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      A dragon’s egg heralds a dark destiny for the Kingdom of Fae…

      Strange new magic has been unleashed upon the Fae of Charassi, and King Corrin is wary. Disaster seems to follow in the wake of this wild enchantment. And all the while, a sinister force lurks in the shadows, tearing at the cracks between worlds.

      Meanwhile, Queen Ophelia is determined to hatch the ill-fated dragonling known as Starstriker. A prophecy has foretold that this hatchling will bring doom to the Fae. But Ophelia herself was once prophesied to bring disaster to Charassi. Perhaps, like her, this egg can lead the realm to a brighter future.

      Time is running out. Starstriker needs to hatch now, but the evil magic of the Wild Hunt has left her shell unbreakable. Ophelia and her dragon must embark on a dangerous journey to the mysterious Heart of the Realms, hoping to find a cure, before the hatchling dies.

      And if she fails, Ophelia’s quest may lead to both her and her kingdom’s doom…
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      Ophelia paused for breath and took a moment to appreciate the view laid out beneath her. She was near the highest part of Dominion, just beneath the summit where the palace stretched its turrets and towers towards the impossibly blue sky. Below her, the creamy cobblestone streets of the city wound around the hill until they reached the docks, lined with houses, workshops, temples, and marketplaces in a higgledy-piggledy profusion of colors and styles.

      Corrin caught up to her and took her hand, his skin warm and smooth. “How can you walk so fast when you’re about half the size that I am?” he asked, puffing and gasping in an exaggerated manner, his foxlike eyes sparkling as he looked at her.

      Ophelia smiled. “I’ve got a secret weapon,” she said, raising the hem of her long, emerald-colored velvet gown to reveal the purple canvas sneakers her little sister Cricket had given her a few weeks ago for her eighteenth birthday. “And anyway, I am not half your size, you overgrown elf. Two-thirds, maybe.”

      Corrin laughed and pulled her to him for a quick kiss. Ophelia reached her arms up around his neck, loving the feel of his strong body next to hers, the soft chestnut curls of his hair between her fingers…

      “Ahem…well…excuse me, ehrmm.”

      Ophelia pulled back from Corrin, grinning, and turned to greet Merrin, the head administrator at the palace, who was nodding so vigorously that his Unseelie stag antlers were in danger of impaling random passersby. “Well, Your Majesties. We are almost there. Would you like to review the itinerary?”

      “That’s okay, Merrin, I think we’re up to speed,” Ophelia said. They were on their way to the grand reopening of the city’s public library, which had been damaged during the earthquakes and firestorms of the last few weeks. Ophelia and Corrin had lent their magic to the rebuilding effort and had been invited to attend the ceremony as guests of honor. They had felt it was important to make an appearance, despite the many other demands on their time and attention.

      Ophelia crooked her arm around Corrin’s as they resumed their progress, Merrin falling into step just behind.

      “How were the dragons this morning?” Corrin asked. He had been in a breakfast meeting with Merrin and had not had time to visit the stables with Ophelia before they left.

      “The same, really,” Ophelia replied, her smile fading. “Worried, restless, a little hopeful, extremely scared. The same as us, I suppose; just thinking nonstop of how to reverse the egg oiling in time for Starstriker to hatch. Every day that goes by without a solution brings us closer to crisis. We’ve got to figure it out.”

      With her free hand, Ophelia unconsciously reached up to stroke the necklace she wore, a silver chain bearing five silver hearts that had once been her mother’s. Thinking of the dragons and their distress over their unborn hatchling inevitably brought to mind her own family and the fear and pain they had endured when her mother had gotten sick and then died. She never wanted Sunny and River to experience the grief of that kind of senseless tragedy—a loved one taken far too soon—but time was running out. Farinde, leader of the secretive Wild Hunt organization, had used an ancient and barbaric process to coat the egg in an impermeable layer, and the baby would die in less than two weeks if they couldn’t figure out how to break the shell.

      As if sensing her thoughts, Corrin put his hand over hers where it rested on his arm and squeezed it gently. “I know.” He sighed. “We have to find an answer—for the egg and for all of these other problems. I know.”

      Ophelia darted a glance at his now serious face, the burden of responsibility he carried clear to see. The recent cataclysms had caused damage not just here in Dominion, where they could monitor and help with the rebuilding efforts, but all across Charassi, and there was a constant stream of messengers to the palace seeking aid of some kind. Corrin had taken on the bulk of this work, and it weighed heavily on him. She loved that he took his duty so seriously, that he was so devoted to their citizens, so committed to making things right. But worrying nonstop wasn’t the solution. It was more likely to leave him exhausted and strained than to actually help him find answers.

      “Come on,” Ophelia said, letting go of Corrin’s arm and darting ahead. “I’ll race you to the library. Bet I’ll get there first!” She broke into a run, looking over her shoulder to see the surprise on Corrin’s face give way to a smile as he prepared to give chase. She turned back, laughing, and concentrated on running, her feet smacking off the cobblestones, her arms pumping. She had been a champion runner in high school back in Texas, and she still loved the feel of it, the air rushing past her face as her stride lengthened, the buildings fading to a blur as she raced past.

      Corrin caught up to her just as she reached the end of the street, wrapping his long arms around her to sweep her off her feet.

      “I would have won, you know, if it wasn’t for this stupid dress!” Ophelia panted. Corrin set her back on her feet and pushed the light-brown hair that had escaped from her braided hair off her forehead, tucking it under the Bone Crown.

      “Maybe, maybe not.” He shrugged, teasing her. “I suppose there’s no way to know. Unless we have a rematch…uh, perhaps when we’re not at a formal event?”

      Ophelia turned and saw the crowd assembled ahead of them, staring expectantly at their High King and Queen.

      “Oh!” she said, hastily tugging her dress straight and settling the Bone Crown. “I didn’t expect so many people,” she muttered quietly so that only Corrin could hear. “Ugh! Am I ever going to make a dignified entrance?”

      “I think you’re perfect,” Corrin whispered in her ear. “Now, let’s go be monarchs.”

      They walked sedately the rest of the way into the crowd, Merrin trotting behind, his hooves ringing on the stony street. The fae parted to give them passage, bowing their heads and applauding as Ophelia and Corrin nodded to the right and left. It was a good-humored crowd, consisting mostly of elegantly dressed High Fae but also featuring nymphs of various kinds, swarms of pixies buzzing overhead, and Unseelies of different species dotted throughout. A cheer went up as Ophelia and Corrin reached the wide steps of creamy marble that led up to the library’s entrance, rising in volume as they mounted the stairs and then turned to wave at the throng.

      A tall High Fae woman in a robe of deep blue that matched her wide eyes came to greet them, her long black hair caught up in a jaunty ponytail. Ophelia wondered if jewel tones were the new fashion; the High Fae were usually extremely style conscious, and fads waxed and waned in quick succession. Prior to this there had been a rage for metallic colors and elaborate spiked hairstyles.

      “Your Majesties,” said the fae in a soft, pleasant voice. “As Myrtle, Chief Librarian, I am honored to welcome you to the grand opening. If you would be so kind as to take your seats, I will briefly address the crowd.”

      Ophelia and Corrin took the seats she’d indicated, a pair of carved wooden chairs with a plump scarlet cushion on each, situated on the top step to the left of the wide wooden double door. Merrin stood attentively beside them as Myrtle took up a position facing the crowd.

      “Citizens of Dominion!” she cried, her soft voice unexpectedly loud now, ringing out across the assembly. It reminded Ophelia of the sweet librarian at the Tipton Public Library back on Earth, Mrs. Allesandro, whose voice could suddenly turn loud and commanding to quash horseplay in the reading room. She wondered whether it was a talent all librarians developed.

      “Welcome, all,” Myrtle continued, “to the grand reopening of the Dominion Library. I know you all missed us during the last few weeks while we were closed for repairs, but we are back and better than ever, thanks to the help of our High King Corrin and High Queen Ophelia.” She turned to the monarchs and bowed while the crowd cheered voraciously, calling out their names and whooping with excitement.

      Ophelia leaned over to Corrin, surprised by the show of enthusiasm. “Wow, I wasn’t expecting such a big response! But it makes sense, really. People need a reason to celebrate after they’ve been through something. Our duty to our people comes in many ways, huh?”

      Corrin nodded. “Yes, I think you’re right. Especially after hard times, it’s important to show Charassi’s citizens that we’re all in this together. It clearly means a lot to them. I’m glad we made time to do this. Plus, I’m always happy to spend time with you. Although time alone with you would be even better.” He gave Ophelia a smile that set her heart racing.

      Myrtle finished thanking the High Fae artisans and nymph and Unseelie craftspeople and laborers who had worked on the reconstruction, and then bowed to the crowd. She turned to Ophelia and Corrin and gestured towards the doors. “Your Majesties, when you are ready.”

      “What do we do?” Ophelia hissed at Corrin, wishing she had paid more attention to Merrin’s instructions.

      “Just open the door,” he murmured back, “and then make sure you stand aside.”

      They took up positions on either side of the wide double doors, each holding one of the polished brass doorknobs.

      “On three,” Corrin said. “One, two, three!”

      Ophelia turned the doorknob and jumped to the right, as Corrin did the same on the left. The doors burst open towards them as color and sound exploded forth. A flock of birds in bright tropical colors poured out, their long feathers gleaming as they hit the sunlight, squawking raucously as they took flight. Behind them a swarm of butterflies emerged, just as brightly colored but mercifully silent, their great velvet wings brushing past softly. Finally, a swirl of flowers blew out on a gust of wind, the petals fluttering like butterflies themselves, filling the air with a light, sweet fragrance like wild roses.

      “That sure beats cutting a ribbon,” Ophelia murmured, earning a quizzical look from Corrin. The crowd oohed and aahed as the birds, butterflies, and blossoms dispersed on the breeze. Myrtle stepped forward, smiling broadly.

      “We will now be giving the monarchs a brief tour of the library, after which all are welcome in the courtyard for muku juice and pastries.”

      She turned and gestured to Ophelia and Corrin to enter the library, to more cheers from the assembly. Ophelia waved goodbye to the crowd and walked through the doors, pausing for a moment to allow the huge cages that had held the birds to be moved out of the way. When she got inside, she gaped in wonder at the sight before her. When they had lent their magic to the rebuilding, the interior had been in disarray, but now it was restored to its full glory.

      Before her stretched a room as long as a football field. It was at least four stories high, with the center of the roof a curved barrel vault formed from planks of dark, richly colored wood. The walls on the top story were made from stained glass, transforming the shafts of sunlight shining through into a myriad of colors, filling the whole space with prisms and rainbows. The central hall contained rows of wooden desks with inlaid leather tops, each with a comfortable but sturdy chair and a small lamp that could be angled to cast light wherever the reader wished.

      To the right and left of the central space, running horizontally in from the walls, rows of shelves ranged from floor to ceiling, bookcase after bookcase filled with ancient volumes bound in leather or fabric, interspersed with tidily arranged piles of scrolls and sheafs of parchment tied with silk ribbons. Each of the alcoves formed by these ranks of shelves was like its own little chapel, filled with the loamy smell of old paper and softly lit by a pebbled-glass window in the exterior wall. About every twenty feet or so, a curving staircase of finely wrought metal led up to the next two stories.

      Myrtle led the way through the hall, pointing out where repairs had been carried out to the roof and windows. Ophelia followed, her mouth still hanging open a little. Even for her, who usually preferred outdoor activities to reading, this place was astounding; Corrin, a bona fide bookworm, looked positively transported.

      “You love this kind of thing, don’t you?” Ophelia whispered, nudging him in the ribs. He tore his eyes from the bookshelves long enough to grin at her.

      “I have to admit, I do,” he said. “I spent countless evenings here doing research while I was studying to be an artificer. I’ve always loved it, but it really looks magnificent now that it’s been refurbished. Part of me wants to just hole up in one of the reading rooms and start poring over books and scrolls.”

      Ophelia glanced around again, trying to imagine how much knowledge was contained in this one building. It was truly staggering. “I wonder if there’s anything here about egg oiling? Surely in all these books, there must be something that could help us.”

      Corrin puffed out his cheeks, looking thoughtful before shaking his head. “I don’t know, Ophelia. It would seem too good to be true that a solution would be right here under our noses, when nobody we’ve asked has had a clue about the process or how to undo it.”

      Myrtle, who had been walking quietly in front of them, stopped at this and turned around. “Excuse me, Your Majesties. I couldn’t help overhearing. I just wanted to point out that not even we, the librarians, know all of this building’s secrets. There are ancient texts here that have lain untouched for hundreds of years or more. Why, there are archives in the basement that I don’t think anyone has even visited in that long. Unfortunately, some of our catalogs of the older sections were irreversibly damaged in the earthquakes. Part of our mission, now that we have refurbished the physical structure of the library, is to catalog once again the vast repertoire of knowledge contained therein. Dilius, here, has already begun that work, haven’t you, Dilius?”

      She looked past Ophelia and Corrin to a stooped, short High Fae scuttling along behind them. He stepped forward, pulling nervously on his long gray beard and adjusting the spectacles on his bulbous nose.

      “That’s right, Your Majesties. I am leading a project to catalog every single item in the archives, a task that I would wager will outlast my lifespan, but to which I am happy to devote my remaining years. Such a wealth of knowledge, and no way of knowing where it is! The archives are vast, bigger even than this great hall, with many neglected offshoots and caves. Who knows what treasures we will uncover!”

      Here Dilius became so carried away that he threw his arms out wide, unfortunately knocking over a pile of books on the desk beside him. Horrified, he scrambled to pick them up under Myrtle’s stern gaze. Ophelia bent to help him, but that simply made him more flustered, and he dropped the armful he had managed to gather. Myrtle tsked impatiently and Dilius gave a little whimper of distress, staring at the books in appalled embarrassment.

      Ophelia opened her mouth to say something reassuring, but before she could get the words out, the volumes on the floor suddenly shot up into the air and formed themselves into three neat piles on the desk. Ophelia swiveled to look at Corrin, who was as perplexed as she was. That was magic—there could be no doubt. But…whose magic?

      “Did you just…” they asked each other simultaneously, then both shook their heads. Slowly, they turned their eyes to Dilius, who staggered a few steps as though unsteady on his feet, before staring at his hands in wonder.

      “Um, Dilius, did you…did you do something to make the books float like that?” Ophelia asked, as gently as she could. The fae raised his faded blue eyes to look at her, his mouth still forming a perfect oval. He cleared his throat and answered in a hushed tone.

      “I…I think I did? I mean, I felt something…odd. It sort of flooded through me, right at that moment, and when I looked at the books…could I have? Is it possible?”

      “No,” Corrin said, and Ophelia looked at him, surprised by the vehemence of his tone. He had gone pale. “It’s not possible. It can’t be.”

      “It’s only dragons and the monarchs bound to them that have ever been able to do magic in Charassi, right?” Ophelia asked, just to be sure. There was still so much about Charassi she didn’t know, after all, and the various fae species did have some passive magical links to the Ancestral Forces they were connected with, so perhaps…but Corrin was already shaking his head.

      “Right. There has absolutely never been a case before when any fae has performed this kind of magic, unaided by an Artifact! Never.” He looked closely at Dilius. “You don’t have an Artifact, do you? Any kind of device made from dragon bone, something you might have found in the archives? Anything like that?”

      Dilius raised his hands, his brows knitting together in consternation. “No, Your Majesty! Nothing at all like that, I can assure you! And nothing like this has ever happened to me before.”

      Ophelia was about to ask him whether he had studied magic in any form, even reading about spells and the like, when the door burst open behind them and a wild-eyed wood nymph stumbled into the hall. He pointed back outside, and Ophelia became aware of the sounds of shouting and commotion coming from the street.

      “Your Majesties! Please come, quickly! Strange things are afoot!”

      Ophelia and Corrin exchanged a glance and moved as one towards the disturbance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            OPHELIA

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia and Corrin, followed closely by Merrin, Myrtle, and Dilius, emerged onto the library steps into a scene of utter chaos. Ophelia took a moment to survey the crowd, trying to take it all in.

      To the left of the steps, a bear Unseelie was emitting short howls of frustration and distress. Every time he picked up the wooden shafts of his rickshaw, the poles disappeared, leaving him clutching at the air. When he turned around, they reappeared again. Eventually he gave up trying to grasp them and sat down on the ground, looking exhausted and frightened, holding his shaggy head in his hands.

      Closer to the center of the crowd, a knot of pixies was struggling to hold aloft one of their number, a sapphire-winged beauty who seemed to have suddenly lost the ability to fly. After a few moments she recovered, only for another pixie to immediately succumb. Ophelia directed Myrtle to go and tell them to land somewhere safe, where they would not be trampled, while they waited to see if the affliction would pass on its own or if it required a healer.

      Screams from further up the street caught Ophelia’s attention, and she saw a number of fae in that direction running and dodging. A large wooden barrel, used for trash collection, seemed to be moving of its own accord, banging into whoever was in its way. As they watched, it tipped over onto its side and began rolling down the street. Ophelia was about to weave a spell to stop it when it rolled into a streetlamp and burst open, scattering rubbish all over everything nearby.

      More minor incidents were occurring everywhere they looked. Ophelia scarcely knew where to begin helping. A shadow fell across the street, and she looked up to see Sunny and River hovering above them, unable to land in the narrow, crowded, and chaotic space.

      We were attracted by the sudden eruption of magic, Sunny said in Ophelia’s mind through their link, and then Corrin told River what was happening. We wanted to help, but there’s nowhere for us to land; the courtyard is full of tables and chairs.

      Yes, they had it set up for a reception after the ceremony, Ophelia replied. Corrin and I will handle things here; you and River should fly across the city and see if there’s anywhere else you can help out. We’ll contact you if we need you.

      Sunny wheeled and flew off down the hill, his golden scales flashing, followed by River, her bright blue scales making her look like a piece of the sky had taken dragon form and decided to fly.

      “Ophelia!” Corrin shouted, grabbing her shoulder and pointing. She looked at the building across from the library and gasped. The building, a three-story structure with a clothes shop at street level and workshops above, had been damaged in the earthquakes, and scaffolding made from wooden planks and metal poles covered the façade as laborers worked to repair it. But today, on the lowest tier of the scaffolding, a burly beetle Unseelie was shouting at the other workers to get down as fast as they could. In his hands he held a length of metal pipe, like the ones that held the scaffolding together—and as Ophelia watched in horror, she could see that it was softening in his hands like putty, visibly drooping on each side of his grasp.

      Ophelia held her breath, almost afraid to look at the rest of the scaffolding, but it was clear that the phenomenon was spreading: the pipes that supported the wooden planks were starting to sag and bend as the metal lost integrity.

      “Try mixing Sun for creation with Earth for regeneration and strength,” Corrin said, already weaving a spell himself. Ophelia concentrated, reaching out with her mind for strands of Earth energy, with its tomato-vine scent, and knitting them together with bright ribbons of Sun energy. She completed the spell as fast as she could and sent it shooting towards the scaffolding, visualizing the magic pouring into the metal poles like molten steel. For a moment, the poles stabilized, but almost immediately they began disintegrating once more. Ophelia channeled more magic into the spell, but it was no good: she couldn’t arrest the process.

      “It’s too strong and moving too quickly,” she called to Corrin, who seemed to be experiencing similar resistance, judging by his gritted teeth and the beads of sweat on his brow. “We’re going to have to try something else.” She ran down the library steps and darted through the crowd to reach the scaffolding. Corrin was right behind her, but as they reached the other side of the street, there was another shout, and Ophelia glimpsed flames licking up the front of a building.

      “You go deal with that, I’ll handle this,” she shouted, and Corrin nodded, already running towards the fire. Ophelia turned her attention back to the scaffolding, relieved to see that at least the workers had made it down from the upper tiers. With the crowds thronging the street, however, there were still bound to be serious injuries if the scaffolding collapsed. The beetle Unseelie, who seemed to be the source of the magic, was standing by the bottom of the ladder, still staring in bewilderment at the bent pipe that lay across his hands like limp spaghetti. His shiny wings opened and closed repeatedly, casting blinding reflections from the sun.

      Ophelia ran up to him and placed a hand on his arm. He raised his round black eyes to meet her gaze, the feelers on the top of his head swiveling this way and that in his confusion.

      “What is your name?” Ophelia asked him as gently as she could manage. Despite the urgency of the situation, she knew she needed to project calm if she was going to be able to penetrate through the mental fog of shock and fear that seemed to have stunned him. The scaffolding shifted as the ropes binding the poles to the wood loosened, and a metal pail fell from a height, smashing into the stony street with a tremendous clang. Fae screamed and ran, the crowd perilously close to forming a panicked stampede.

      “Tell me your name,” Ophelia tried again, and the Unseelie swallowed and answered her at last.

      “Quinx,” he said, his voice shaking. “My name is Quinx. Please, can you help me, I don’t know what…or how…”

      “Quinx, listen to me,” Ophelia said firmly, holding his gaze, keeping him focused on the sound of her voice. “Just concentrate on me and what I’m saying. Don’t look at anything else. Can you do that?”

      Quinx nodded hesitantly. Ophelia kept her hand on his arm. She remembered how terrifying it had been when she had performed magic for the first time, not knowing what was going on or how to control it. Corrin had talked her through that experience, guiding her and advising her until Sunny was able to teach her more about control. She thought that if she could do the same for this Unseelie, he might be able to reverse the damage—or at least halt the spell he had unwittingly cast.

      “Okay, Quinx, here’s what we’re going to do. First, I want you to take a deep breath with me. Ready? In, that’s it, nice, deep breath, and now slowly let it out. Concentrate on the air moving in and out of your body. Let’s try that again. That’s it, great.”

      Quinx’s wings had ceased their manic opening and closing, and his feelers had relaxed. But above them, the scaffolding groaned, and more screams erupted from the crowd, fae pointing to where the planks were working loose from their bindings. Quinx’s eyes widened, and he started to look up again, but Ophelia shook her head.

      “No, Quinx, stay with me. Now. Look inside yourself, inside your mind and body. Can you feel a surge of energy moving through you? What does it feel like?”

      Quinx closed his eyes for a moment, thinking. “Yes, I can feel it. It’s like a, a wave of energy, almost like right before you sneeze, a force moving through me. It feels…bright, dazzlingly bright, and warm. Nearly hot.”

      “Okay, that’s great,” Ophelia said. It sounded like Quinx was channeling Sun energy. If he could describe it, then he should be able to isolate it, she reasoned, and that would allow him to manipulate it. “You’re doing so well, Quinx. Now, the next thing I need you to do is to try to visualize that force. Can you see it, like ribbons of light?”

      Quinx squinted in concentration. Ophelia risked a quick glance up at the scaffolding, which was starting to pull away from the building entirely. A few more seconds, a minute at most, and it would collapse on top of the milling crowd.

      “I can see it!” Quinx exclaimed, and Ophelia let her breath out in a whoosh of relief.

      “That’s fantastic, Quinx,” she said. “Now here’s what you have to do next: Start pulling those ribbons towards you. You’re unraveling them from the pipes and gathering them up, bringing them back to you. Does that make sense?”

      The Unseelie frowned, his eyes still closed, his feelers standing straight up with the effort he was making. “Yes…I mean, I can picture what you’re saying, and I’m trying to pull the ribbons away, but there’s something stopping them—something kind of blocking them or…pushing against me? I don’t know how to explain it.”

      Ophelia bit her lip so hard she tasted blood. They were so close! But what Quinx described sounded like another spell working against his magic. How could that be? The only other person here besides her who could do magic with any precision was⁠—

      “Corrin!” she shouted, seeing him making his way back towards her, hampered by the mass of fae running in all directions. Ophelia waved to get his attention, but she could see he was looking at the various places where magic was in evidence, obviously sending whatever spell he had cast that way. Including to the scaffolding.

      “Quinx, keep trying to pull the ribbons back,” she said desperately, and the Unseelie nodded, but he was clearly out of his depth, struggling to maintain his focus. Ophelia didn’t want to let go of his arm or move away from him in case he panicked again. Corrin was closer now, and Ophelia shouted once more. “Corrin! Are you putting up some kind of block? Can you halt your spell?”

      Corrin, still clearly focusing on controlling the magic he was sending in different directions, threw her a puzzled look. “What do you mean? I’m using Death and Emptiness to try to douse all the magic; if we can’t stop it maybe we can at least limit its impact on everything and everyone here. I managed to stop the fire, but there’s just so many spells popping up everywhere…”

      “But Corrin, I’m trying to teach this Unseelie how to pull back his power, but he can’t when—” Ophelia began, but it was too late.

      With a screech of metal on stone, the scaffolding pulled away from the wall completely. Thick wooden planks arced through the air, along with all manner of construction tools and the remnants of the liquefied metal poles. Ophelia, Corrin, and Quinx all stared at the impending catastrophe in shock, their bodies instinctively bracing for impact even before their brains finished processing what was happening. Ophelia had a split-second to register the terror on the upturned faces of the fae around them—the grounded pixies, huddled together on the library steps; the High Fae father pulling his children close to his body to protect them; the meadow nymph with soft pink hair crouching beside the wall of a nearby store—and then…nothing.

      She looked up again and gasped. The scaffolding and all its associated debris had been halted in their fall and hung suspended in the air, frozen in place. Ophelia looked to Corrin but he, too, was gaping in amazement. A female High Fae with long red hair in two braids stood in front of the building, her arms upraised, a look of wonder on her face.

      “We might not have much time,” Ophelia called to Corrin, and he nodded. “I’ll take the planks, you take the other stuff.” She sent a wave of Ocean energy out through the air, washing over the wood and collecting all the planks together before depositing them gently on the ground in front of the building, like driftwood left by the tide. Corrin was doing likewise with the pipes, buckets, and tools, and soon the air was free from dangerous projectiles. Ophelia sighed with relief and realized she was shaking from the near miss. Quinx, for his part, had abruptly sat down in the street as his legs gave way.

      Ophelia and Corrin approached the High Fae who had saved them all, who now looked shellshocked. “I don’t know how I did it,” she murmured, her pale green eyes moving from king to queen. “I just sort of…followed my instincts. I saw the falling scaffolding and knew I had to stop it, and when I raised my arms, it just…happened.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing it did,” Ophelia said, smiling. After a moment the fae smiled back, color gradually returning to her ghostly white cheeks. She had clearly been wiped out by the magical surge. “You were certainly in the right place at the right time,” Ophelia went on. “I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

      “Yes, it was fortunate you were able to control it,” Corrin added soberly. “You are definitely in the minority on that front.” He gestured around at the mayhem. Minor eruptions of magic were still causing problems, although no more major disasters seemed to be imminent, at least on this street. Ophelia wondered how the city at large was faring—and, for that matter, the rest of the country. Was this surge restricted to Dominion or had it happened all over Charassi?

      Corrin mounted the library steps and clapped his hands to get the crowd’s attention.

      “Everyone! Please, stay calm and listen. If you are feeling or displaying any signs of magical ability, I urge you to return home immediately. For the good of your fellow citizens, it is important that we keep this phenomenon contained. The Queen and I will work on finding out what happened, repairing the damage, and helping those who are afflicted. In the meantime, stay calm and stay home.”

      Ophelia came to stand beside him and added a few words of her own. “If you feel worried or nervous about what’s happening to you, try to lie down in a quiet space and focus on your breathing. Don’t panic. And don’t worry if you’re left feeling extremely tired; with magical surges this powerful, it would be normal to feel depleted afterwards. We will do our best to get help to those who need it soon. Stay safe, everyone.”

      The crowd began to disperse, many of the fae wearing dazed expressions, families clutching each other tightly. Ophelia made her way back to Quinx, who was still sitting on the ground.

      “Are you all right, Quinx? Do you feel able to stand?” He looked up at her soft voice and blinked. He was still clutching the metal pole, which had returned to its original shape.

      “What if it happens again?” he whispered. “What if I’m just walking past something and I make it fall apart or come crashing down? Who will save everyone then? I live all the way down by the docks. It’s a long way to go…”

      Ophelia put her hand on his shoulder, trying to offer comfort. She wondered if they should get him a rickshaw, or bring him to the palace. Then a gentle voice spoke from behind her, and she turned to see the High Fae who had stopped the scaffolding’s fall.

      “Excuse me, I don’t mean to interrupt, but if it would help, I’d be happy to accompany you home, Quinx. Would that reassure you at all?”

      Quinx nodded gratefully and got to his feet. “Yes, it would! Thank you, Esme. She lives down the street from me,” he added to Ophelia.

      Esme bowed to Ophelia. “I feel sort of hollow now, like the magic is all gone, so I’m not sure I could do what I did again, but perhaps having a companion will keep Quinx distracted anyway.”

      Quinx frowned. “You know, that’s how I feel too. Empty. Does that mean it’s over?” he asked Ophelia hopefully.

      She shrugged. “I’m afraid we don’t know enough yet about this phenomenon to be certain. But I can tell you that no one’s capacity to perform magic is unlimited. You will run out, especially after casting a bigger, more draining spell. When that happens, you generally need to rest and let it recharge, so you’re probably safe for at least the next few hours. Maybe by then we’ll have more of an idea whether this event was a one-off or whether it’s likely to reoccur.”

      Another thought struck her then. “Perhaps during your walk you can explain to Esme what I talked you through about controlling the magic; it would be good to have that in mind if it does come back, for either of you. And please, send an update to the palace about how you’re feeling tomorrow. I’d love to know how you’re both doing.”

      She thanked Esme again for her timely intervention and waved goodbye before seeking out Corrin, who was directing Merrin to send messengers citywide to spread the order to anyone experiencing magical abilities to stay at home. She put her arm around his waist, and he looked down at her with a worried grimace.

      “We better get back to the palace,” he said. “Let’s hope there were no other disasters.”
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      Corrin raked his fingers through his hair as they walked across the grass to the old stables. He and Ophelia were on their way to regroup with Sunny and River and get their report on how the city at large had fared during the magic incident. Corrin was filled with dread and anxiety, fearing reports of serious injuries or even fatalities in other areas, but he tried to not let his thoughts run away with him.

      He looked down at Ophelia, who sensed his gaze and smiled tiredly up at him, taking his hand. She always made him feel better. Just having her here by his side was such a comfort. Corrin raised her hand to his lips and kissed it, and her smile became a grin, her gray eyes dancing. He had to smile back.

      River and Sunny were outside the stables, waiting for them on the grass. They looked grave, but Corrin did not sense any undue distress through his link with River.

      “How were things in the rest of the city?” he asked immediately. River answered.

      “Not as bad as we feared. The magic seemed to hit hardest in areas where there were more fae, so you probably saw the worst of it with the crowds at the library. There were further incidents at the marketplace and down by the docks, but there was more room there for the fae to disperse and get away from any problems. Sunny used magic to quench a fire at the market and to stop a runaway rickshaw near the Temple, and I managed to stop a consignment of grain from dropping into the water.”

      “We could sense other, smaller flare-ups as we flew over the city,” Sunny added, “but of course we could not get down into the smaller streets to assess the situation directly. But anything that became large enough for us to see from the sky, we dealt with.”

      Corrin let out the breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. “That’s wonderful news. Thank you both; this could have been a lot worse. Of course, we’ll have to wait on Verana’s report for a full rundown on events you may not have spotted—and we’ll need to wait and see if this was an issue outside of Dominion, as well—but if crowds were needed for the situation to become truly dangerous, then I’d expect the city to see the worst of it. And here, it looks like any major disaster was contained.”

      He stretched his arms over his head and then rolled his head around to loosen the knots in his neck. On the one hand, he felt like a great weight had been lifted with this news, but on the other hand, it felt like it was only a matter of time until the next calamity. There had been so many lately—and he feared they were only going to get worse. They had avoided catastrophe by the very slimmest of margins outside the library; they may not be so lucky again.

      “I feel we need to prepare better in case there’s another eruption like that. With the scaffolding, for example—we should have been more strategic and coordinated in our approach to resolving the situation. If we had both focused on dampening the magic, things might not have gotten so out of hand.”

      Ophelia looked taken aback. “Well, yeah, we definitely should have been working together. But I don’t know that suppressing the magic would have been the answer. It might have fixed the immediate situation, but what if it happens again when we’re not there to cast a dampening spell? Wouldn’t it be better to teach everyone how to deal with magic themselves? That’s what I was trying to do, but I just ran out of time. Anyway, it worked out because Esme was able to step in with her magic; she was the one who saved the day.”

      “Yes, but this whole reliance on their magic is a mistake to start with; we have no idea if this magic can be controlled in any meaningful or long-term way. We don’t even know where it came from! So we certainly can’t rely on it to save us or them again. We should be trying to take their magic out of the equation altogether, not use it.”

      Corrin stopped. He hadn’t meant to sound so forceful, like he was laying down the law; he was just so worked up with anxiety over the morning’s events. His eyes searched Ophelia’s face, trying to determine her thoughts, but after chewing her lip for a minute, she changed the subject entirely.

      “How is the egg?” she asked the dragons. Corrin sighed as Sunny told her that nothing had changed since this morning. Ophelia and Corrin could both feel the egg themselves through their bond to the dragons, but she still felt compelled to check with Sunny and River every few hours. He knew how worried she was about Starstriker, whose time inside her oiled egg was running out; he was worried too, but he felt Ophelia’s behavior was bordering on compulsive. He wished he could do something concrete to reassure her, but they were as stymied with the egg problem as they were now with this new issue of the magic. Instead, he squeezed her shoulders in mute support, and she gave him a rueful smile.

      Odelin, the palace housekeeper, came striding across the grass towards the stables, bearing a silver tray laden with jugs and cups. Behind him streamed five servants, variously burdened with a table, chairs, and baked goods.

      “Your Majesties!” Odelin panted, almost breaking into a run. “May I present the priestesses. I thought you would appreciate refreshments, and I knew you were in conference with the dragon monarchs, so I took the liberty⁠—”

      “That’s an excellent idea, Odelin, thank you,” Corrin said, and Odelin bowed his head, pleased, before scurrying around to direct the servants in the placement of the furniture, food, and drinks. The priestesses were already making their way towards them in their signature colorful tattered robes: Liana, Corrin’s High Fae childhood friend, a worried frown on her pretty face; Quirna, the pixie Mindwalker, her amethyst wings bearing her along at a sedate pace through the air; and Shasheen, the viper Unseelie, her yellow eyes a perfect complement to her long blonde hair.

      After greetings were exchanged and everyone was seated with a glass of muku juice or, in Ophelia’s case, a cup of hot coffee, Quirna broached the matter at hand.

      “Well, Your Majesties. We heard all about what happened outside the library. We saw a few minor incidents around the Temple, but nothing too dangerous, and none of us happened to feel any personal magical surges. What are your thoughts?”

      “It’s not natural,” Corrin replied instantly. “It’s just not right. Fae have never had magical abilities of this kind. When one of us seeks out a dragon to bond with, we know what we’re getting into. We know we’re going to acquire magic. It’s not supposed to be like this, with no warning. It’s not normal, any more than the earthquakes or the lightning storms. We need to stamp this out just as we did those fluctuations. There’s too much potential for catastrophe.”

      Quirna’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Do you think this event is connected, then? Could the same entity be behind this latest phenomenon?”

      “I certainly think it’s possible,” Corrin said, draining his glass and leaning back in his chair. “That…thing that was exploiting the celestial alignment felt very angry, and very determined to break into our world as violently and destructively as possible. Why wouldn’t it try something different? It seems too much of a coincidence that they would be unrelated, don’t you agree?”

      “Yes, but more fae gaining the ability to wield magic isn’t necessarily or solely bad, the way the natural disasters were,” Ophelia said, her face taking on a stubborn look that Corrin knew meant trouble. “The problem this time is that the fae don’t know how to control their new powers. I know these sudden abilities are unexpected, but if we can teach them how to work with their magic, it could cut down on any negative developments. After all, it was a fae who saved us all from disaster at the library. This new magic could be used productively—could be a good thing for Charassi if we just approach it differently.”

      She fiddled with her coffee cup, not meeting Corrin’s eye. The priestesses turned from one ruler to the other, like spectators at a sporting event. Corrin suppressed a sigh. The last thing he wanted was to argue with Ophelia, but he couldn’t allow her to start thinking of this aberration as a positive development. If it could be traced back to a malign consciousness, then it was no doubt intended to achieve malign ends. He had to get that through to Ophelia.

      “The thing is, it’s simply dangerous to let untrained individuals run around with all this power at their fingertips,” he began.

      “Like me?” Ophelia said, arching her brows.

      Corrin could have kicked himself for his foolishness. Of course Ophelia would relate to the situation on a personal level. She had been untrained and ignorant about magic when she had suddenly been gifted with her abilities after bonding with Sunny.

      “You know I didn’t mean anything disparaging about you,” he said hastily, but she pursed her lips and looked away. “Yes, you received your powers unexpectedly, before you’d had any training, but you had Sunny to teach you and guide you. He was right there in your head. These fae have nobody.”

      “All the more reason that we should be there for them!” Ophelia burst out, before composing herself. “But there are other questions to explore, too. What if these new powers mean that the fae can do things that the dragons can’t? Like unoiling the egg? Shouldn’t we investigate all possibilities?”

      Sunny shook his great golden head. “I would like to share this hope, Ophelia, but when we flew over the city, we didn’t see any magic that was beyond our own abilities, merely uncontrolled manifestations of it. Some of them were powerful, certainly, but not of a different nature.” River nodded in agreement.

      “Anyway,” Corrin said, “I’m not sure I like the idea of testing this new magic out on the egg when we know so little about it, in case we do unintended harm.”

      Ophelia looked taken aback—it was clear she hadn’t thought of that. Her intentions were always so good, so honorable, but she sometimes rushed to follow her heart and didn’t think things through. He liked to think that that made him all the better suited to serve by her side, to balance her with his own sense of caution and careful consideration.

      “Of course!” Ophelia agreed. “I would never want to endanger Starstriker. You’re right.”

      “So, how about we focus on getting the magic under control, understanding where it came from, and getting the egg unoiled in a different way?” Corrin summed up, hoping to get them back on the same page. Ophelia nodded and gave him a little smile, though she didn’t look entirely satisfied.

      “I agree; the realm needs stability right now,” Quirna said. “There has been so much upheaval in the last few weeks. Anything we can do to reassure Charassi’s citizens that they are safe and that matters are under control would be helpful. We shall spread the word that we are monitoring the situation closely and investigating all aspects of it.”

      “How will we do that? The investigating part, I mean,” Liana asked, smoothing back a few stray hairs that had escaped from her high ponytail. “We can check our records at the Temple, of course, but I think we’ll need more direct action, too.”

      “Yes,” Corrin said. “I suggest we start by interviewing some of the fae who experienced an onset of magic to find out about their powers. When they started, what they felt like, what they were able to do with them, that kind of thing.”

      “It would be interesting to find out if they all had the same kind of magic, too,” Ophelia added thoughtfully. “For example, Quinx was using Sun energy. What did Esme use? Do they have access to all the Ancestral Forces or just one each? That could be helpful to know in terms of helping them to deal with it.”

      “Excellent point, Ophelia,” Corrin said. “You’d be the perfect one to pose those questions.”

      She looked at him sharply, her eyes wide. “Well, um, I was just making a suggestion. I thought this would be your area of expertise, really; you’re the one who studied magic for hundreds of years. I only know the basics and what I’ve learned from practical use or from Sunny. I could note down everyone’s answers, but they wouldn’t tell me much in light of the wider history of magic and that kind of thing.”

      “What are you saying? Do you not plan to be involved?” Corrin asked, already feeling hurt. He had been working so hard to keep from fighting with Ophelia after their recent arguments over stopping the fluctuations and recovering the egg. Each of them pursuing their goals in isolation had been terrible, both for them as individuals and for their missions, which had each suffered without the other’s input. He had hoped that pattern was behind them.

      “Of course I plan to be involved,” Ophelia answered. She poured another cup of coffee and added milk, watching the liquid swirl as she stirred it with a silver spoon. “I thought that I might go to the library in the morning to ask the librarians for some help in finding references to any magical surges that might have happened before. That would be the logical place to check for more information, right? And while I’m there I could see if they have anything at all about egg oiling. With all that knowledge, maybe there’ll be something, anything, that could lead us to a cure for the egg.”

      Her gaze was pleading. “I understand the fae’s magic is…problematic. You need to deal with it, and I want to help you in every way I can. But Starstriker is running out of time! I really feel I can devote a few hours to prioritizing that, if I’m at the library anyway. Don’t you agree?”

      The priestesses exchanged glances, aware of the tension rippling around the table. Corrin was conscious of River and Sunny watching him, too. How could he possibly object to Ophelia trying to find a cure for Starstriker, especially when under the direct scrutiny of the baby’s parents? He just hated the idea of them splitting their efforts again. They were so much more effective when they worked together.

      “Of course, Ophelia. The library is indeed the best place to find information on both subjects. And I will stay here to speak with the fae. I’m sure we’ll figure out a way to coordinate our efforts soon,” he said, aware he sounded somewhat stiff and formal, but unsure of how to soften his words.

      He wasn’t like Ophelia, who simply burst out with what she was thinking, direct and emotional. Her approach was definitely appealing, disarming listeners and connecting with their feelings, but it wasn’t something he could mirror. He’d had a lifetime of preparing to be king: learning restraint, tact, and diplomacy; never revealing his emotions when he spoke. Sometimes he felt these different styles of communicating got in the way of any true communication between them at all. Times like this.

      “Great. In that case, I’ll walk the priestesses out on my way back to the palace. I’ll see you at dinner,” Ophelia said, rising and turning away before Corrin could say anything else. The priestesses bowed to Corrin and accompanied the Queen across the grass to the gate, Liana deep in conversation with Ophelia about something. River and Sunny withdrew into the stables, and Corrin was left sitting alone at the empty table, staring at the pastry crumbs and dirty cups, until Odelin bustled out with the servants and nearly took the chair from beneath him in his haste to tidy up.

      With a sigh, Corrin made his way back inside the palace, thinking he might go up to the library at the top of the central tower and start working on a list of questions to ask the fae. When he got there, however, he seemed to use most of his time staring at the blank paper before him, his thoughts chasing each other around in his brain like a pack of weasels.

      Alone.
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