielded by a magical veil, woven centuries before. I’ve never had to disable it myself because our boats have their own magic in and out of the hidden city. I tune into the tangled weave of energy, and power thrums over my skin—so powerful, it makes my teeth chatter and sounds like a roaring in my ears. As we race closer, I summon the red bloom of my Sentinel powers and hurl my magic at the veil. It snags on the weave of magic, and the roaring in my ears dies.

We’re through, sweeping over Lake Avalon. Mist twists over its glassy surface, and I breathe out a sigh of relief. We made it.

Tarasque swoops gracefully above the lake, her wings casting shadows over the water below. I suspect Talan is surveying the city with a soldier’s eye, but I’m staring at its radiant beauty.

Amber stone rises through the lake’s mist, the castle’s spires stretching into the skies like golden scepters. Beyond the Tower’s walls, the city sprawls, winding streets lined with peaked rooftops and top-heavy façades. Arched bridges span narrow canals, and brambles cling to aged walls. It’s an ancient city carved into the lake’s shore with the chisel of centuries and wrapped in fog. The city looks like a dream.

And I really hope the day will not end with it ablaze from dragon fire.

I feel my father’s attack echoing through my bones. Just like me, he invaded Camelot centuries ago, his sword drawn. Just like me, it was to protect the Fey.

Someday, maybe I’ll be in Camelot’s paintings, the villainess riding into the city on the back of an enemy dragon.

Tarasque arcs over the lake, sweeping back into the mist again. Our plan is to land on a balcony of Merlin’s Tower. This will be incredibly difficult, but it’s the only way. If we land anywhere else, the Iron Legion will stop us before we ever get to the viruses.

A dragon isn’t exactly discreet, but the tower is steep and four stories high. From the moment we land, we’ll have maybe a minute or two before anyone can make it to the top to stop us. From the balcony, we’ll race to the secret room behind Merlin’s portrait. There, we’ll grab the vials and destroy them, then escape again with the help of Tarasque. That’s the plan to save all of Fey-kind.

My heart is slamming against my ribs as we fly closer. Bells clang as we approach. Alarms—I never thought Camelot’s bells would ring for me.

I spot the giant anti-dragon gun. It’s pointing at us from the turret of Shalott Tower, not an old, unmaintained weapon like those in Dover. This gun is new, and it swings, tracking our flight. It stands just above the balcony where Talan’s mother once languished, imprisoned by Mordred.

“Talan!” I scream, pointing. “Dragon gun! It’s trained on us.”

Talan’s body goes tense, and Tarasque must sense his apprehension, because she roars, sending a gout of searing fire into the air.

Ever since the failed dragon attack in Scotland, Avalon Tower command must have realized that they might be a target for such an attack. And they prepared.

Gunshots ring out, echoing through the air. That gun is a death machine, even for Tarasque.

A spray of blood spatters from Tarasque’s left wing, and the world tilts as she tumbles sideways. I clench my teeth, clinging to Talan as hard as I can. For a few seconds, earth and sky spiral around me as Tarasque spirals downward. Only through Talan’s unyielding strength, his ceaseless grip, am I staying on the dragon’s back.

Camelot’s shoreline races closer—the docks, the stone alleys. Then, with a mighty beat of her wings, Tarasque manages to rear at the last second, rising slowly. The gun keeps firing. If we land on the battlements where I’d planned, it will still be able to hit us.

“Into the courtyard!” I shout into the wind.

Talan pulls Tarasque over the fortress walls, keeping her low to avoid the gunfire.

“Merlin’s Tower!” I point to the ivory castle standing on a hill, four stories high with apple trees nearby. “There. There’s a balcony on one of the towers. See it? We have to make it there.”

“It’s too narrow for Tarasque!” Talan shouts back. “She’ll never fit.”

“We’ll jump.”

He mutters something under his breath that sounds like madness but doesn’t argue.

Bells are still clanging, and screams ring out from the city below, but they’re muffled by the adrenalin coursing through my blood.

We bank sharply toward Merlin’s Tower. A shell whistles past us from the anti-dragon gun, and it explodes near Lothian Tower.

My stomach clenches. There are bodies in Avalon Tower’s courtyard. Civil war has erupted in Camelot, and the dead litter the ground.

Now, we’re their new target. Knights unleash a storm of arrows—iron fury loosed from crossbows, screaming through the air. Tarasque’s scales are impervious, but Talan and I aren’t. One well-placed shot, and we’re dead.

“Take her to the far side of the fortress!” I shout. “We want to draw Wrythe’s forces away from Merlin’s Tower. Let them think we’re going to land in the north. It’ll give us a few extra minutes to get the viruses.”

We veer past Merlin’s Tower, and the soldiers beneath us charge after us, abandoning their positions outside the tower. Tarasque circles, arcing wildly, her pattern hard to predict. She’s skillfully evading the shells.

When we’ve created enough chaos, we sweep back again, heading for Merlin’s Tower.

Gunfire blazes from the turret, each report a sharp crack in the chaos. Tarasque flies in a wild route. An arrow skims past her eye, and Tarasque roars, the sound rumbling down my bones. Unleashing a torrent of hot flames, she lights up the sky.

Panicking, she banks hard, rising high above Avalon Tower’s tallest spire. My stomach lurches at the sudden ascent.

Talan shouts a command, and Tarasque dives, plummeting straight for Merlin’s Tower. This is madness. Reckless, chaotic madness. Utterly uncontrolled.

Wind tears at my face as we drop, and my thighs clench around Tarasque’s neck. Every one of my muscles goes taut.

When I came up with this plan, I’d envisioned a slow, cautious flight. Gently gliding by the balcony, easily jumping on.

But this is anything but slow or cautious.

The ivory tower rushes toward us too quickly. My heart is going to explode because we’re going to hit it. We’re going to die. This is how it ends, with wind and stone and bones crushed to dust, and a dragon’s roar.

But there’s no time to second-guess at this point.

As we swoop by the balcony, Talan leaps. A half heartbeat later, I follow, but I’m a second too late, and my body is angled wrong. My foot slips, and I plunge backward off the railing, arms flailing for purchase. Talan’s hand clamps around my arm, and gravity yanks me down. An arrow thuds into the wall beside me, but he doesn’t let go.

He lifts me onto the balcony, and I tumble on top of him. Smiling and shaky, I take a deep breath.

The moment of peace doesn’t last long. Overhead, Tarasque’s roar rumbles through the skies, sending a chill through my bones.

“Let’s go.” I jump up, already reaching for the door. “We’ve got one minute. That’s it.”

I turn the handle on the balcony door. It doesn’t budge.

“Locked,” I say.

Talan kicks the door, and it splinters open, one hinge breaking completely. “Faster than a lockpick.”

We rush into the tower, crossing the corridor to the hall of the Round Table. I’m relieved to find it unguarded, but it won’t be for long. I open the door and enter the hall, racing across the stone floor to Merlin’s portrait. Quickly, I find the switch to open the secret door. It clicks open, and Talan moves to take a step.

“Wait!” I say. “Iron. And viruses. I’ve already built up an immunity. Let me do this. You stay here and kill anyone who comes close.”

I dash to the iron mesh and pull it aside. Inside the secret room, I cross to the desk and remove the vials of viruses, sliding them carefully into my padded bag. The vials are still in their wooden holders, and I take care not to smash them against each other, fighting the urge to jam them into my bag. That would kill Talan and all the demi-Fey here.

As I close the bag, I hear Talan’s voice. “Nia, you need to go faster.”

And yet, if one of these breaks…

I gingerly tuck the last vial into the bag and exit through the iron mesh curtain.

“They’re almost here,” Talan says.

“Fuck.”

“We might have to fight our way out.”

I swallow and nod, but we rush for the door anyway. I grab Talan’s hand, and we race into the hall, where I guide us to an ancient, narrow passage. If anyone comes looking for us, they’ll probably head straight for the hall of the Round Table.

We follow the twists and turns of the corridor. I cradle the bag gently, relief washing over me at every step. All we need to do is get this bag somewhere that Tarasque can land, and we’ll summon her to us.

Talan and I step into a hallway with a high stone archway. Light streams in through stained glass windows, illuminating the portrait of my father wielding a bloody sword.

“Hi, Dad,” I say quietly.

Talan goes still. “Footfalls,” he whispers. “Someone is about to turn the corner.”

I pull a dagger from my sheath, ready to hurl it at whoever I see.

But in the next heartbeat, I find myself staring at my ex-boyfriend covered in blood.
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Imotion for Talan to hold his attack.

“Nia.” Raphael takes a step closer, his sword drawn. He looks confused, his dark eyebrows drawn together. A faint look of hurt shines in his silver eyes.

I swallow. “Raphael.”

Talan unsheathes his own sword, the scrape of metal piercing the tense silence.

I hold up my hand again. “Don’t, Talan.”

“It’s true,” Raphael says in a voice rough as broken glass. “You’re working for this living nightmare.”

“Not working for me.” Talan’s smooth, silky voice echoes off the high-vaulted ceiling. “I’m a terrible boss, ask anyone. She’s my wife. But I do recognize you. The Pendragon agent who broke out of our dungeons. With Nia’s help, of course. So lucky, having her watching over you.”

“This bejeweled psychopath is your rebound, Nia? Really?” Venom drips from Raphael’s voice. “How unfortunate for you.”

“You told me about him, didn’t you, Nia?” Talan says quietly, his eyes aglow with mockery. “The ex-lover who has a bad habit of running away from things. The one who chose his work over you. I believe I said he sounded fucking boring. And I must admit he has pretty eyes, but he is very tightly wound. Must be exhausting.”

Raphael’s jaw tightens. “I’m not a Pendragon agent. I’m the boy your army left for dead, the one whose mother your army killed in her kitchen while she begged for our lives. That’s who I am.”

“I know.” My voice wavers. “But that wasn’t Talan’s order. He tried to save the demi-Fey, you know that. Ask Ysolde about the Blue Dragon Project later, if we make it out of here. We don’t have time for this argument right now.”

He doesn’t lower his sword.

I take a step closer to him. “Listen, the Pendragons have created a plague to annihilate all Fey and demi-Fey. I have it here in my bag, and I want to destroy it. Talan is here to help us save the Fey. That includes you, Raphael.”

“I know about the plague,” Raphael says darkly. “That’s why I’m here. To finish the job. And I had to kill four Iron Legion bastards just to get into Merlin’s Tower, but of course, it’s been a bloodbath here for days.”

Neither man lowers his sword. I suppress an urge to scream. I’m going to lose my mind if the Fey die of a plague because these two are locking antlers.

“We’re all here for the same reason,” I say, “to destroy the plague. Nothing else. So, we’re all on the same side. Okay?”

Raphael’s eyes cut to Talan. “Same side as the man who ordered me tortured in prison? And you—the heir of Morgan—show up just like the prophecy said, ready to burn Avalon Tower to the ground. With him, the man who’s been trying to kill us all along. Seems like the prophecy was right.”

“I wish I’d ordered your torture,” says Talan, sounding utterly bored with this now, “just for the crime of being tedious, but that was my father. Stopped clock and all that.”

At this moment, part of me almost wants to smash the vials and end it all, but I restrain myself.

“Oh, my gods,” I say. “First of all, Raphael, I would never betray Avalon Tower. I’m not here to destroy it. I mean the Pendragons, yes, I’d betray them ten times before breakfast. They can die in a fire for all I care, but you, Tana, Serana, Darius? I’d cut my own heart out before I turned on my friends. So, either kill me now or get on our side.”

Footfalls sound in the hall, and I grip the hilt of my dagger again, but Tana rushes in, out of breath.

“See? I was right,” she says. “I told you she’d be here.”

Serana, Darius, and Nivene spill into the hall after her. Blood spatters their clothes. Nivene’s hair is a mess, and blood streaks her cheek from an ugly gash. All of them except Tana grip weapons smeared with crimson.

Rough day at Avalon Tower.

Talan’s body radiates tension. From the corner of my eye, I see his hand tighten on the hilt of his sword.

I hold up my hands. “We’re all on the same side. Okay? We’re all here to stop the plague.”

Talan narrows his eyes. “Hello, Nivene. Hard day at the onion farm, was it? I can see you’ve been grieving your father’s death.”

“Prince Talan, a delight as always,” she says coldly. “Pardon me if I don’t curtsy.”

“Why are you all pointing your weapons at each other?” Tana says, frowning in irritation. “We have no time for this. We’re here to destroy the plague.”

“With the Dream Stalker,” Raphael says acidly. “Who invaded Avalon Tower on a fire-breathing dragon? That’s who you want me to work with?”

“I mean, the dragon invasion was my idea,” I say, “and Talan’s really not that bad.”

“I’m humbled,” Talan says dryly. “Truly.”

“What about the prophecy?” Raphael says. “The descendants of Morgan will destroy Avalon Tower⁠—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Tana says, “it’s just a prophecy. A prophecy can be interpreted in many forms. It can mislead. Who even knows what destroying Avalon Tower means? Does it mean the castle? The concept?”

“Its leadership?” Darius suggests.

“It could mean destroying the Pendragons,” I say, thinking of my deal with Mordred.

“Well, there you go,” Tana says. “Are we going to argue about prophecy semantics or do something about this plague?”

“Listen.” I raise my hands, placating. “It’s not just the plague. In about three days, Auberon is going to swoop into England with a legion of dragons and burn Bristol to the ground, so let’s stay focused on our real enemies, shall we?”

For a long time, no one says anything. Finally, Raphael sheathes his sword.

Talan follows suit.

Serana sighs and puts down her axe. “We’ve been fighting the Iron Legion for days. We couldn’t get anywhere near Merlin’s Tower until today.”

“They had the whole tower barricaded,” adds Darius, “but your dragon caused enough chaos to break it up.”

Serana’s freckled cheeks go pink. “We probably have a few minutes until some of their lot charge up here. So, like, let’s get the fuck on with things, yeah?”

“How were you planning to destroy the plague?” Raphael asks.

“We were arguing about that,” Darius says. “I figured we could bury the containers.”

“I thought we could spill it into the lake,” Serana adds.

I blink. “You wanted to spill a deadly plague into Camelot’s drinking water?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. I’m not a bloody scientist, Nia.”

“According to the notes I found,” I say, “The plague is sensitive to high temperatures. I’m not sure how high those temperatures have to be, but there’s almost nothing hotter than dragon fire.”

Nivene brightens. “Good plan. So, where’s the dragon? Last I saw, she was kind of circling overhead, breathing fire. I’d hoped she might burn Tarquin, but I’m probably not that lucky.”

“She won’t be able to land,” says Darius, “unless we can capture the anti-dragon gun.”

“Fuck,” I whisper.

“We can take control of the gun on top of Shalott Tower,” Raphael says. “If we disable the gun, could she land on the turret there?”

Talan frowns. “Yes, if no one is shooting at her, the turret is wide enough for Tarasque to land. I can summon her there.”

I bend to pick up the bag of vials, taking care not to accidentally shatter them. Everyone watches me like I might, too.

“Be careful with those things, will you?” Nivene says. “If one vial breaks, everyone here is dead.”

I swallow. “Yeah, I know, Nivene.”

“I’ll lead us to Shalott Tower,” Serana says. “I know a route where we won’t run into the Iron Legion.”

I walk quickly after them, cradling the vials.

Raphael turns to me. “It’s good to see you alive and well,” he says softly.

I nod and smile back at him. “You, too.”

Behind me, Talan turns briefly, shooting Raphael a look that could cleave a man in two.

“Allies,” I hiss.
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As we run through the castle hallway, battle sounds pierce the leaded windows—metal on metal, screams of agony, the kind of noise that set your teeth on edge. Outside, cadets are killing each other, and knights are hacking their way across the courtyard. The anti-dragon gun is still firing, and I can only pray to the gods that our dragon is managing to evade it.

We race to Shalott Tower, breathless and desperate. Thick, acrid smoke coils around us as we pass through the stone corridor linking the towers. It burns the back of my throat and stings my lungs.

Civil war has finally erupted in Camelot—demi-Fey and our human allies against the Iron Legion. We should be united, preparing for the dragon attack from Auberon, but no. Thanks to Wrythe’s machinations, we’re busily trying to murder one another instead.

When we reach the spiral stairway, I’m already drenched in sweat. My lungs are tight, my chest aching.

Serana leads, axe in hand, radiating fury. Talan is right behind her, prowling silently. I follow, clutching the bag of vials to my chest like it’s my baby.

As we climb, Talan whispers. “Footfalls. Someone is coming down.”

“Get ready,” Serana mutters, clenching her axe.

Talan unsheathes his sword. I pass the vials to Tana, my hands shaking, then draw my daggers.

The first Iron Legion soldier appears, leaping down the stairs, short sword in one hand and a shield in the other. He lunges at Serana, using the high ground. She parries and swings her axe upward with a snarl. He blocks her attack with his shield, but the force of her strike twists his arm sharply. I hear the snap of bones breaking, and he lets out a scream.

Serana strikes again, bringing down the axe between his throat and collarbone. Blood spills, and he falls, bleeding out on the stairs.

We don’t stop. We step over his corpse, forging on.

But another one is coming for us. This time, Talan takes the lead, stepping ahead of Serana without a word. His blade finds the cadet’s chest, and it’s over in a blink.

The metallic smell of blood fills the air, curdling my stomach. As I step over the second cadet’s body, my throat tightens. The kid looks so young. None of this needed to happen. But Wrythe made it happen.

My lungs seize up, my asthma making we wheeze. As we climb the stairs, I pull out my inhaler, puffing twice.

We reach the top, where a vaulted hall opens before us. Three knights are waiting beneath the soaring arches—larger, stronger, and better trained than the cadets. More are charging to join them, the clattering of their armor echoing off the ceiling.

Talan explodes into motion, his sword slashing through one throat, then another.

Raphael bursts from the stairwell in a blur of steel. He and Talan move like mirrored fury, carving through the Iron Legion as they charge us. Sunlight gleams on blood-slicked weapons.

I turn to see Horatio running for us. The knight who butchered Nolan in the trial has his sword ready.

I lock my gaze on him, breathing hard, and my wrists tingle with magic. Morgan’s voice whispers in the dark recesses of my mind, sharpening my focus.

I throw my dagger, and it lodges clean in Horatio’s eye. He drops to the stone floor. He screeches, and then his screams fade to a whimper.

From the corner of my eye, I see Serana’s axe curving through the air.

Nivene and Darius join in, swords ready.

“Stay back, Tana!” I shout.

She absolutely must stay in the stairwell, keeping those vials safe, or the battle will be over. It will all be over.

All of Tarquin’s friends seem to be here, some alive, some dead, which makes me wonder where he is.

Godfrey, one of Tarquin’s golden boys, is driving Darius back. Cornering him against a wall, Godfrey raises his sword for the kill.

I dart forward and sink my dagger into Godfrey’s throat. I rip it out again, and blood spurts from his neck.

I hear Serana shout in pain. Turning, I throw my dagger at her attacker, and it sinks into his shoulder.

Serana is still going. She swings hard, severing his bicep. He screams, staggering backward. He manages to block her next swing and raises his mace again. She slams her axe into his skull and rips it out again.

She turns to me with a smile, and for a moment—one heartbeat—I smile back.

A bolt shatters everything in the next second. A thud, sharp and sickening, and a crossbow bolt slams into Serana’s throat. Time slows. Horror wraps around me, freezing me like an ice storm. I can’t think straight. I can’t take in what I’m seeing. This can’t be happening.

Serana topples backward, her eyes wide with shock. I lunge to catch her, my mind screaming in horror.

Shaking, I raise my eyes to see Tarquin with the crossbow in the corridor, a furious expression on his face.

“You mongrel animals,” he snarls. Ten feet away, he loads another bolt.

Serana lies in my arms, her mouth opening and closing. A drop of blood slides from her lips.

“Hang in there, Serana,” I tell her in a quavering voice. “You’ll be fine.

But it’s a lie. Her light is already fading, and something inside me is dying with it.

Tarquin raises his crossbow again, his hands steady. He’s aiming it directly at me.

But as the arrow flies, Talan twists faster than I can think. His blade splinters the bolt in midair, cracking it like lightning. He whirls, already blocking another sword strike.

Tarquin says something I can’t hear over the furious roaring in my skull.

Morgan’s voice rises inside me, venomous and regal. Kill him.

I get to my feet and rush toward him like a storm wind over the water. The world narrows to my pure, lethal hatred of Tarquin, and I crash into him like a tidal wave.

We fall hard on the floor, and he struggles against me, spitting curses.

Mongrel. Mongrel. Mongrel.

I grab his hair and slam his skull into the stone—once, twice, a third time, until something gives with a sound like cracking wood and he’s still.

I slump back, soaked in blood, staring at this useless, broken thing before me. He was always useless and broken, empty under the surface. I just preserved him in his natural state.

I catch my breath, and my eyes blur. I’ll never find anyone like Serana again—the fiercest, bravest soul I ever met, killed by this little inbred coward.

I turn to the others, ready to kill again, but⁠—

It’s over.

Talan and Raphael stand with a pile of dead knights at their feet, a crimson pool around them.

I sink down beside Serana’s body, my grief as jagged and sharp as craggy stones. I feel carved open. Tana is holding Serana’s hand, and she’s sobbing.

“We need to bury her,” I whisper. “Somewhere quiet. Somewhere beautiful.”

“Darius and I will do it,” Tana says, her voice breaking. “You take the virus. Keep going.”

“I should be there.”

Tana wipes her cheek. “Don’t let her die for nothing. End this.”

I swallow the pain down and nod weakly.

I can’t stop thinking about the first time I met Serana—her wild smile and unearthly beauty, the way she screamed at me to just tell him what you really think, Nia.

I kiss her cold, freckled cheek, my heart aching. “Goodbye, my warrior friend.”

When I look up again, Talan’s there, watching me. Sympathy and sadness shine in his eyes. He offers his hand, and I take it.

I stand, collect my daggers, and wipe my enemy’s blood off the blades. “Let’s finish this.”
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We’re nearly at the top of Shalott Tower now.

Every step drags, the grief for Serana pulling at me with brutal, unrelenting weight, like the earth itself wants to drag me down with her.

I shove the sorrow aside, forcing my focus back to the door ahead, the door to Shalott Tower’s turret.

Nivene throws it open, and for a moment, sunlight floods in, blinding me.

When my eyes adjust, my breath catches. Twenty knights stand on the battlements here, guarding the anti-dragon gun. And Wrythe stands among them.

Their eyes turn to us, and they unsheathe their swords.

It doesn’t take long for the melee to start. Nivene, Talan, and Raphael erupt into violence—swords clashing, blades carving. I carefully hang back, cradling the bag of vials. I want to join the fray, but keeping this bag safe is more important than anything.

This time, Talan unleashes his nightmare magic as he fights. I feel it skimming, dark and cold over my skin, and watch as one of the knights leaps to his death from the turret.

The sound of shouts and clashing metal fills the air. Men scream and claw at their faces, trapped in the waking nightmare Talan has woven around them.

Through the chaos, I spot Wrythe standing by the gun. Our eyes lock, his hatred mirroring mine.

“The Kingslayer’s daughter,” he roars, pointing at me. “Mordred’s child. You know the prophecy. Kill her!”

Carefully, I set down the vials and stand again, readying my daggers. Magic surges in my blood, cold and ancient as the lake, a slumbering power awakening. I throw one of my knives at a charging knight, and it sinks into his throat.

Another knight swings at me with his sword, but I duck. And while I’m down, I thrust my hand out and touch his ankle, slamming my magical energy into his mind.

Cecil is scared. He never wanted a civil war in Avalon Tower, but Wrythe was in charge, and Cecil was raised in Camelot.

You didn’t say no to the Pendragons. Not if you wanted a career.

He’d always thought the Pendragons were a little old-fashioned, clinging to ancient codes and ceremony. But he never thought they were idiots. And yet, here he was, standing over an Avalon Steel Knight, about to kill her because they told him to.

He could say no. He could let her live. But disobeying the Pendragons? Getting cast out of Avalon Tower? His parents would never forgive him. The shame would follow his family forever. So, if Wrythe says to kill a fellow knight, he’ll shut his mouth and do it.

I pour more fear into his mind. Absolute, abject terror.

Look out behind you, he’s going to kill you! I shriek in his mind.

He whirls, panicked, and slashes at a nearby knight, bringing his sword down in the other knight’s skull. I grab my second knife and leap to my feet, sinking my blade into Cecil’s throat. He really should have listened to his instincts.

He falls to the ground, and I steal his sword. I turn to I see Wrythe marching toward me, his face a mask of loathing.

He raises his sword. “I’ll kill you myself.”

I grip the hilt of my sword, my eyes locked on Wrythe.

He swings, thrusts, ripostes. I’m not as skilled with the sword as I am with a dagger, and Wrythe, it turns out, is very good. He’s swift, brutal, practiced.

As we fight, my mind is half on the bag of vials. I want to stay in front of the viruses, protecting them. Wrythe could so easily end all this now if he just smashed the bag, but I don’t think he knows what’s in it.

He’s cornering me now. Steel whooshes through the air, and sparks fly between our blades.

I scan for an opening, a brief touch that will allow me to invade his mind, but there’s nothing—just his face, out of reach while he wields his sword.

“We should have never let your kind in here,” he spits. “Enemies within our ranks. Rotting our Pendragon heritage from the inside out.”

Swing. Thrust. Parry. It’s a wild dance, and I’m trying to keep up with the pace.

“You needed us,” I say through gritted teeth.

“An atrocity. Mordred’s daughter in Avalon Tower’s halls. A disease.”

“And you sabotaged the chance to kill Auberon!” I shout.

Lunge. Riposte.

“Diametric powers! Twisted. Wrong.” Thrust. “And they gave you an Avalon. Steel. Torc. An abomination.”

Each of his words is punctuated by a vicious swing that pushes me further back against the wall.

I parry a thrust, but he twists, sharp and sudden. My sword tears from my grip and clatters to the stone.

I’m at the edge of the turret now, and terror deafens my thoughts.

Talan is moving toward me, carving his way through another knight, and I can feel his terror and panic for me.

Slowly, Wrythe raises his sword until the blade kisses my throat. My focus snaps back to him, my heart stuttering. I lean away, nearly toppling over the edge of the parapet. Fear courses through my nerve endings.

Then Talan’s sword bursts through Wrythe’s chest from behind, ripping through his heart, and Talan stands above him like a god of vengeance.

Wrythe gasps, his mouth slack. Blood spills down his chin as his wide, pale eyes lock onto mine and fade.

Talan drags his sword from Wrythe’s back, and the Seneschal crumples to the ground like a discarded rag doll. Lips curled, Talan stares down at him.

I throw myself at Talan, and he pulls me close, crushing me against his chest. He’s holding me like I’m a magical talisman, something sacred to keep the nightmares away.

“You’re okay,” he breathes into my hair. “You’re okay.” It sounds like he’s trying to convince himself.

But then he sucks in a sharp breath. His body tenses, and his hand goes to his stomach. He winces, and I realize he’s bleeding.

The world tilts beneath me. “How deep is it?” My words are sharp, panicked. When I look closer, I see how bad it looks, a slash right thorough his abdomen.

“Iron,” he grunts. “Iron poisoning.”

I hold him up, my mind reeling. Most of the knights have fallen now. Raphael is injured, gripping his bleeding head, but he looks like he’ll make it.

But Talan has gone pale, and the look in his eyes—agonized and distant, like he’s already halfway gone—that look undoes me.

Mentally, I’m unraveling as Talan leans back against the parapet, holding his gut. “Nia, you have to destroy the plague. Now.”

“We’ll destroy it together,” I say. It comes out as a shout, as if I can just scream it loudly enough for it to be true.

He shuts his eyes and shakes his head.

Panicking, I turn to look around me. Death, everywhere. Nivene is fighting the last Pendragon standing.

Talan slumps against the wall, the light in his eyes going dim.

“You’re not dying,” I shout, furious at him for some reason.

Shaking, I crouch down next to him and find his dragon whistle. I pull it out and blow with all the air in my lungs, and a high-pitched screech rends the air.

Nivene finishes off the last knight, and as she does, a loud roar rumbles over the horizon. The rhythmic beat of wings pulses in the air. I peer over the parapet to see Tarasque soaring toward us. Blood streaks from her body, and one of her wings is ragged and torn.

She’ll never be able to carry us back to Brocéliande, but she lands on the tower with a boom. I feel as if the whole tower is compressing under her weight.

I pull Talan close against me.

“Help me,” I shout to Nivene. “We need Raphael’s healing magic. He’s dying.”

Nivene rushes to my side. “Raphael been hit in the head—the flat of a blade, but still hard. He’s incoherent.”

Talan meets my gaze, and the fading look in his eye wrecks me. I can’t breathe. The world is going dark, turning to ash.

“Help me get him on the dragon.” My voice sounds wild, panicked, but an idea has sparked in my mind. “Talan, can you walk?”

“Of course I can fucking walk,” he mutters, but he doesn’t sound convincing.

Nivene and I help him up, his arms slung over our shoulders as we half-carry him toward Tarasque. She watches us with narrowed metallic eyes. She’s suspicious, but after a moment, she lowers her neck for him. Talan climbs on her back, swaying, and I slide up behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist to steady him. I take care not to press against his wound.

As we settle onto her back, Nivene pulls out the vials and sets them carefully on top of a stone merlon. Then she backs away rapidly, muttering, “Burn that shit, will you?”

I glance at Raphael. He’s still clutching his head. “Take care of him, will you?”

She nods. “Of course.”

I lean in closer to Talan, heart hammering. “Talan? Can you tell Tarasque to burn the vials?”

He exhales a ragged breath, then rasps the command.

Tarasque raises her head with a low growl. Fire engulfs the vials, boiling the liquid for a few moments. The glass shatters, and the liquid sizzles and evaporates, its threat extinguished by the flash of blistering heat. Steam hisses into the air, rising in harmless tendrils.

I exhale in relief and hold tightly to Talan. “Will you be able to stay on?” I ask.

“Yes,” he murmurs, “but Tarasque is too hurt, Nia. She won’t get far.”

I press my face against his back, breathing in the beautiful, familiar scent of him. I can hear his heart beating through his back, and I never want it to stop. “That’s okay. We don’t need to go far. I have a place. Somewhere safe.”

At his command, Tarasque rises into the air and glides over the still waters of Lake Avalon.

And as Talan slumps against me, barely conscious, all I can do is thank the gods I spent one storm-wracked day learning to fly her on my own.
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The wind lashes at us as we soar, icy and sharp against my skin, but I barely feel it. I’ve led us straight through the mystical veil toward Avalon.

The shadowed castle rises through the fog ahead, looming like a half-remembered dream.

Talan slumps in front of me. I cling to him tightly, trying to keep him upright. He’s slipping in and out of consciousness. His head rests back against my shoulder.

“Can I help you find a book?” he mumbles in English, his voice soft.

He’s echoing phrases from my old life, which makes my heart splinter. I am in his head, always.

His blood has soaked through his clothes. It’s warm against my hands, and the fear inside me is sharp and wild, thorns that scrape inside my skull.

Up ahead, Avalon takes shape in the mist, and my heart races.

Last time I flew Tarasque, she knew exactly where to go. She carried me right back to her home in the Lost Palace, where she belonged. But now, we’re heading for Avalon, and I have no idea how to tell her that. The truth is, I don’t know what I’m doing at all.

“Talan,” I say, my voice cracking, “can you guide her down to Avalon?”

Nothing.

His body is slack, the tension fading from his muscles, and I know with sickening certainty that if I don’t get him help soon, he’ll die.

Tarasque veers suddenly, arcing away from the city, and I grit my teeth in frustration, my hands shaking.

“Talan!” I’m screaming his name into the wind, my throat raw. “Please wake up, for me. I love you.”

Still nothing.

I don’t even realize I’m crying until the world blurs. Talan’s body trembles against mine, and my mind is chaos—wild, brambly, panic-stricken.

The roaring wind fades to a hush, as if the sky is waiting for Talan to speak again.

I press my head to Talan’s back, breathing hard, trying to feel any sign of life. I need him to survive this. Taking a deep breath, I summon my powers, unfurling my magic and sliding into his mind.

His thoughts are vivid and beautiful—and mostly about me. There I am, lying in soft grass beneath a weeping willow, bathed in coral light, the branches swaying above me. Now he’s dreaming of me in a bookstore, sliding romance novels onto a shelf.

I love the way he sees me, but that’s not what I need right now.

I remember what Raphael and Viviane once told me: If a telepath isn’t careful, she can drown in another’s mind. Lose herself. Forget where she ends and the other begins. Since then, I’ve always kept an anchor, a piece of myself tucked away.

But not now. Now, I let go and dive deep into Talan’s mind, drowning in his memories.

His mind is a raging storm—the years of isolation, the torment of the dungeon. The haunting memories of his mother holding him in her lap, then her agonizing, excruciating death from dragon fire.

The memory burns away, and he’s swimming in a river. It’s the first time he heard my voice in his thoughts. The first time since his mother was killed that he no longer felt alone. He swims under the icy river, wanting more.

There’s so much of him. Too much. How can someone with such turbulent, powerful emotions remain as calm and aloof as he does?

I’m racing on the back of a dragon, tearing through the skies. Rain hammers against my skin, and I like it that way.

I guide her, touching the scales by her throat to urge her to turn. Dragons used to terrify me. Dragon fire killed my mother, and the terror of that almost broke my mind. But now? I’m certain they’re misunderstood creatures, and that’s something I understand very well indeed.

I touch my dragon’s neck on a scale by her spikes, guiding her.

Then, suddenly, cold fury. All-consuming. I think of my father, Auberon, as he leads me through the streets of Brittany. I think of him burning his own subjects, scorching them into oblivion. My father speaks of duty like he means it, but no king has ever ignored his duty more than he. I will kill him.

But that’s not my father…that’s not my memory.

You are Nia.

You are my love.

You walked the hot pavement beneath an unrelenting sun.

You put out the fires, swept up the broken glass, locked the doors and windows each night.

You lived with a silent ache, holding everything together until the world that needed you finally opened up, and you fell in.

It’s as if Talan has gathered every scattered piece of me from the sea of consciousness, each one collected with careful, steady hands. One by one, he’s threaded them back together, making me whole. And then, gently, he places them in my mind.

My eyes flutter open.

I’m on top of Tarasque. Talan is slumped, nearly unconscious in front of me.

And now, from his memories, I know how to guide Tarasque.

I lean sideways, touching the back of her neck just so to let her know that she needs to veer left.

We sweep back around, heading for Mordred’s castle.

At last, we land in the water with a splash, and I let out a long, shaking sigh.
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Inside a castle bedroom, Mordred helps me lay Talan on one of the beds.

He glares at him, his golden eyes burning. “Just like always, dragging in your broken things. Two soldier corpses last time. A usurper prince this time. When I was young and I’d visit Queen Morgan, I’d bring her flowers and mead. But this is better. Much better. Like a cat, my vicious princess keeps bringing me gifts with blood on her claws.”

My stomach tightens. “No, that’s not what’s happening here. He’s not dead, and he’s not a gift. He’s my husband. He’s the one who’s going to help us tear Auberon off the throne and put him in the grave. I need you to heal him. He’s been cut with iron. Can you heal him? You told me you knew how.”

He glares at me like he thinks I’ve lost my mind. “Save him? Surely nature should take its course.”

“He was injured saving me,” I say, my voice cracking.

“Was he, now?” He sounds deeply unimpressed.

“Mordred!” I shout, flustered. “He also killed Wrythe Pendragon. He drove a sword through his heart.”

Sunlight streams into the room, flaring off his sharply spiked crown. He thinks for a moment, then one of his dark eyebrows rises. “I’m listening.”

“We did what you wanted. We killed Wrythe and his nephew, and at least several other Pendragons.”

“Several? Can you be more specific? I want them all dead.”

“I don’t know the numbers yet, but it didn’t look good for them. Their great weapon against the Fey is disabled. And the usurper, as you call him? That’s Auberon. Not the prince. If you help me heal Talan, that usurper king is our next target. And Talan is going to make an excellent guest at the banquet, I promise.”

Slowly, he nods. “I know how to treat this. Nimuë taught me just the other day. I doubt she gave the knowledge to those usurpers in Brocéliande.”

I swallow hard at the mention of Nimuë. “I don’t think she did.”

“Take off his shirt and clean his wound. There are clean cloths in the closet over there. I’ll set some water to boil on the hearth.”

He places a caldron on the fire and stalks out of the room. I unsheathe my knife and use it to cut Talan’s already shredded shirt. It clings to his bloodstained skin, and I peel it off him in strips. The wound is long and ragged, the skin around it swollen and red.

I rush to the closet and yank it open. It’s packed with silks, some glittering with gemstones, each one probably worth more than a house. Made with magic, no doubt, for the fabric to survive thousands of years and still look this perfect.

I grab a blue robe, its texture smooth and cold, and dip it in boiling water to sanitize it, then set it aside to cool. When the cloth is cool enough, I carry it over to Talan and gently dab at his wound. It takes me several trips back and forth from the cauldron to properly clean the injury, then I get a clean piece of cloth, soak it with water, and dab his forehead.

He looks so still right now, peaceful in a way that makes my chest tighten. His dark lashes rest against sharp cheekbones, his beautiful lips parted just slightly. He doesn’t look like a warrior or a Dream Stalker, a killer or a prince. He just looks…breakable. If it weren’t for his blinding beauty, he’d almost seem human right now.

“Don’t leave me,” I whisper. “You’re in good hands. We’ve got Nimuë’s healing knowledge. I won’t lose you. I absolutely fucking refuse.”

“Nia?” he asks, his voice hoarse, eyes half shut.

“I’m here.”

“Where?”

“We’re somewhere safe.”

His eyes snap open. “The plague?”

“It’s gone, love. We burned it.”

He relaxes again, his eyes closing.

Mordred bursts back into the room carrying a wooden bowl with a green paste in it. “Apply this to the wound. Clean it and put on a new batch of paste every half hour. I’m going to go deal with the dragon. She’s bleeding, too, you know. It’s like you don’t even care about the dragon.”

Guilt knots in my chest. “Right. Thanks. Be careful, though. She can be dangerous when she’s injured.”

“I am Mordred, son of Morgan. I know how to talk to dragons. You take care of your prince.” He marches back out, his dark, fur-lined cape trailing behind him.

Gently, I apply the salve to Talan’s wound. It smells of fresh earth and mint, and spreads a relaxing scent in the room.

I got it from Nimuë, just the other day. How strange that my father actually knew them both—the two other thirds that make my power whole.

Talan’s eyes open. “Where are we? It feels like home.”

I smile at him. He’s never been here before, but he feels it anyway, the Fey connection to this island. “Avalon. You are home.”
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“Nia.”

My eyes flutter open, and I wake to find myself slumped in a soft, velvety chair. I spent a day and a night taking care of Talan, cooling his fever, applying the balm. Finally, I must have nodded off in exhaustion.

Now, I’m waking to the sound of his deep, velvet-tinged voice calling my name.

He’s sitting on the side of the bed, shirtless and watching me. And right now, he looks like absolute perfection.

I smile at him. “How do you feel?”

“Like someone cut me in half, but also much better than before.” He picks up a glass of water from the bedside table and drains it.

My gaze sweeps down his bare chest. The skin is now healed over, the only sign of his grisly injury a deep red slash over his abs. Pure, unbridled relief cascades through me. He’s recovering.

He really will be okay.

He sets the glass of water down and frowns at me. “Where are we? I had the most insane dream that you said we were in Avalon.”

I smile. “We are. In Mordred’s castle.”

“And he’s alive. All this time.” He stares. “The dark prince who cursed my mother.”

Mordred strides into the room, eyes locked on him. “King, now, in fact. And I’m not the one who condemned your mother to death by burning. That was your rotten father, the two of you claiming a royal lineage that was always mine.”

I clear my throat. “Remember that we’re allies. We all want to dethrone Auberon.”

Talan turns slowly, watching my father. Around strangers, he gives nothing away. Whatever he’s feeling, it’s buried deeply. His expression is guarded as he meets Mordred’s gaze, cool, level, and assessing.

“It’s true, isn’t it?” asks Talan. “You’re not my grandfather, not Auberon’s father. It was all a lie.”

Mordred shrugs. “Is it so hard to believe?”

“Not at all. Lying comes as naturally to him as breathing.”

Mordred takes a step closer. “You’re Merlin’s grandson. Merlin and Nimuë, who made that balm that saved you. Wondrous woman. Absolutely lovely. Wise. Your grandfather was a pompous prick, though. He’s trapped in the heart of an oak, you know. That was your grandmother’s doing. I just said to her the other day…” He trails off. “Well, it was a few centuries ago, but I said, you do not want to feel the sting of Nimuë’s wrath. You know, I believe Merlin is still conscious in that oak. Which he deserves.”

I clear my throat. “Plenty of time for family drama later. We have to stop the dragon attack. We’ve got a day, maybe less, before Auberon tries to burn down Bristol and gods know what else.”

Mordred straightens his crown. “Yes, yes. I’ve been watching Castle Perillos for a while. So, what are we going to do about it?”

Talan pulls on a black shirt. “I don’t think Auberon will launch the attack without me.”

Mordred shakes his head. “My little spy moth tells me otherwise. He plans to send the dragons tomorrow whether you are there or not.”

Talan curses under his breath.

My heart skips a beat. “Are you sure?”

“I heard him give the orders myself,” Mordred says. “I see and hear every order that Auberon gives at Castle Perillos.”

Talan goes eerily still. “And does he know what my plans are?”

“He’s angry that you’re not there when he wants you. He might have disowned you. But no, I don’t believe he has any idea how much you hate him.”

Talan’s eyes narrow. “Good. That will make my job easier.”

Mordred claps his hands together. “But we have another pressing issue right now, I’m afraid.”

I can hardly keep up. “What?”

“There is a boat approaching,” Mordred says, clasping his hands behind his back. “With a few of your friends.”
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I run out of the castle and rush down the old stone stairs. I race past Tarasque, who rests peacefully beneath the apple trees, her wing already healing.

By the time I get to the shore, Tana and Nivene’s little rowboat is already scraping over the rocks.

A lump rises in my throat, and I run across the wet stones to greet them.

As she steps onto the rocks, I grab Tana, and she hugs me back tightly.

“Thank the gods you’re alive.” Nivene gives me a clumsy hug involving an awkward and aggressive pat on my back. “I thought that dragon would bleed out and crash into the lake.”

“Tarasque is much tougher than she looks.”

Tana stares at the dragon. “Honestly, she looks plenty tough.”

“Where’s Darius?” I ask. “And Raphael?”

“They’re fine.” Tana grips my bicep, giving it a squeeze. “They’re trying to regain control of Avalon Tower. Almost all the Pendragons are dead, but it’s still chaos. There are still some Iron League cells within the towers. Two of them tried to assassinate Raphael early this morning.”

My heart flutters.

“And now they’re crow food,” Nivene says.

I nod. “So, right now, Raphael is in command?”

“Until Amon figures out the right protocol to appoint a new commander in Avalon Tower.”

My two friends look over my shoulder, suddenly intrigued, and I turn to see Mordred marching regally down the old stone steps.

“Oh, fucking shit,” Nivene blurts. “Mordred. Fuck. How old are you? You must be old as the rocks.”

“Is there something wrong with your friend?” Mordred asks.

Nivene clears her throat. “Sorry. It’s just…you really do look like the portrait in Avalon Tower. It’s a bit jarring. There’s a lot of them, really, and you’re murdering people in all of them.”

“How nice.” Mordred nods, folding his hands behind his back again. “I assume the painter captured my essence quite well.”

Tana flashes him a shy smile. “I’ve seen you in the cards many times, Sir Mordred.”

He nods slowly at her as if he can’t quite figure out what to make of that statement. “I’m a bit out of practice with this, you know. Chitchat.”

“Never got the hang of it myself,” Nivene says. “Anyway, with the death of the Pendragons⁠—”

“Wait.” Mordred holds up a hand. “Are they all truly dead?”

“Well, yeah, I guess,” Nivene says. “Most are gone. Dead, and⁠—”

“How many are dead?” Mordred’s golden eyes burn with a slightly fanatical gleam. “There are a total of one hundred three Pendragons, not including the bastards and the descendants of women who married out of their dynasty. Are they all dead?”

Nivene wrinkles her nose. “I mean…I didn’t count.”

Mordred takes a step closer. “And what did you do with the bodies? I assume you severed their limbs and hung them from the parapets? Nailed their heads on the gates and doors throughout Camelot as a warning to those who would strike at the Fey?”

“I really apologize for him,” I say. “He’s not used to company.”

“We didn’t do much with the limbs,” Nivene says weakly. “I think it’s a bit out of fashion these days. I’m pretty sure that’s a war crime.”

“A war crime.” Mordred rolls the words over his tongue, testing them out. Then his attention seems to drift. “Pendragons. One hundred three. Each and every one should die. The prophecy foretells it.”

“Do you really need me to compile a list of dead Pendragons?” I ask, exasperated.

He smiles at me. “Yes, daughter, that would be lovely. Thank you.”

My stomach tightens. “We’ll get to that later. Right now, we have to stop Auberon.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Nivene interjects. “Like I said, with the fall of the Pendragons, most of our communication with the human allies ended. We’re trying to get in touch with the army commanders, but it’s taking too long, and they’re used to reporting to Wrythe.”

A dark thought takes root in my mind. “Whether Auberon knows it or not, this is his best chance to attack. We’ve never been weaker or more defenseless.”

“I saw it,” Tana says, her voice haunted. “A great army from above. Death from the skies.”

Nivene pales. “With Avalon Tower in shambles, we’re helpless. I’d hoped maybe Talan could stall his father.”

Talan strides down the winding path, radiating health. He slides his hands into his pockets as he stalks closer. The breeze toys with his dark hair. “We can do better than a distraction. We can snuff the usurper’s light entirely. Come with me to Brocéliande, and we will set all our plans in motion. All those dreams, all those minds you held in your thrall. The moment has arrived, and the stage is set. Let’s finish what we started.”
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Tarasque’s path is smoother this morning as we soar across the damp, grassy fields of Brocéliande. We’re miles north of Perillos, racing toward the Fey army and the fleet of dragons Auberon keeps far from the city walls.

Gone is the sparkling snow. Grass stretches beneath us, a velvet mantle of green dappled with pale silver flowers that Talan calls lady-smocks.

Swallows sweep through the blue skies. Only days ago, winter reigned in Brocéliande. Now, fresh shoots of green rise around us, and tiny green buds sprout from the hawthorns. Wren song fills the air.

A deceptively serene day. I’m afraid that before the day ends, blood will feed the kingdom’s silver lady-smocks.

Up ahead, I spot a few dragons flying in the sky, circling each other. They breathe plumes of fire, bright orange streams against the blue.

They seem to be playing, reveling in the sheer joy of flight. But then, as we get closer, all of them dive and land in a large grassy field.

“A lord named Niolf will be in charge of the dragon command,” Talan says. “I’ll need to persuade him to fly the dragon fleet far away from the portals.”

“Do you want me to mind-control him?”

“No, I think I have another plan, but Nia, it’s going to be chaotic today. Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

I lean against his powerful chest. “Don’t make me give you my father’s lecture about being the granddaughter of Queen Morgan.”

The dragons and their riders form a haphazard half-circle over the field, waiting for their prince. Gracefully, Tarasque glides down before them. She lowers her neck to the grass, and Talan slides off. He still hasn’t completely healed from his iron poisoning, but he doesn’t let it show. He strides forward like he’s at home, and all the dragons and riders are his guests.

I slide off Tarasque and follow him over the grass.

“Your Highness.” A Fey man in black armor dismounts an enormous black dragon. He stalks forward and bows brusquely, a short, shallow gesture.

I’ve been in the Fey court long enough now to understand that his bow is designed to offend.

His eyes shine with metallic red. “King Auberon told us you would not be joining us. He had no idea where to find you, I’m afraid. We’ve all been wondering.”

“Well, I’m here.” Talan’s voice is laced with steel. “So, you can stop wondering. I will take charge.”

Niolf’s lips flatten, his jaw flexing. “We’re supposed to receive the command in a few hours. Then we’ll set off to burn the south of England.” He throws a pointed look at Tarasque, his eyes like lava.

“I suppose you can join us, but your dragon looks half dead. You’ll slow us down. Might be better for you to stay here.”

I can feel Talan’s anger rippling from his body, and the air chills around him. Frost spreads over the dewy grass.

“The plans have changed, and we have new orders,” Talan says, his voice cutting like a blade. “You and the entire dragon host must fly to Kerdraig. Stay there for the foreseeable future.”

Niolf’s red eyes flash. “The northern dragon fortress? But that’s a two-day flight.”

Talan raises an eyebrow. “Then you’d better get going.”

“What about the attack on England?”

“We’re holding off for now.”

Niolf’s eyes narrow, and he takes a step closer. “Your father warned me about this. If you think I’m going to fly away and take the dragons out of his reach, you’re sorely mistaken.” He whirls to his dragon. “Morennor!”

Talan moves so quickly. A blur of shadow, the twist of a neck, a sharp crack, and Niolf’s enormous body crumples to the frosty grass, his armor clashing.

Talan stares down at him. “See? You didn’t need to use your magic.”

Around us, the dragons start to roar, trembling the ground beneath us. A few raise their heads, scorching the air with flames.

Morennor, Niolf’s black dragon, is the most terrifying of all. With a bone-trembling roar, he lurches forward, slamming down on the ground just a few yards away from Talan. He opens his jaw widely, his hot breath rushing over us. He rears back his head and scorches the sky above us with fire.

My blood roars in my ears.

Tarasque takes a step forward and roars back at Morennor, spreading her wings threateningly. I have no doubt that she is willing to attack Morennor to protect Talan, but I don’t like her chances in a fight.

Talan moves closer to Morennor and reaches out his hand. “Stand down, Morennor,” he coos. Another step closer. He speaks to Morennor in the dragon language, and Morennor lowers his head.

Seconds stretch by, and all the dragon riders in the field stare at Talan.

Talan takes another step, his movements slow and calm. Morennor inches back, then lets out a soft rumble of acquiescence.

Behind me, Tarasque settles back down, and I let out a long breath.

With the dragons calmed, Talan turns, scanning the dragon riders. “Palenor!” he calls out.

A young man dismounts his dragon and crosses the field to Talan. After witnessing Niolf‘s death, he is visibly nervous. He bows low. “Yes, Your Highness?” he stammers.

“I’m appointing you as the new commander. You are to take the dragon host to the northern dragon lands of Kerdraig.” He casts a quick glance back at Niolf’s corpse. “Niolf didn’t respond to my order very well. I trust you will make a better decision.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

I lean closer to Talan, touching his arm. “A word?”

He puts his hand on the small of my back, guiding me away.

“Palenor seems like he’s willing to do whatever you command, don’t you think? What if we kept the host of dragons on our side instead of sending them out of the battle?”

I think of Nivene and her own task, unease growing in my gut. We will need the dragons’ strength.

His expression darkens. “Once dragons begin killing, they don’t stop, and they can’t tell friend from foe. In battle, they’re pure chaos. Perfect for a massacre like Auberon wants, but a nightmare if we’re trying to spare civilians. They scorched the kingdom after the revolution centuries ago. I’m not going to repeat that now.”

I swallow. “There are too many moving pieces in our plan, and if we don’t have enough leverage, we might end up getting crushed between them.” My voice sounds steadier than I feel.

“Better than repeating the mistakes of the past.” He returns to the new dragon commander. “Go, Palenor. Fly to Kerdraig.”

He bows low. “Yes, Your Highness.”

We watch as the riders mount their dragons and launch into the sky, soaring away from us.

Talan wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me in close.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” I murmur.

“Nia, I will never let a single other person in the world know that I think this, but I almost never know what I’m doing. The only ones certain of themselves are people like Wrythe and Auberon. The fact that we’re wallowing in doubt means we’re on the right side of things, don’t you think?”


CHAPTER 58
[image: ]


Istride beside Talan toward the Council of Nobles. My stomach tightens at the sound of Auberon’s voice echoing through the corridor. It booms down the hall like thunder, shaking the windows in their frames. Most of the words are muffled, a deep bass behind the stone walls, but a few cut through. Victory. Annihilation. Enemy.

It’s the kind of speech that would bring down the house in a room full of power-hungry lords, the same lords who will cheer from the sidelines while others bleed for their glory.

When Talan slams through the door, Auberon’s sentence stutters to a halt. The eyes of the twenty or so nobles turn to us. Auberon stands at the head of the table, his polished golden crown shining on his blond hair.

He glares at Talan with irritation. “You’re late. Several days late. Drunk again, were you? Sit down. We were discussing the attack.”

Talan glances at the single empty chair. “There’s only one seat, and Nia will be joining us.”

“This isn’t a woman’s place,” Auberon hisses, never meeting my eyes. “None of my women ever stepped foot in the council, neither my mistresses nor my wives.”

“Well, their time with you was always cut short. You laid them all to rest under Brocéliande’s soil, so I imagine that would make attending rather difficult, but Nia still breathes. In any case, I’ll stand. She can take my seat.”

“Don’t be a fool!” Auberon’s voice echoes off the ceilings. “There are decisions to be made. Our clairvoyant tells us the Pendragons have fallen, that the humans are helpless against us. This is the moment to strike, destroying the opposition once and for all.”

“Really?” Talan leans back against a stone column. “Why are you relying on clairvoyants and not spies? Because my spies report that a new commander took the reins in Avalon Tower. Someone called Raphael Launcelot. If I remember correctly, you let him escape your dungeons.”

The corner of Auberon’s mouth twitches. “Mind your tone, son. It is of no consequence what beast is in charge there. Avalon Tower is in shambles. They’re weak.”

“But I’m afraid you’ve been neglecting our own kingdom,” Talan drawls. “The famine, the poverty. The resistance trying to kill us. The commoners taxed into the ground to support your endless war.”

“The famine,” Auberon snarls, “is why we are at war. We had enemies within our own kingdom spreading the blight. Now, France is our breadbasket.”

Talan sighs, folding his arms. “It might’ve helped if you hadn’t scorched half the farmland in France. What little wheat we do recover gets lost in your endless push for more territory. It rots before it ever makes it through the portals. Most of our subjects can’t even afford the scraps we have left. And that, Father, is why our kingdom is falling apart.”

A door slams open, and a messenger scurries inside, his face as pale as his platinum hair. “Your Majesty.”

“What?” Auberon snaps impatiently, not taking his eyes off his son.

“There are multiple reports of commoners rising in rebellion. They torched the manor houses of a few nobles in Corbinelle. A legion of…of peasants is making its way to this fortress as we speak.”

My heart skips a beat.

Nivene has done her job remarkably well. She might not have a great finesse for small talk, but she understood that Brocéliande is a tinderbox of anti-monarchy unrest, and all she needed to do was light the spark.

“A few dozen irate farmers don’t concern me,” Auberon says, his voice iron. “Deal with them. Hang them all, stick their heads on spikes, and parade their headless corpses to remind the rest of their place.”

My father would be delighted with that idea. Something else Talan and I have in common.

“It’s not exactly dozens, Your Majesty,” the messenger says apologetically. “The report said the legion approaching the fortress numbers about six thousand. Most well-armed. We think the resistance has been readying them for months, Your Majesty. They have battering rams and many archers, and a few mages and⁠—”

“Enough!” Auberon roars, finally turning to look at the messenger. “Get out!”

The man flees, shutting the door behind him.

“Well,” Auberon says, his voice back under control. “Looks like we’ll have to postpone our attack on the humans by a few hours after all. First, we need the dragons to get rid of the baseborn rabble, the unwashed swine.”

“You mean your subjects who fund your castle?” Talan says, deadpan. “The people you’re supposed to care for?”

“The people’s main concern should be for their king! The rabble love the humans, you know. I’d bet my kingdom they’re all demi-Fey invading our land,” Auberon thunders. “I’ll give the order straight away. The dragons will torch the demi-Fey knaves on their route here. Any who survive will be used as examples, ripped apart, limb from limb. Once that’s done⁠—”

Talan cocks his head, his expression one of mock sympathy. “Oh, dear. I’m afraid the dragons are gone.”

This stuns the king into silence.

Talan’s eyes are heavy lidded, and despite the sharp tension in the room, he looks almost bored. He slides his hands into his pockets and leans back against the column. “I sent them away. I won’t unleash hell on this kingdom, and I won’t burn your subjects like you burned my mother.”

“You fool!” Auberon rises from his chair, knocking it backward. “You’ve made things worse. Now we’ll have to use our armies. More men will die because of your lofty ideas. Lord Malleus, send a messenger to your father right away. Your family’s bannermen will have to march toward the capital at once and slaughter the human sympathizers.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be happening, my lord,” Malleus says, his voice trembling. He looks quite like Lord Kahedin, his father. “My father sent me a messenger earlier telling me that his bannermen are…” He clears his throat. “Unavailable.”

“What is the meaning of this?” Auberon snaps, turning his fury on the man.

Malleus cowers. “I…I don’t know, Your Majesty. I’m just relaying what my father⁠—”

“Lord Aedan!” Auberon whirls. “Get your bannermen here and arrest Malleus. My son as well. And then we will deal with the human-loving peasant mob outside.”

Aedan lifts his chin. “I think I prefer to stay out of this, Your Majesty. Like the Dream Stalker, I have a great aversion to unnecessary death.”

As he speaks, I recall the poisons in his bedroom with a shudder. Man loves his poisons.

Auberon pounds the table. “My son thrives on death. What is the meaning of this?”

Aedan stands. “I tend to agree with Prince Talan. The kingdom has been mismanaged, and that is the cause of the unrest now.”

Every word planted in his brain by Talan long ago.

“This is treason!” Arwenna’s father, the Marquis de Bosclair, gets to his feet. “You will do as our king demands.”

“I will not.” Aedan looks resolute. “It is time to take a stand.”

The marquis’s cheeks turn pink. “Once we’ve dealt with the commoners, I will march my own armies against any noble who refused to obey His Majesty. The king is correct. Any commoners marching on the king are trying to aid our enemies. They’re working for the filthy humans who spread the famine. They’re our enemy within our kingdom, and we must deal with them the way we do any threat to the crown.”

“That’s nonsense.” Ker-Ys’s shrill voice rises. “They’re not helping the humans, and they’re not demi-Fey. They’re just starving. I stand with Prince Talan.”

And here before me, each strand of Talan’s plan weaves together in perfect precision.

Months of whispering dreams into nobles’ ears, of sowing thoughts like threads—now, his schemes stitch themselves into place, a tapestry worthy of Elaine of Shalott’s loom. He’s even managed to construct it so that Ker-Ys has looked like his enemy. For months, he’s been controlling Ker-Ys to oppose him. Now, I realize, it appears that even Talan’s staunchest opponents are siding with him. The threads slide perfectly together.

Shouts and recriminations ring out, echoing off the high ceilings. Altogether, more than two-thirds of the nobles are siding with Talan.

King Auberon unsheathes his sword. At the sound of the metal scraping, the shouts peter out.

“I see,” Auberon says darkly. “This isn’t just incompetence and cowardice, as I’ve assumed. This is outright rebellion.”

Talan looks utterly amused. “Are you about to duel me, Father?”

Auberon’s nostrils flare. “I would destroy you. You are a worthless drunk, a waste of life, but sometimes, a king needs to take a step away and fix problems himself.”

Talan shakes his head and makes a tutting noise. “Not much of a father, and even less of a son. Morgan’s name is etched into every façade in Brocéliande, a lie scrawled across the gates of every tower. That’s the real reason you killed my mother, isn’t it? She remembered Merlin. She knew he was your father. You’ve led your kingdom to believe you were Mordred’s son, that you took the throne after his death. And yet, he still lives in Avalon. And he says you are not his son. All the while, your real father languishes in an oak tree. Tell me, did you even try to free Merlin?”

The color drains from Auberon’s face.

At that, he turns and makes a strange gesture with his sword, and I feel it as he does, space tearing apart, rending a hole in reality. This is how he does it. This is how Auberon opens portals.

“Stop him,” I shout.

But Auberon is already stepping into the portal, disappearing from sight.

The nobles shout, their voices echoing. Some claim the king has abdicated. Others are certain he has left to gather his own forces. One of the lords grabs another by the throat and slams him against the wall. Chaos has erupted in the Council of Nobles.

“I doubt your father is truly abdicating,” I tell Talan.

“He would never abdicate,” Talan says. “He would gather his army to arrest us, but…” He trails off, then meets my gaze. “No, he’s going to kill the commoners.”

I frown. “How, exactly? His forces are still marching back from the portals, and the palace guards aren’t enough to handle six thousand…” The words die on my lips as I realize what’s going on in Talan’s mind.

His jaw flexes. “My father still has a dragon nearby.”

The world tilts. “He’s going to burn them all.”
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Irace up the stairs of the tallest tower in Castle Perillos—Morgan Tower, which overlooks the courtyard. I jump two steps at a time, my lungs burning, wheezing. My boots echo off the curving stairwell walls.

At last, I reach the top of the tower and step out onto the turret and into a downpour of icy rain that slashes at my skin. Thunder rumbles across the kingdom, and lightning cracks the sky.

A few Fey are already up here, their faces taut, staring out at the kingdom in shock.

I follow their gaze, my chest clenching.

In the churning storm clouds, two dragons clash like ancient gods resurrected, spewing fire that sears the sky in fiery lashes.

Talan rides Tarasque, who breathes red-hot flames toward Auberon. The king sits astride a golden dragon named Vellar, a ferocious, gilded beast.

I grip the stone parapet, fear sliding bony fingers around my heart. I know Talan is a better rider, but Tarasque is injured, and she’s a tiny thing next to the hulking mass of Vellar.

Tarasque swoops higher, trying to get above Vellar. As a smaller female dragon, she’s nimble. She should be able to easily manage that. But her injured wing folds with each beat, and her path is clumsy, slow.

Vellar rises quickly, a bolt of gold against the gray. He cuts off Tarasque with ease, then snaps at her wounded wing, missing by the width of a moth wing.

I gasp, and the other Fey cry out into the wind. So close. Too close.

If that wing goes, Talan falls. He dies.

Terror burns through my thoughts like wildfire. Somewhere deep inside, I feel Nimuë stir, an ache in my soul. Her son is trying to kill her grandson.

In the stormy clouds, Talan keeps trying to block Vellar. He can’t get a good angle to attack that wing. Even watching from a distance, I can see what a superior rider Talan is. He’s managing complex and misleading maneuvers, using the wind to his advantage, always keeping Tarasque one step ahead. But whenever he tries to gain the upper hand, he takes a risk.

All Auberon needs is one small win.

And maybe not even that.

Even I can see from here that Tarasque is tiring herself out. Unlike Vellar, she isn’t in good shape. Apart from the injury, she’s been flying all over the kingdom, racing in and out of portals. She’s hardly rested, and Talan won’t manage to keep this going much longer. That’s why he keeps trying to rise above Vellar, to get a good angle for attack. Now, he does it again, shifting with the wind, gaining speed, darting up into the clouds.

Tarasque moves with such breathtaking speed that it’s a miracle Talan can even stay on. Hope burns in my chest as they rise above.

But Vellar swerves and breathes a terrifying wall of fire directly at Talan. Panic jolts through me, and I cry out as flames seem to envelop Talan and his dragon.

She emerges from the other side, roaring with fury. Lightning cracks, flashing off Talan’s armor. He’s still there, still riding Tarasque.

“He’s okay,” I mutter, my heart slamming in my chest. “He’s okay. He’s okay.”

Vellar rises again, soaring higher. This time, as Tarasque turns to face him, she loses the advantage of her position.

“Look!” someone calls, pointing to the fortress walls.

There, across the open field skirting the edge of Corbinelle, a throng of revolutionaries moves like a tide, a wave of Fey armed to the teeth.

I can’t see who leads them, but I’m sure it’s Nivene.

This was part of Avalon Tower’s plan, to sow chaos and undermine Auberon’s rule. While Nivene was stationed here, she and Meriadec were building the resistance, giving them confidence that they could win against a king. Now, the commoners of Brocéliende have grown into a furious army, and they’re going to storm Perillos.

Nivene once told me the Scorched Earth Revolt happened soon after the French Revolution. It ultimately failed because Auberon had dragons.

But a mob is a dangerous thing. The French revolutionaries didn’t stop once they’d toppled the monarchy. They kept killing, severing heads until the guillotine turned on its own and cut them down, too.

Even if Talan survives this battle with his father, he’ll be the first to die at the hands of a starving, furious anti-monarchy mob. They have no idea he’s trying to save them right now, and for all they know, he’s worse than his father.

The wind and rain howl more furiously, lightning flashing on the horizon. Riding on top of the dragons, it must be almost impossible to see, the world tumbling around them, smoke and fire intermingling with the hostile weather.

I almost wish Talan would use the ferocity of the storm to escape. Fly away to regroup, maybe catch up with the host of dragons he sent to the north. But the second he leaves, Auberon will incinerate the subjects marching toward the kingdom. Talan won’t let it happen. He won’t let his father light them up like torches.

My mind roars. Maybe this was never about winning. Maybe he’s just trying to buy the resistance time, to hold the skies long enough for the army below to breach the castle.

Vellar is getting more aggressive. Auberon smells blood in the water. He knows his enemy is growing weaker. Vellar swoops at Tarasque with renewed fury, snapping and clawing at her, breathing clouds of fire. My fingers clench, grabbing the stone surface of the parapet as I watch the two dragons try to rip each other to shreds.

And then Vellar disappears. Auberon is gone.

The Fey on the parapet gasp in shock. Tarasque and Talan circle the air, but the fight is over. Has he fled?

But just as I start to release my grip on the stone parapet, I see where Auberon went.

It’s strange what your mind does when faced with horror. All the noise, the shouts of the Fey, the shrieking of the wind, the roar of the dragons, fades to silence. There’s nothing in the world but Talan—and Auberon surging down from above.

Auberon opened a portal and flew Vellar through it, reappearing just above Talan.

He swoops, hidden by the clouds, the smoke, the lashing rain, and Talan and Tarasque can’t see him coming from behind and above them. Here, from afar, I can see exactly what’s happening, but Talan doesn’t know this is the end.

Panicked, I fumble for our connection and scream into his mind. Behind you!

But his mind is too hectic to hear my warning.

With the Power of the Three, I strengthen my magical connection, narrowing it to a pinpoint focus. Their energy surges in me, and my violet telepathy powers unfurl. My magic rushes from my body, through the air, higher and higher toward Talan.

Tendrils of my violet power slide into his mind.

Nia? What…?

Behind and above you! I let him see what I’ve seen, picturing it as vividly as possible.

I feel his sharp realization, the pang of alarm. He knows that he must swoop aside, to dodge Vellar’s rush.

But he doesn’t. He just keeps flying straight and slow.

Talan, you have to⁠—

Trust me, my lovely wife. His soothing thoughts brush mine, and then he cuts me off.

I gasp. I was only in his mind for a second.

Vellar is still diving. Tarasque is flying slowly, an easy kill.

At the last moment, she turns and rockets upward like a hurtling spear.

Vellar is too late. He overshoots his target. He keeps racing down, giving Talan what he wanted from the very first second of this battle: a position above Vellar.

Tarasque whips around, plunging at Vellar. Her claws rip into Vellar’s back, wounding him severely. But more importantly, she hits Auberon, and the king tumbles off Vellar’s back.

I watch the tiny figure turning in the air, his crown tumbling off. He plummets toward the ground and disappears.

One last portal to save his life. I feel Nimuë’s sigh of relief inside me.

Vellar, bleeding and riderless, flees into the clouds.

Tarasque circles above the courtyard once, twice, a third time, like a raven. Then she swoops back toward Castle Perillos.

Around me, people scream, some in awe, some in horror.

At last, Talan lands in the courtyard, not far from the willow tree.

But there’s no time to breathe. Talan is alive, but the starving mob is advancing, marching toward this very castle.

Below, the Fey soldiers have formed ranks in the courtyard—swords drawn, armor on, magic pulsing at their fingertips. Even without the king, someone took charge. The marquis, maybe.

My blood turns to ice as I wonder if the real battle hasn’t even begun.

I race down the tower stairwell to meet Talan.

And by the time I slam through the castle doors, he is stalking toward the Marquis de Bosclair.

Arwenna’s father falls to his knees, shrieking in horror, gripping his skull. Talan has taken hold of his mind. Quick as lightning, he snaps the marquis’s neck.

The marquis’s body crumples.

Talan turns to face his soldiers, breathing hard. His commanding voice stretches across the courtyard, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Your king has left you because he cannot face the rebellion he created. I will lead you today, but you will not touch a single Fey subject unless you are about to die. These subjects are mine. They are starving. And I will not let them fall.”
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Iride alongside Talan, and only our allies follow behind us. A small, nonthreatening retinue.

Talan’s banner snaps in the wind. It is green, the Fey version of a surrender flag.

Hundreds of yards behind us, the battalions of Fey soldiers march in formations. They are outnumbered by the revolutionary mob five-to-one, but they’re better armed and better trained.

If these two forces clash, only the ravens will win.

My heart beats steadily, a war drum in my chest.

“It’s going to be fine,” Talan tells me softly. “They don’t trust me, but I trust them.”

Up ahead, an envoy from the resistance army rides closer to us. Fifteen of them, one for each of the nobles who ride with us.

I recognize two of them—Nivene with her shining ginger hair and Brados, the raven-haired owner of The Shadowed Thicket. From the way Brados rides in front, I surmise that he’s the current leader of the resistance. I don’t know him as well. If Meriadec were still alive, this would be easier.

We stop a few years away from them.

“Have you come to surrender?” Brados asks.

Behind me, Lord Aedan scoffs. “Surrender? To the rabble?”

“I can promise you fast executions if you do,” Brados says, his face impassive. “Which is more than we’d have received if the roles were reversed.”

“We’ve come to reach an agreement,” Talan says.

“An agreement?” Brados snarls. “You tormented one of my oldest friends until he slit his own throat.”

“I had my reasons,” Talan says quietly, an edge in his voice.

I meet Nivene’s eyes. “Nivene, you know the truth. Prince Talan saved this land from a deadly plague. He was trying to stop the civilian deaths in England, and he just overthrew his father to prevent the murder of thousands. Auberon was going to light them all on fire with his dragons.”

Nivene looks at me, her expression impassive. “The prince definitely knew to position himself in a good spot to become the ruler, and it makes sense that he doesn’t want to rule a land of dead or starving people, but that doesn’t undo the past. And most of all, it doesn’t concern us, Nia. This is a matter of Brocéliende, not Camelot. It’s not my place to tell the residents of this country who should rule them.”

“And yet, here you are.”

“As an advisor. Nothing more.”

“We’re done being squashed by the House of Morgan and their gold-soaked nobles,” Brados says, “while we starve. We’re taking power for ourselves.”

At my side, Malleus draws his sword. “Just try.”

Talan raises his hand. “Enough. Put your sword away. You look like an idiot.”

Malleus flushes and sheathes his sword.

Talan meets Brados’s stare. “You’re right. This country shouldn’t be ruled by the House of Morgan. In fact, the House of Morgan has never ruled this kingdom.”

Brados stares at him. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Auberon lied. The throne was never his. Mordred is not his father. He descends from Merlin.”

“Do we really need to worry about old history?” Aedan blusters.

“It’s true,” I say. “Mordred, son of Morgan, is still alive on Avalon. I am his daughter. He told me this himself.”

“You’re lying,” Brados says coldly.

“Ask your advisor,” I say calmly. “She saw Mordred only yesterday. They got along very well, actually.”

Brados turns to Nivene in shock. She purses her lips and gives him a tiny nod.

“Well, then this makes it even clearer,” Brados says. “We’re not going to let Mordred, whom none of us has seen in over a millennium, rule over us. And we definitely won’t let a family of liars rule, either.”

“Neither will we,” Aedan says, his oily voice sharp and dangerous. “Clearly, the strongest noble family should take charge. Farmers and peasants don’t know how to run a kingdom.”

“The most powerful noble family?” Malleus raises his voice. “And who would that be? My father holds the largest army⁠—”

“Your father has the plague, boy,” Aedan spits.

“He’s already getting better⁠—”

“Have you lost your minds?” Brados shouts. “We won’t let any noble rule this kingdom. That’s the point.”

Talan holds up his hand again, and a hush falls over the crowd. “Changes should be made. A single family can’t rule Brocéliende. We need to turn it into a republic, with a voice for the common people. Like the humans do. At least, some of them.”

“What would a turnip farmer know about running a kingdom?” Ker-Ys shouts.

Brados’s face darkens. “This is a waste of time. We can resolve this on the battlefield.”

“He has a legion of dragons,” I shout in frustration. “He’s only talking to you so people won’t die.”

“My wife is right, as always,” Talan says. “There’s already a famine in Brocéliende. Do you want to cast this land into pure chaos? For what? The only thing anyone would rule by the end is a smoldering ruin.”

“At least we’ll be free,” Brados says.

“That’s a lofty concept, but it’s not enough. The only way forward is to create a new method of ruling that would satisfy everybody.”

No one on the hill seems delighted with the idea.

“Perhaps you’re just suggesting that to postpone the inevitable,” Brados says. “Your family should pay for its crimes.”

“King Auberon is gone,” Talan says. “Dead, probably. If you happened to look up, you saw it yourself.”

Brados arches an eyebrow. “And what about his son?”

A silence stretches on the hill.

“If this is what is required to bring peace to the realm, I’m willing to surrender myself,” Talan says. He unsheathes his sword and tosses it into the grass. “Just as long as no one else gets hurt.”

Brados urges his horse a bit forward. “It’s a start. Once we sever your head from your body, we’ll discuss this new republic among ourselves.”

A vicious part of me is starting to think about the dragons again. But I’ll have to handle this on my own. After all, I knew this might happen, and I’ve come prepared.

Before anyone takes another step, I pull out a small vial I kept tucked in my pocket. “Stop right there,” I shout, holding up the vial.

Brados falls silent, staring at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“Nia, what are you doing?” Talan says.

I don’t look at him. “As I said before, the prince and I traveled to Avalon Tower, the castle of the Pendragons, to prevent them from spreading a deadly plague. Just like the one they spread on your crops fifteen years ago, except this one is designed to kill the Fey. I destroyed the plague, except for one flask, and that I kept for”—I want to say insurance, but there’s no word for it in Fey—“for security.”

Nivene’s eyes widen in shock and horror. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

Talan cuts me a sharp look. “Perhaps I was being too hasty when I said my wife was always right.”

“I won’t let them hang you,” I tell him, meeting his eyes. “And I will not let them burn this realm to the ground. Stay away!” I raise the flask higher as Ker-Ys moves his horse closer to mine. “Everyone stay the fuck away. If this shatters, we all die. Just ask Talan and Nivene.”

Brados rides over to Nivene, and they talk quietly with each other.

“Nia, give me the flask,” Talan says his dark eyes turning glacial. “I will not let this happen to my people.”

I inch my horse away and ride closer to Brados. “I’m not fucking around, Brados.”

“What do you want?” he hisses.

“Peace. Justice. You will convene with the nobles and come up with a way to rule this land that satisfies everyone. It will be a giant pain in the ass, but it’s better than everyone dying.”

“I want them all dead,” Brados snarls.

An idea starts to bloom in my thoughts. “Avalon!” I shout. “I can get them all into Avalon, their old home. No one is going to kill my husband, and if anyone touches a hair on his head, I will happily kill you all.”

“You won’t do it,” Aedan says.

“Do you really know me, Lord Aedan?” I meet his eyes, then turn my horse and meet the eyes of each and every one of the men and women on the hill. “Do any of you really know me? I am Nia, daughter of Mordred Kingslayer, granddaughter of Morgan le Fey, and I am done being nice and telling people what they want to hear. I’m willing to let the world burn, so don’t fucking try me. Not today.” It comes out as a low growl.

The wind howls as they all stare at me.

“Take it easy, Nia,” Nivene mutters.

“So, I’m supposed to leave my palace here?” Aedan shouts. “And how will I be compensated? You can’t have my palace without paying me for it.”

“It’s going to take a while to work out the details,” I say, relief loosening my chest a little. I raise the tiny flask again. “But if I hear that war is erupting in this kingdom again, or anyone is being persecuted, I will come back here and finish the job.”

“Very well,” Brados finally says. “I’m willing to consider discussions. Anyone who feels they could not be loyal to a republic should flee to Avalon, because they won’t be welcome here. We can talk in my tavern, The Shadowed Thicket.”

“A tavern?” Malleus asks, horrified.

“There’s plenty of mead,” Brados says.

“That’s a start,” Ker-Ys mutters. “I need to get properly drunk after this day.”

“Just make sure not to insult the mead,” I add. “It’s his mother’s recipe. He’s very sensitive about it.”
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As the other leaders march for The Shadowed Thicket, Nivene, Talan and I linger in the grassy fields.

Nivene glares at me, her cheeks nearly as red as her hair. “Please tell me that was not a real vial of the plague.”

I smile at her. “I’m an Avalon Agent. A spy. And you know what spies do.”

And with that, I grab the cork of the flask with my teeth and yank it out, then take a long swig from the bottle, licking my lips. I hand it to Talan. “Care for some?”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Talan takes the bottle from me and drinks heartily.

“What is that?” Nivene demands.

Talan inspects the bottle. “A small bottle of mead from the Council of Nobles’ table with the label peeled off.”

“You knew?” she asks him.

Talan shrugs. “It’s not even the same shape as the other flasks. How did you not notice?”

She glares at him. “I guess because I was trying not to die at the time, but what else is new?”

I smile at Talan. “You were very convincing with your reaction to the vial.”

“Thank you, my love. You are also a very convincing liar.”

I flutter my eyelashes. “I went to school for that, but I’ve always had a natural talent for deception, I think.”

Nivene cocks her head. “You disabled two armies with the threat of mead?”

“Well, I would have preferred to threaten them with dragons, but Talan thought that might get out of hand, and he’s the dragon expert.” I take the bottle from Talan, have another swig, and pass it on to Nivene.

She chugs down a gulp of mead, then wipes her hand across the back of her mouth.

The wind toys with Talan’s dark hair. “Maybe it’s best if Nivene rides over to The Shadowed Thicket. Make sure that whatever form the new ruling body will take, it won’t continue the war with the humans. Brados seems to trust her.”

I nod. “Excellent idea.”

Nivene snatches the mead from me. “You two are arseholes.” She nods at me. “You in particular. Worse than the bloody Dream Stalker.”

“But that’s why you love me?”

She considers that. “Maybe.”

She rides off, leaving Talan and me alone in the softly blowing grasses.

“So, farm girl,” Talan says, “we have a dragon nearby. Where do you want to fly off to?”

“Well, I’d love to go to the South of France and finish my vacation, but I think they might panic if we arrive on the back of a dragon.” I smile, my mood suddenly brightening. “You know, I believe I have a long-awaited party to plan.”
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Last year, on my birthday, I was sitting at a café in the South of France by myself, eating blackberry cake I hadn’t ordered and fielding frantic phone calls from my mother.

A year ago today, I was running for my life from the Fey trying to murder me. I got kidnapped by my ex-boyfriend, Raphael, and taken across the English Channel to Avalon Tower. I spent the journey terrified, bewildered, and totally unprepared for what came next. With no idea I’d survive training at Avalon Tower, let alone that I’d become the Lady of the Lake.

A year ago today, I discovered I had hidden magic, that I was half Fey.

And this year?

This year, I’m not alone. This year, I have friends who would bleed for me, and I’d do the same for them. A family carved out of chaos. A mom I’ve left behind in Camelot to finally learn how to look after herself.

Today, my birthday takes place on a mossy island of rambling ruins and ancient Fey magic.

As I polish the crystal glasses, my gaze roams over the castle’s carvings—the triple spirals above each arched doorway that hum with magic whenever I pass beneath them. Already, musicians are setting up in the banquet hall, a drummer, a lyre player with shimmering silver hair, and a lutist.

Aisling bustles in over the sun-dappled floor of cowslips, violets, and rue. She sets out a crystal tray of buttered chanterelles with apple slices. “So, Brados said to me, like he was serious, ‘We control the kingdom now.’ A republic. Can you imagine such a thing? He ran a bloody tavern, pulling pints of goat piss for mead, now he’s overseeing a bloody kingdom with some backward farmers? Not that I’m judging the country types, but in my experience, they don’t know their arses from their elbows. Of course, most of the Fey who stayed in Brocéliande seem to be happy. My daughter thinks it’s the best thing that ever happened, but it’s not for me, no. I like the old ways. A republic. It all seems a bit human to me, no offense, I know you’re half, but I am willing to overlook it. Not judging, not being funny or nothing, it’s just that humanity is a withered, empty, and soulless culture of deformed and fleshy imbeciles. I’ll take a Fey king, thank you very much. A republic,” she mutters. “Bloody outrage.”

I set out salmon wrapped in sorrel leaves and wild garlic cakes. “Well, I’m glad you’re here, and Mordred is delighted.”

She beams at me, cheeks glowing. “King Morded, yes, the true king, who will set the world right again. He’s lovely, you know. I told him, there’s venison roasting in a bilberry glaze, and we’ve got boar stewed with parsnips and watercress. It was his favorite, but we’ll want that hot. He’s lived on acorns and apples and dried figs this whole time. Your father has been waiting for this a long time, so it must be perfect. King Mordred, gods bless him. The Chosen King. Trapped all this time.” Her eyes gleam with tears. “Mind you, Talan does have a regal air about him, but Mordred, you can tell the gods set that crown on his head.”

“And the mead?” I ask.

She blinks and jolts to attention. “Ah, yes. His Majesty wanted the crowberry mead from Shalott, but I’m afraid he keeps forgetting that Shalott drowned in the war fifteen hundred years ago. We have an approximation, which is crowberry from Val Sans Retour. Brados has taken over that palace, you know, the marquis’s place, but Brados wants to turn it into some kind of university. Anyone can study there, no money needed. Can you imagine? Full of books. Farmers and innkeepers getting notions. Dangerous notions.” She tuts, scandalized.

Another servant brings in a tray of carrots glazed in honey and goat cheese, sprinkled with herbs.

I take a step back, surveying the beauty of the banquet hall. The air thrums with magic. Flickering flames burn in the candelabras, and the crystal glasses shine under the sunlight.

I cross to the window, where a soft breeze blows in through the stone arches, carrying with it the scent of grass and wildflowers.

The island of Avalon has come to life again. The children from the Blue Dragon Project are playing in the water by the shore, with Ysolde overlooking them. The nobles are settling into the old stone houses again, tending to their vast rose gardens.

And boats are arriving with some of the guests from Camelot.

I smile and head out to meet them. The air is heavy with the scent of apple blossoms. The lake laps against the shoreline, and Raphael climbs the winding path toward my father's palace, his arm linked through Nivene’s.

Behind him is Tana, wearing bright yellow like the first day we met. A flower crown sits on her dark curls—meadowsweet, wild poppies, cornflowers, roses—wildness and beauty threaded into her hair.

My heart cracks at the absence of Serana. She should be here with us now. Viviane, too.

My friends are all carrying a bottle or two of mead.

“Come in, come in!” I shout. “My father is so excited.” Truly, he’s like a little boy. He spent all morning changing his clothes to try to get the perfect banquet outfit.

As she gets closer, Nivene grins and raises her bottle in greeting. “I plan to get absolutely wankered tonight,” she shouts, her red hair bright against her green dress. She looks vivid as an apple tree.

Darius saunters up the path behind them, wearing silvery eyeshadow and a suit to match that catches in the sun like polished coins. But he’s not looking at me—he’s looking over my shoulder.

“King Mordred,” he shouts. “You legend. You absolute legend!” He pushes past the others to climb up the path.

I turn to see Mordred in the doorway. He is draped in a deep crimson tunic, the Fey color of the royal bloodline. He wears a golden cloak fasted with a brooch—a raven and a moon, symbols of his mother, and an Avalon Steel torc, just like mine.

Apparently, Nimuë gave it to him just the other day.

Darius bows to him. “Honored to meet you. Big fan of your portraits. Very dramatic.”

Mordred radiates happiness. “I do hope some of you will stay here afterward.” He gestures at the island. “There's still plenty of room.”

Raphael reaches me, all smiles. “Happy birthday. Is it lavender cake?”

“One lavender,” I say, “and one dandelion. That’s my father's favorite, and I guess after waiting fifteen hundred years, he gets to make some of the decisions. How is Camelot?”

He grimaces. “Messy. Some of the Pendra⁠—”

I flare my eyes at him in a silent signal. “Some of the Pendragon spirits are haunting the place, I’m sure, after we killed them all?”

Raphael catches on easily. “Exactly. It’s hard to sleep, what with all the ghosts.”

I lead them back into the banquet hall, where the Fey nobility have started to stream inside. Glittering with jewels, they mill around the gardens, the ring stones, and the banquet table. Aeden plucks a flute of mead off a servant’s tray. The music starts to play, a beautiful melody twanging with a hypnotic beat, and some of the Fey start dancing.

Aisling hurries over and shoves a glass of mead into my hand, then hands one to Raphael. “We don’t judge here,” she mumbles. “Even your kind is welcome.”

I lift my glass and catch the eyes of Raphael, Darius, Tana, and Nivene.

Raphael’s silver eyes gleam. “To Viviane and Serana, who should be here with us, but who gave their lives for peace.”

I blink away the mist in my eyes and take a sip of the mead.

A murmur falls over the hall, and I turn to see Talan prowling inside with an unhurried gait, a glass of mead in his hand. A lock of his dark hair falls to his cheekbone. Always, at the sight of him, my heart does a leap, and I can’t believe he’s real.

As my gaze sweeps around the hall, I notice everyone is staring at him, smiling and blushing. He’s no longer a king, no longer a threat, but he draws their gaze all the same.

Perhaps it was never his power that drew them all along, but his beauty. And who could blame them?

Mordred stands at the front of the hall and raises his glass. “Tonight, we dedicate this victory feast to Queen Morgan!”
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Dawn is rising. We spent the night eating, drinking, and dancing, and now Talan and I lie by Avalon’s shoreline, our limbs entwined. Tarasque sleeps serenely nearby, nestled between the apple trees. Talan’s chest warms me, and he holds me wrapped in his arms. I listen to his heartbeat.

Dew dapples the grasses, and Talan’s fingers wind into my hair.

“Do you like it here?” I ask quietly. “Do you miss Brocéliande?”

“I don’t need the throne,” he murmurs, running his hand down my spine. “Just you and Tarasque.”

I’ve been rootless my whole life, drifting through apartments, houses, countries, species, allegiances.

But here? Here, I’m finally given the gift of stillness.

A place where time holds its breath.

I want the crystal glasses to stay out, the banquet set, a world caught in a perfect pause. The dawn-kissed, dreamlike, unchanging world of Avalon.

Here, among the ruins and trees, time forgets to move.

A perfection encased in amber.

And with Talan…

That’s exactly how I want it to stay.
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Thank you for reading Fey Spy Academy.

We are planning a related spin off series in the same world.

To stay up to date with our publications, please sign up for our newsletter on cncrawford.com.


AVALON TIMELINE


Prior to 427 AD: Avalon and Camelot are allies, separated by a mystical lake. They both worship the old gods, and messengers bridge the worlds. One of these bridges is Nimuë (the Fey Lady of the Lake).

420: Morgan le Fey and Accolon of Gaul have a son, Mordred.

427: Nimuë and Merlin have a son, Auberon.

On Avalon, Queen Morgan rules with her heir, Mordred. During her reign, the court flourishes with poetry and art.

In Camelot, Merlin grows increasingly entangled in human affairs and enchanted by their power.

438: King Arthur learns of a magical portal in Avalon that can transport individuals to other lands. This could create a British empire. He begins planning to encroach on Avalon’s territory to use this portal so he can conquer new worlds.

439: Merlin betrays the other Fey by supporting Arthur’s annexation plans for Avalon. Nimuë, believing Merlin has betrayed the old gods and the Fey, separates from him.

440: Mordred begins plotting against Arthur and Camelot to protect Avalon.

Spring 441: Mordred curses the Lady of Shalott, trapping her in a tower for the crime of warning King Arthur about his attack. Mordred breaks into Lothian Tower anyway and slaughters as many knights as he can. He kills Arthur and Guinevere. This attack sparks a war between Camelot and the Fey of Avalon.

Merlin takes control of the human army using magic. He leads the charge against the Court of Morgan against his own people, the Fey.

Autumn 441: The armies of Camelot, led by Merlin, clash with the forces of the Court of Morgan in Avalon. They fight to the death using magic and iron weapons. They call up the waters of Avalon to drown their enemies. As the battle rages, the island of Shalott is drowned.

Morgan is slaughtered on the battlefield.

Mordred fights viciously but ends up surrounded. Merlin is unable to kill him, but he curses him to live in isolation on the ruined, battled-scarred island of Avalon.

Winter 441: As the ashes of the war settle, the Court of Merlin creates Brocéliande. With the help of Merlin’s magic, Auberon convinces the surviving Fey that he is Morgan’s son and the true heir.

Auberon’s parents help him flee to safety in the new realm, and he discovered his magical skill of creating portals. Auberon now rules in a kingdom cut off from the human realm, where no one remembers that the true heir to the throne is Mordred. He stages a coronation in Brocéliande.

But still, Nimuë is grief-stricken at the destruction of Avalon and the betrayal of the Fey. She curses Merlin to languish for eternity inside an oak tree.

449: Auberon’s first son, Prince Lothyr, is born.

451: Elaine of Shallot has spent ten years trapped on the balcony of a tower at Camelot. Auberon becomes enchanted with her beauty. He rescues her and brings her to Brocéliande.

521: Prince Talan is born, the child of Elaine and Auberon.

528: Auberon burns Elaine for treason.

Early 1790: Scorched Earth Revolt

A famine breaks out. The peasants revolt against the king, and the royal family responds by burning the mob with dragon fire. Lothyr dies in the fighting.

2003: Second famine

A second famine breaks out, leading to starvation across the kingdom. Auberon blames the demi-Fey and humans for rotting the kingdom.

2005: Invasion of France

Auberon invades France to conquer new territory, hoping to feed the Fey and replenish his treasury.


SAMPLE OF FROST BY C.N. CRAWFORD


The following is a sample of Frost by C.N. Crawford—a portal series about someone traveling from the human world into the world of Faerie.
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Prologue

It’s a sad truth that most relationships are doomed.

Once, I’d thought mine would be an exception, that I’d found the one. That unlike most other bright loves, mine would burn forever.

Andrew was a human—unlike me. I was born fae, but I stayed as far away from the rest of them as I could. Most fae were violent, capricious, and breathtakingly arrogant. Andrew, on the other hand, made me wildflower crowns and wrote me poems about sycamore trees.

His beauty drew me in first: blue eyes flecked with gold, and wavy chestnut hair. When he smiled, his lips crinkled at the corners in a way that always made me want to kiss him. Andrew’s smell was like home, soap and black tea.

But that wasn’t what had made me fall in love. It was his kindness.

When I had a long week, he made me tea or cocktails, and I’d fall asleep with my head on his chest. With Andrew, I could actually feel safe. He was human, and I was fae, but that never seemed to matter between us.

He’d always listened to me, texted back right away, asked me about my day. He had a dachshund named Ralphie, and he drove his mom to her doctor’s appointments. On Sundays, we hung out in his tidy suburban condo and read the same books over coffee.

He truly believed that nothing was more important than love. That it should be celebrated. He told me I was his soulmate.

Unlike the others of my kind, Andrew made me feel safe. Secure.

Together, we’d planned a future. The gist of it was this: I’d help support him by paying his mortgage while he finished his MBA. Once he was earning money, we’d work on my dream: opening a cocktail bar named “Chloe’s” after my mom. Andrew would help me finance it. We’d live a joyous life together among the humans in a leafy suburb full of backyard barbecues and pillow forts with our kids. Trips to the beach in the summer. A normal human life.

Problem was, on the night of my twenty-sixth birthday, I learned it was all a lie.

And that was when I stopped believing in love entirely.
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Standing on a brick sidewalk, I gripped the bag of takeout, already salivating at the thought of chicken vindaloo and Peshwari naan. Royal Bistro made the naan deliciously buttery and the curry so hot, it made me break out in a euphoric sweat.

Since it was my birthday, the manager had let me leave the bar early. I didn’t have big plans. After a few hours of mixing drinks for the Friday-night finance crowd, I just wanted to stuff my face and watch comedies with Andrew.

As I walked along the path to our home, I breathed in the scent of chili powder, cumin, and garlic emanating from the paper bag under my arm. It was the first thing we’d bonded over when friends had introduced us—a lust for the hottest food possible.

With a rumbling stomach, I slid my key into the lock and stepped into his home.

My ears perked up at the sounds coming from upstairs. Andrew was clearly blaring some dirty videos, judging from the impossibly loud moaning and gasping—the really fake, high-pitched kind targeted at men. Women would catch the artifice right away.

Interesting. Well, he thought he had a few hours till I got home. Let him watch whatever porn he wanted. But why would he be playing it at that volume when the condo walls were paper thin?

I slipped out of my shoes. As I crossed into the kitchen, I slammed my toe into a sharp wooden chair leg and shouted, “Ow,” irrationally irritated at the chair for existing. Scowling, I pulled the vindaloo from the bag. At that moment, I realized the porn had stopped. Andrew was embarrassed to be caught. I quirked a smile at the thought. Surely he must know I didn’t care?

“Hello?” Andrew’s voice came from upstairs. There was a panicked sound to it. I turned when he said more quietly, “I don’t think it’s anything.”

My breath caught. Was he talking to someone else?

Now, my heart was hammering. Hardly aware of the hot tub of curry in my hand, I tiptoed up the stairs. The high-pitched orgasm started up again, the mattress squeaking.

Dread gripped my heart. I reached the bedroom and found the door slightly cracked.

Very carefully, I pushed it open.

My stomach clenched so hard, I nearly vomited.

Andrew was lying in the middle of the bed, his limbs intimately entwined with those of a blonde woman I’d never seen before. I must have screamed or shouted because they almost fell off the bed as they spun to face me. For a long moment, we all stared at each other, gripped by horror.

“Ava, what are you doing here?” Andrew’s face had turned bright red.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

“You’re supposed to be at work.” He was lying beneath a naked woman, but he said that like it was a perfectly reasonable explanation.

“It’s my birthday. And they let me off early.”

Andrew pushed the woman off him, and they sprawled across the bed, our bed, sweaty and flushed. I stared, almost unable to believe what I was seeing, but aware that it was my future disintegrating before my eyes.

“I’ve been meaning to tell you…” He swallowed hard. “I didn’t want it to happen like this. It’s just that Ashley and I fell in love.”

“No offense,” added Ashley, pulling a sheet over herself. “But he’s done experimenting. He wants a family. A normal family? Like…a human family.”

Andrew swallowed hard, his whole body rigid with tension. “Ashley and I…we just have things in common, Ava. We have a future.”

I couldn’t breathe. How had I not seen this coming? My thoughts went silent, and there was only the feeling of my heart splitting open.

I hurled the vindaloo at him, and the plastic container hit the bedspread and instantly exploded. Piping hot chicken and chilies sprayed all over them. Andrew and the girl screamed, and I wondered if I’d done something illegal. Could you be arrested for throwing hot curry at someone?

“What are you doing?” shouted Andrew.

“I don’t know! What are you doing?” I screamed back at him.

My gaze roamed over the room, taking in the laundry bin where our clothes lay mingled together. For some reason, the thought of separating my laundry from his was more depressing than anything else. I always did the laundry and neatly folded it for him…would I be pulling my clothes out of the hamper and doing them at a laundromat?

Holy shit, where was I going to live now?

Andrew was wiping off the curry with the sheet. “You said I had a hall pass when I went on vacation. And the more Ashley and I got to know each other, the more I realized it was meant to be.”

“A hall pass?” I stared at him, the two of them hazy through the tears in my eyes. “I said I knew what a hall pass was. I didn’t say you had one. And you’re not on vacation.”

“I met Ashley on vacation. And I couldn’t help it. Her beauty called to me.”

I blinked and felt a tear running down my cheek. “The last time you went on vacation was nearly three years ago.”

Andrew shook his head. “No, Ava. You and I went to Costa Rica last winter, and you stayed in the room the whole time with a UTI. Remember?”

“You met her when we were on vacation?”

Andrew swallowed again. “Well, you weren’t exactly the most fun on that trip.”

Next to him, Ashley was frantically trying to wipe the hot curry off herself with one of my towels. “This is really irritating my skin.”

Andrew blinked at me with puppy dog eyes. “Ava. I’m sorry. Obviously, this is just a miscommunication. I never meant to hurt you. But the heart wants what it wants.”

My throat felt tight, my chest aching. “What is wrong with you?”

“I-I was going to tell you…” he stammered. “We fell in love. And love is beautiful, isn’t it? Love should always be celebrated. Honestly, Ava, you should be happy for me. I’ve found my soulmate.” He sighed dramatically. “Can you stop being selfish for a minute and think about this from my perspective?”

The whole world was tilting on its axis. “You said I was your soulmate. I suppose you write her poetry, too?” I spun around and had crossed into the hall when it clicked in my head. “Was the poem about the poplar tree for her or me?”

“It was for me,” Ashley snapped.

A horrific thought struck me. This wasn’t just the end of my relationship. This was the end of my future plans. “Andrew, what about the bar? You were going to help finance it.”

He shrugged, giving me a little smile. “Oh, Ava. You’ll figure something out. Go to college or something. You’d be a brilliant student.”

Panicked thoughts tumbled wildly through my mind like autumn leaves in a storm. I’d made Andrew my whole life, and now it was gone.

Tears stung my eyes. “You were waiting until you graduated, weren’t you?” I said. “Because Ashley’s not paying your bills. I was.”

She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I’m an actress. It takes time to build a career.”

“And talent. And considering how fake that orgasm sounded, I don’t have a lot of hope for you,” I retorted.

Ashley yanked the vindaloo off the bed and threw it at me. Red curry splattered over my shirt.

I was already the bitter woman. The spurned. The wicked witch plotting to take down the young beauty.

“Get out!” she yelled.

“He’s all yours!” I shouted back. “You two really do seem perfectly matched.”

I had to leave before I did something that put me in jail for twenty years. I snatched my gym bag off the floor and bounded down the stairs.

And there it was—the moment I decided I would never love again.

Fairy tales? They weren’t real.
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