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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Princess of Blood deals with emotionally difficult topics, including violence, murder, torture, gore, self-harm, alcohol abuse, explicit sexual content, and explicit language.
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The Blood Tree rose before me, tall and impossibly ancient. Its branches had been bare the last time I’d been in the vast stone chamber leading to Blood House—during the immortality trials, when the tree had shown me a lifetime of my sins—but now they were covered with crimson leaves. The stone tiles beneath my feet felt alive. Power thrummed through the chamber, an invisible current that brushed against a strange new inner sense.

I shivered at the sensation, just one sign of the tremendous and frightening change I’d undergone.

I wasn’t human any longer.

I was a faerie—and the new leader of Blood House.

Welcome, Princess Kenna, a voice whispered inside my head. Liquid, female, throbbing like a pulse.

“How do we get inside?” These words were spoken out loud, and I turned my head to look at the speaker. Lara, my former mistress and the excommunicated heir to Earth House, looked as exhausted as she sounded. Like me, she had one arm around a drooping, distant-eyed woman with a shaved head and skin newly lined with scars: Anya Hayes, my best friend from the human world, who I’d thought dead until a few hours ago. She’d been unresponsive but capable of walking when we’d left the corpse-filled throne room, but she’d sagged more with every step. Now she seemed barely conscious.

My chest hurt unbearably as I looked at them. The three of us had survived months of danger and a night of carnage, but at what cost? Lara had been stripped of her magic, her family, and her home; Anya had been tortured in unimaginable ways.

“I’m not sure yet,” I told Lara. “I need to figure out what the trap is.”

All six Fae houses in the underground city of Mistei had dangerous traps at their entrances. They were tests only house faeries could pass, while intruders were killed gruesomely. Fire House burned unwelcome visitors with a curtain of flame, Earth House drowned them in a tunnel of water … What would the faeries of Blood House, who could magically manipulate bodies, have done to keep their borders safe?

They were my borders now, I supposed. The entirety of Blood House had been massacred five hundred years ago by King Osric, but now Osric was dead and the house had been resurrected in the form of … me. Just me. The six Sacred Shards that had brought magic to this world had gifted me with immortality and magic, and in exchange, I was supposed to “restore the balance.” Whatever that meant. However one person could possibly do that.

My gaze ran over the entrance hall. The checkered black-and-white stone tiles were etched with the faces of monsters, and the gray walls were carved with beings of all types, too: Noble Fae, Underfae, and the dark, twisted Nasties that inhabited the lowest levels of Mistei. The Blood Tree dominated the chamber, reaching its gnarled limbs towards the distant ceiling, and beyond it was an enormous silver door covered in spikes.

I wondered if the Blood Shard was listening to my thoughts, since it had spoken in my head in that dark, welcoming voice. Any help? I thought towards the room in general. A hint on what the trap is?

The Shard didn’t respond, but a coil of metal around my bicep did. Caedo—my bloodthirsty, shape-shifting dagger—was currently in the form of a spiraling armband, but it writhed like a serpent beneath my sleeve and sank sharp teeth into me.

I yelped in surprise, looking down at my arm. “Was that necessary?”

“What?” Lara asked, sounding confused.

Caedo nipped me again. You wanted a hint, the dagger said, its voice metallic and genderless in my head.

I eyed the projections on the door. If Caedo could drain a body in seconds, it made sense the house entrance could as well. Now I needed to figure out how to get it to not kill my friends.

“Can you hold Anya?” I asked Lara. My arm should have been aching from supporting her for this long, but I didn’t feel the physical exhaustion I would have expected after the throne room fight and the long walk here. The Noble Fae were stronger and more resilient than humans, and I was one of them now.

I was immortal. It was unfathomable.

Lara nodded and looped her arm more firmly around Anya’s waist. I let go, heart pinching with grief when Anya wouldn’t meet my eyes. Did she still believe I wasn’t real? She sagged into Lara’s grip, shivering in her flimsy taupe garments.

She needed to get somewhere safe and warm. I would empty any number of veins to make that happen.

I walked around the tree, trailing a hand over its rough trunk. The leaves whispered and sighed. There was a pulse beneath the bark, one that sped until it mirrored mine. It was simultaneously welcoming and unsettling.

Ten more steps took me to the silver door, which was easily twice my height. The spikes covering it were as long as my forearm. Surely I wasn’t supposed to impale myself every time I wanted inside.

Then I spotted a sculpted silver wolf’s head on the right side of the door, nestled between several spikes at chest height. Its mouth was gaping, and when I bent to peer inside, I saw sharp teeth guarding a cylindrical silver rod.

I’m supposed to stick my hand in there? I asked Caedo silently.

Yes.

The nature of the trap came clear. If a house member grabbed the handle, the door would allow them inside. If an enemy tried, the wolf’s teeth would slam together, and the door would consume them.

I hesitated before sliding my hand into the wolf’s maw. Even knowing I was the new Princess of Blood, it was a relief when the door didn’t immediately bite my hand off.

The metal rod warmed under my palm, and the door started vibrating. A rumbling sound filled the air, like the purring of some enormous cat. Without any effort on my part, the door began to open. I extricated my hand as it slid to the side on smooth tracks, revealing a blackened opening. The air emanating from within smelled dusty and stale, with a faint, aromatic spice beneath.

There were more spikes at the edge of the door, thick ones that had been slotted into the wall. If someone tried to run through the door while it was open, I imagined it would either slam shut, or the points would shape-shift to skewer the intruder.

Welcome home, the Shard whispered in my head.

My skin tingled, and something in my chest—not my heart, but something dark and burning that wrapped around it—pulsed with awareness. The magic that filled me recognized its echo everywhere. A new sense had come to life inside me, like hearing without ears or feeling without touch.

I turned to look at my friends. Lara’s face was taut with apprehension, her brown eyes wide as they darted between me and the entrance. Anya still stared at nothing, lost inside her head.

“Blood Shard?” I whispered, not sure where it was or how I was supposed to address it. “Can I bring them with me?”

Claiming a new house member is no small matter, the Shard said in a dark purr. The tree trunk glowed red in one spot, and light began spreading across the bark in branching rivulets. You must be certain.

I faced the heart of that crimson shine. “I’m certain.”

“Is the Shard … talking to you?” Lara asked softly. At my nod, she looked even more anxious.

“I want them to be members of Blood House,” I told the Shard more firmly.

Lara made a pained expression, though she didn’t protest. This couldn’t be easy for her. Earlier this night she’d been the first daughter of Earth, heir to a house of water and greenery. Now she was a magicless outcast, forced to take shelter in a house of bloodshed and death.

The bark parted, revealing a chunk of garnet-colored crystal. It was hand-sized, curved on one side and jagged on the other. Awe filled me. The Shard had been formed during the destruction of another world beyond the stars, if King Osric was to be believed. It was the echo of a dead god, a vessel containing a fragment of magic that had been launched through the heavens to find a new home.

And it had chosen me to wield that magic.

Crimson light pulsed from the stone with each word. Then claim them.

“You approve?”

Nothing you do is for me to approve.

I wasn’t sure I liked that. The Shard had been a god once—it was supposed to tell me what to do, how to be a princess.

I am not the one who came before, the Shard corrected. I am magic and memory. The Shards are woven into the fabric of this world—we do not rule.

I wrapped my arms around myself, rubbing up and down. The blue gauze of my half sleeves was wrinkled and dotted with flakes of dried blood. If it didn’t rule … apparently I did. “How do I add them to the house?”

Set the intention in your mind. If you will it, I obey.

The Shard was the house, I realized. Or maybe we were all part of something larger, connected by the magic we shared. The tree, the house, the Shard, Caedo … and me.

I closed my eyes, breathing in and out slowly. I claim these two as members of Blood House, I thought.

It is done, the Shard whispered back.

It was that easy? I opened my eyes again, then beckoned Lara and Anya forward. “You’re part of the house now.”

Lara looked mistrustfully at the spiked door. “Are you sure? What if it stabs me?”

“It won’t,” I said, though my underarms were growing damp from nervous sweat. Putting my faith in the honesty of a sentient rock was difficult, but that sentient rock had also saved my life and given me magic tonight, so I tried to project confidence.

Lara’s eyes were reddened from grief and exhaustion. Her green ball gown was torn and spattered with blood, and her wavy black hair was tangled. She swayed, then visibly pulled herself together, spine straightening as she looked at the entrance with determination. “So long as there’s a bed in there, I don’t care.” She shifted Anya into my hold, then walked forward, took a deep breath, and stuck her hand out as if testing whether the door would slam shut on it. When it didn’t, she let out an audible sigh of relief.

Anya looked nearly asleep on her feet. “Let’s get you inside,” I whispered.

The entrance loomed, silent and dark. Whatever lurked inside couldn’t be worse than what filled the rest of Mistei, and there would at least be a bed to fall into. The thought of that made me want to cry.

So I urged Anya forward, Lara fell into step beside us, and we made our way into Blood House together.

The door slid shut behind us with an echoing clang. It was pitch black. Everything was still and silent except for a distant trickling sound.

“It’s dark,” Lara said unnecessarily.

“Maybe I can find a torch.”

A vibration went through the floor. A faint red glow sparked in the distance, followed by another. A line of torches came alight one by one, outlining the borders of a vast room.

The house was waking up.

Once the torches on the ground floor were burning, more swelled to life a level above, their fire unusually red. The light sparked up and up, revealing six stories in all. Each level was lined with silver-railed walkways that overlooked the central space, with spiraling staircases anchoring the corners of the room. It had the same layout as Earth House’s main hall, but the decor was startlingly different. Earth House was bright and verdant, with a floor of packed soil dotted with flowers and trees. Blood House was paved with gray marble that sparkled in the torchlight, and the garnet-hued walls were coated with silver filigree. The courtyard was anchored by a tiered fountain.

The liquid in the fountain was running red.

“Oh,” Lara said, sounding dismayed.

“Oh,” I echoed, feeling something more akin to awe.

A deep sense of comfort and safety filled the room—the same comfort I’d once felt as a servant in Earth House. The house’s magic was wrapping us in a soothing blanket of welcome, letting us know we were home. The couches against the walls looked plush and inviting, as if they wanted us to rest. But the fountain was spilling blood, and the filigree wasn’t the only shining ornamentation in the room—axes, swords, pikes, and spears rested in wooden racks and hung from brackets over the couches, as if the faeries of Blood House had never relaxed without a weapon close to hand.

A mix of softness and violence, beauty and death.

I brought Anya to a settee tucked beneath the curve of a staircase. It was upholstered in burgundy velvet, and a sword hung from the wall beside it. Dust puffed up as the couch took her weight, and she curled up on her side, closing her eyes.

Lara was exploring the room, trailing her fingers over the walls and furniture. She wrapped her hand around the haft of an axe, stared at it contemplatively for a few moments, then let go.

The weapons deserved investigation, but the liquid music of the fountain drew my attention. I crossed to it and sat on the dust-rimed edge, watching the fall of blood. The air was spiced with the coppery rich scent, and I didn’t find it nearly as disgusting as I ought to. Whose blood is this? I asked Caedo silently.

The first princess began it with the blood of her enemies. You can add some from your next kill.

A cold shiver raced down my spine. I was a murderer now, and the dagger expected me to kill again. Worse, I expected myself to kill again. Illusion and Light House would be regrouping after the battle in the throne room. There would be violence as Mistei grappled with the question of who would rule next.

Ash-gray eyes filled my mind. Copper hair, a smile that flickered like flame, hands that had burned. A voice that had whispered promises in the dark and cruelties in the light.

I didn’t want to think about Prince Drustan of Fire House, so I shoved the vision away.

The first princess had morbid taste, I told Caedo.

The dagger seemed amused as it pulsed against my skin. You will learn to appreciate blood. It slid down my arm like liquid, circling my wrist. I watched, fascinated, as it stretched narrow tendrils over my hand, mapping the spread of tendons before sending shoots over my fingers. It looked like a separate skeleton laid atop mine. Those metal bones were anchored in place with rings between each knuckle, and the tips sharpened into claws.

I dipped one claw into the eddying blood. Tiny ripples spread from that point of contact, and I felt Caedo sipping lightly, absorbing the liquid. The bond between us had strengthened with my new magic, and the dagger’s thoughts and thirst lay alongside mine.

You make a fine monster, Caedo said.

I pulled my hand away from the fountain abruptly. When I looked up, Lara stood a few feet away, watching me nervously. “Kenna, what is that?”

The reddish torchlight winked off the metal bones and sank into the dark crimson jewel that had settled over the back of my hand. “My dagger,” I said, willing it to take that shape, and the metal instantly re-formed. The unfaceted gem capped the hilt, and the blade was silvery bright. “It belonged to Princess Cordelia.” The last Blood princess.

As a human, I shouldn’t have been able to wield Caedo, but it had been starving and without a mistress when I’d found it in the bog before my terrified flight to Mistei. The first taste of my blood had bonded us, and now I didn’t know if—or how—we would ever be parted. It was alive but not animal, a piece of magic so old it had taken physical form. It existed to drink and to serve—and now it served me.

“That’s what you used to kill Garrick during the Earth trial,” Lara said, staring at it.

I nodded, feeling slightly nauseated at the memory of plunging the dagger into his gut. Not just at what I had done, but at how much I had enjoyed it.

“And Osric?”

“Yes.” That had been even more gratifying than killing Garrick, but I wouldn’t feel guilty about that pleasure, not after what Osric had done to Anya and everyone else in Mistei who had suffered under eight hundred years of tyrannical rule. “It drinks blood.”

Lara looked ill at the thought. “Where did you even find it?”

During the immortality trials, I’d told Lara I’d found it in Mistei, but she’d been so absorbed by the trials she hadn’t pushed for more details. “In the bog,” I admitted. “Back when I still lived in Tumbledown.”

Her jaw sagged. “You had a magic dagger all along and didn’t tell me?”

Her hurt expression made my stomach twist. “I’m sorry. I didn’t tell anyone. I was too afraid of losing it.”

She looked away. “I think I’m just tired,” she said, rubbing her forehead.

It was long past midnight. “Me, too.” At the words, Caedo liquefied and crawled back up my sleeve to curl around my bicep. “Will you stay with Anya while I find the bedrooms? I don’t want to leave her alone.”

After a pause where it looked like she wanted to argue with me, Lara nodded.

I moved quickly, ducking into corridors on each floor of the house to get a sense of the layout, though I didn’t explore past the first few doors. The torches struggled to life in front of me, but even with that illumination, there was an eeriness to the empty halls that gave me goose bumps. Definitely a place to explore during the day, when the ceiling crystals would reflect the light of the sky far above.

The house appeared to be laid out in a similar manner to Earth House, which meant the ground floor would hold kitchens, dining rooms, bathing chambers, libraries, salons, laundry facilities, and other public spaces. The next floors would hold more gathering spaces before sprawling away towards the far reaches of the house where Underfae and less prominent Noble Fae lived. The upper three floors of this central area would contain bedrooms and gathering spaces for the most prominent members of the house, with a corridor on the top floor reserved for members of the ruling family.

I jogged up the spiraling stairs towards the top level, running my hand along the silver railing before realizing how dirty my palm was getting. The staircase was beautiful under the dust, with a banister that looked like swirling liquid and balusters shaped like swords.

The flooring on the upper level was black marble veined with red, topped with a garnet-hued carpet runner. Candles burned in alcoves behind stained glass, scattering light across the hallway in crimson shards. While the wooden doors of Earth House had been carved to depict natural scenes, the silver doors of Blood House were engraved with scenes of battle, healing, and revelry. I peered at one depicting a ballroom full of Fae, Underfae, and Nasties. Their positions were ecstatic and wild, and when I looked closer, I saw figures twined together carnally at the edges.

A jolt went through me. Blood House wasn’t just the house of warriors and healers, was it? It was the Fae’s house of the flesh. And though Fire House might claim hedonism as their preferred virtue, pleasure was sacred to all the Fae.

I didn’t want to think about pleasure or Fire House, so I turned to a door that showed a vast battle and opened that one instead. The torches were sluggish to spark, but soon they were blazing brightly, casting a more natural golden light than the flames in the entrance hall.

The red carpet was soft beneath my feet, and the walls were white marble veined with silver and gold. Like Lara’s room back at Earth House, there was a main living space with a desk, vanity, wardrobe, fireplace, and sitting area, then a folding screen that sectioned off a sleeping area. The black lacquer screen was patterned with crimson swords, and the large four-poster bed behind it had a plush red comforter beneath a gauzy drapery. Even covered in a layer of grime, the room was beautiful.

The bed was large enough for the three of us, and tomorrow we could clean out more rooms. I stripped the blanket and shook it out, sneezing as dust puffed up. It was amazing the fabric hadn’t rotted, but the house’s magic probably had something to do with the generally decent state of things. The torches still burned, the fountain still flowed, and overall the place looked as if it had only been locked up for a few years, rather than five centuries.

Once the bed was remade, I returned downstairs. Lara leaned against a wall, looking close to passing out, but she nodded when I told her I’d prepared a room. The sound of my voice startled Anya awake, and she sat bolt upright.

“It’s all right,” I soothed. “We’re going somewhere more comfortable.”

She actually met my eyes, and relief fluttered in my chest, mingling with the worry. She looked so tired.

“You’ll be safe,” I promised. “It’s just the three of us. No one else can get in.”

Her chin dipped the tiniest amount.

Once we’d gotten Anya settled on a couch upstairs, I opened the wardrobe and was relieved to see an array of dresses and nightgowns. Like Earth’s enchanted wardrobes, it knew what was needed. Lara took a voluminous white nightgown, I took a red one, and we slid a gray one over Anya’s head.

Then the three of us settled into bed together, side by side like sisters. The torches extinguished, responding to our needs. The darkness left behind was heavy but not frightening. With spice and dust in my nostrils and the soft breathing of my friends in my ears, I fell into a deep sleep.
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A soft exclamation woke me, and I sat upright. Blinking sleep away, I looked for the source of the sound. To my left, Lara still lay unconscious, clutching her pillow tightly. To my right, the bed was empty.

Anya stood by the folding screen, arms wrapped around herself as she stared at me. The ceiling crystals had turned the room the gray hue of predawn, but I wasn’t sure if they were reflecting the sky outside or if they’d responded to Anya’s desire to see her surroundings.

“Anya?” I whispered, climbing out of bed.

“It was real,” she said. “You’re actually here.”

Pain and relief mixed inside me. “Yes, it’s me.”

She’d once been solidly built—not as curvaceous as Lara, but with flaring hips, strong legs, and a bosom I’d been envious of for approximately a decade. Now she looked waifish, the gray robe swallowing her up. She’d lost weight during her imprisonment, and she seemed even smaller without her long golden-brown hair. A narrow scar spiraled over her right cheek, and her hazel eyes seemed dim.

“How is this …” She shook her head, clutching the robe tighter. “Were you there, too?” Her voice broke, and my heart broke with it. In the brothel, she meant. King Osric had stolen her, the way the Fae had stolen countless humans. He’d seen her beauty and wanted it for himself, so he’d taken her.

Or maybe he’d seen her beauty and wanted to destroy it. Like throwing a fragile vase to hear the sound it made as it shattered.

“I wasn’t … there,” I said, feeling a sick surge of guilt. I’d been in Mistei for six months, and that entire time, Osric had been raping Anya and torturing her with illusions. I’d mourned her while she was suffering. “They made me a servant in Earth House.”

“A servant,” she echoed hollowly.

I began to walk towards her, then froze when she flinched and squeezed herself tighter.

“Your skin,” she said.

I looked down at my hands. They looked normal to me. “My skin?”

“Last night, in the torchlight. It shone.”

Realization snatched my breath away. The Noble Fae all shimmered with a hint of magical radiance. Not enough to cast light in the dark, just enough that when sunlight or torchlight struck them, they seemed dusted with glitter.

“Something happened to me,” I said, feeling a surge of anxiety. The change was too large, too profound, for me to comprehend all at once. Instead, I sampled it in pieces. In the throne room it had been the revelation that my new magic allowed me to control bodies. At the entrance to Blood House, I’d realized my endurance was heightened. Now … I apparently sparkled. Even my skin was no longer my own. “I’m Fae now.”

She let out a soft cry, then fled.

I followed, slipping around the partition that separated the main room from the sleeping chamber. The crystals crusted over the ceiling sparked to life, casting a golden glow that was somewhere between the rosy shine of early morning and the bright radiance of midday. The house had apparently been letting us sleep in.

Anya stood behind a couch in the sitting area. Her fingers clenched the velvet back so tightly her knuckles were white. “Stay away,” she hissed.

“It’s still me,” I told her, chest hurting like she’d stabbed me. “Nothing else has changed. I’m still the Kenna you’ve always known.”

That wasn’t true, though, was it? The Kenna she’d known had been wild and fun, prone to romping through the woods and exploring the bog outside Tumbledown. A girl who wore trousers and was usually spattered with mud, whose biggest dream had been to become a merchant. That girl had had simple needs, simple angers, and simple wants.

Nothing was simple anymore.

Anya swayed. “Nothing feels real,” she said so quietly the words almost didn’t make it to my ears. “You don’t feel real.” There was a pause before she spoke again. “I don’t feel real, either.”

“It’s real,” I said, heart aching. “But you don’t have to understand it all at once. I don’t even understand it myself.” Her face was closed off, so I cast about for anything that might help. “Are you hungry? I can find food.”

She looked at me mistrustfully, then slowly nodded.

“I’m hungry, too,” Lara said. She stood beside the folding screen, clutching her robe to her throat. Her black hair was mussed from sleep, and she looked nearly as tired as she had the night before.

Would Blood House even have food? There were orchards, vegetable patches, and stables full of animals below Earth House, thriving on faerie magic despite the lack of natural sunshine, but the magic also created items out of nothing. In the Earth House kitchens, I’d only needed to long for a certain treat before it appeared.

“I’ll go see if I can find something,” I said.

An expression I couldn’t identify passed over Lara’s face. “You’re not a servant anymore. I should be bringing a tray up for you.”

“You’re not a servant, either. I’ll go look.” Then, realizing Anya had never gotten a proper introduction, I gestured between them. “Anya, this is Lara. She’s Fae, but you don’t need to be afraid of her. She’s from Earth House.”

“I am not from Earth House,” Lara said sharply. Then she turned and disappeared back into the sleeping area, and I heard the rustle of blankets.

My head was starting to hurt, and with it came a rising tide of anger. Not at Anya for her mistrust or at Lara for the bitterness that came from losing so much, but at the people who had caused so much pain. King Osric, Princess Oriana, and all the rest of the Noble Fae who manipulated and hurt and used others.

Anger at myself, too. Because here I was, immortal and newly magical, and I couldn’t do anything to fix this pain for my two closest friends. I could find breakfast, though. So I forced a smile for Anya, promised to return soon, and went exploring.

The house seemed cleaner this morning. The layer of dust was thinner, as if invisible hands had tended to it overnight. Magic pulsed and thrummed everywhere, little currents that raced through the walls and danced inside the torches, and contentment radiated from the stones.

Blood House had a reason to live again.

Did all Noble Fae feel such a strong connection to the magic inside Mistei, or was this a power reserved for the house heads? I felt like a spider perched in a vast web, reading messages in the vibrations. I passed a suit of armor that looked as if it had been knocked askew, and when I thought about straightening it, the house instantly obeyed, making me jump.

This must be related to being the new princess, I decided, slightly unnerved by the ability to affect my surroundings with a thought. I hadn’t felt this web of magic outside of house walls, and the flavor of it—if that was the right word to use for a new sense that wasn’t sight, taste, touch, hearing, or smell, but somehow none of them and all of them simultaneously—was the same as the magic burning inside my chest. As if the house and I were cut from the same piece of cloth, resonating with each other on a mystical level.

There would be multiple kitchens throughout the house, but the one on the ground floor near the entrance hall was the largest and served the royal family and other elite house members. I headed towards it, passing woven tapestries, silver sconces containing red-burning torches, and more racks of weapons. Another small fountain sat in an alcove, shaped like a silver goblet tipping to pour blood into a bowl. It should have been an upsetting sight, but instead the bright tinkle of drops sounded like a giggle to my ears.

The house didn’t speak words in my head the way the Shard or Caedo did, but emotion permeated the air. It had been lonely, it told me on a sigh of feeling that made the torches flicker. Now it wouldn’t be anymore.

As I passed the fountain, I wondered if that was entirely the blood of enemies or if some had come from the massacre all those years ago. Had the house cleaned the gore up the way it had apparently begun to dust itself, or had it drunk it instead? There must have been so much carnage—a sixth of the population of Mistei slaughtered in a single night.

I stopped, heart slamming hard. King Osric had gotten into Blood House through a secret back entrance. Did it still exist? Because if Osric knew about it, others would, too.

I needed to talk to the Shard, but I wasn’t sure how to. Asking out loud had worked the night before, but it had been nearby at the time, ensconced in the tree. Did I always need to petition before the tree, or could I communicate with it some other way?

We had to be connected through our shared power. I closed my eyes, focusing on the heat of magic inside me. I imagined it as a deep liquid pool in my breast and tossed the question in like a stone. Blood Shard. Can you hear me?

After a pause, a voice filled my head. You learn quickly.

It was the only way to survive in Mistei. Is there still a back entrance?

A vision filled my head of a rocky hill with a jagged gap between boulders. Underfae in Illusion colors piled stones in front of the entrance, and then dirt was shoveled over that. An asrai poured blood over the soil, dampening it. Finally, I saw Princess Oriana, hands outstretched and face pensive, growing grass and tangled shrubs over the dirt as Osric watched. Soon the entire hill was smooth again, as if the entrance had never been.

The blood was Princess Cordelia’s, the Shard murmured. It made the barrier whole, and a new opening cannot be carved by anyone but you.

The tension left me. Why did Osric do that?

He wished for Blood House to be forgotten—even by the ground itself.

How terribly sad. I was here now, though, and Mistei would be forced to remember.

The kitchen was vast, with three long stone worktables, multiple bread ovens, and two fireplaces large enough to roast whole stags in. Counters and sinks lined the brick walls, and cabinets stretched to the ceiling. I started opening them, but the shelves were empty.

Lara appeared in the doorway, still in her white robe. Apparently she’d decided not to go back to sleep, after all. “Anything?” she asked.

I rubbed my forehead. “No.”

She scowled at the cabinets. “Where is food usually kept?”

She’d never been in the kitchens of Earth House before, I realized. Her brother Selwyn had mingled with the servants, but Lara had always kept herself apart, the way Oriana had wanted her to.

Pain speared my chest at the thought of Selwyn’s easy smile and shy confidences. It was easy to see him in Lara—they had the same brown eyes fringed with short, dark lashes, the same rounded face shape. He’d been good, the way no one down here was good, and now he was gone because Drustan had sacrificed him for his coup.

“There would normally be staples in the cabinets,” I said, trying not to think about my part in that tragedy. “Bread, cheese, pickled vegetables, salted jerky, things like that. Meat, fresh vegetables, and fruit would be kept in cold cellars a level down.” Like the root cellars of the human world, except chillier thanks to magically unmelting blocks of ice. “But I doubt there’s anything left. Nothing good, anyway.”

“We have to leave to get food?” Lara sounded dismayed by the idea.

“Let me think.” I closed my eyes, reached for the pool of magic, and passed the question along.

The house can provide food using its magic reserves, the Blood Shard replied. Not forever, though.

That explained the midnight snacks and extra treats Earth House’s kitchen had snuck me. The houses could spark their own torches, change the quality of the overhead light, and provide a changing array of outfits—apparently they could manufacture food from nothing but magic, too.

How do the house’s reserves get filled? I asked.

It will regenerate on its own, but the process will be slow without a supply. If you add to the house, that will help—every member is part of the magic, and the whole is stronger together. Or there are other ways.

Other ways?

The Shard slipped another image into my head of a faerie wearing scarlet silk and a spiked black crown pouring a pitcher of blood into the fountain. It was followed by a more gruesome one: a corridor piled high with corpses wearing red and silver, their blood pooling on the floor and sinking into the gaps between tiles.

“Kenna?” Lara’s hand brushed my sleeve, pulling me out of the vision.

“The Shard,” I said by way of explanation. Tears pressed at the backs of my eyes. The house was still functioning today because it had fed on its own sorrow.

Lara withdrew her hand. “Oriana told me she communicates with the Earth Shard. I never knew how.” She shook her head, looking at her feet. “I won’t ever know how.”

She would never take her place as princess. She would never rule over Earth House and protect the faeries who lived there. Lara had rarely seemed to want that future, but it had been expected of her, something to cling to as a certainty in the midst of so much chaos. What did she have now?

Just me. And I hadn’t even been able to feed her yet.

I turned to face the cabinets, determined to figure this out. “Bread,” I said out loud, shaping the wish in my head.

One of the wooden doors rattled. When I opened it, a loaf of bread sat on one of the shelves. It had scored lines on the top and a dusting of white over the crust, and it took seeing it to realize how hungry I was. My stomach growled, and I grabbed the bread and ripped a hunk off to hand to Lara before shoving one in my own mouth.

“Cheese?” Lara said hesitantly.

She might not have powers, but she was a lady of Blood House now, and the magic obeyed. A hunk of white cheese appeared on one of the long stone tables. We tore into that, too, shoving the sharp cheddar into our mouths.

Anya had always loved cheddar. A silent wish made an apple appear, and I found a collection of silverware, dishes, and goblets in an enormous pantry and began putting together a meal for her on a freshly washed porcelain plate.

A vibration came from the floor and shivered up my legs, and I paused in my work. “What was that?”

“What was what?” Lara asked between mouthfuls. She’d gotten adventurous and requested hot chocolate, and a mug steamed at her elbow.

“I felt something.”

We fell silent, listening, but the air was silent. The vibration came again, and the back of my skull prickled as the house wordlessly urged me to hurry to the entrance, because someone was outside.

Trepidation crept through me. Who was it? No one I wanted to see, probably. “Can you bring this to Anya?” I asked, handing the plate to Lara. “We have a visitor.”

“Who?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.” The threads of magic woven through the house shivered again, and I got an impression of dark velvet and cold midnights. “A Void faerie, I think.”

She grimaced. “Do you have to go?”

The house nudged more insistently. I rubbed my temples, wishing I was in a better state for this. “Yes, I do.”

She nodded, mouth tense. “Be safe.”

I left the kitchen and passed through the inner hall. The house door slid aside at my approach to reveal the Blood Tree—and a familiar black-clad figure standing beneath it.

Lord Kallen of Void House had come to see me.
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Princess Kenna,” Kallen said, inclining his head. His voice was a smooth baritone, as perfectly composed as the rest of him. “I hope you are well this morning.”

His pale face was solemn, and his midnight-blue eyes seemed black in the reddish light of the hall. His straight raven-dark hair hung loose to his shoulders, and he wore full Void black with no adornments, as usual. His sword was strapped to his hip, but the opal brooch that had once marked his allegiance to King Osric was gone.

The King’s Vengeance had been part of the king’s undoing. He’d been a traitor—a rebel—all along.

“Lord Kallen.” I nodded in return, reminding myself I was no longer a servant obligated to curtsy to Fae nobility. “If you’re looking for information, your blackmail material has expired.”

That was usually why Kallen sought me out—to threaten me into sharing whatever I could about Drustan, Earth House, or any random information I’d happened to overhear. His leverage had been the fact I’d been cheating in the trials, but everyone knew that now, and I’d slit the throat of the king who had tried to execute me for it.

“So it has.” His expression was unreadable. “And, no, I’ve come to escort you to the meeting.”

I felt a prickle of alarm. “What meeting?”

“Drustan and Hector would like you to join them in an hour to discuss who will be king.”

My stomach dropped. “Already?”

“War does not wait.” Kallen’s eyes drifted over me. “You may want to change.”

I should have already changed. This was not how I wanted him to first see me as the Princess of Blood, with bare feet, tangled hair, and a rumpled nightgown. I tucked my toes under the hem of the robe, feeling the flush of embarrassment.

A meeting with Drustan. Shards, I wasn’t ready for that yet. I pressed a hand to my belly, willing my nerves to settle.

“We don’t need to leave for another thirty minutes,” Kallen said, watching me closely. “If you need a few moments of privacy.”

I scoffed, not very convincingly. “Why would I need that?”

His expressions were always subtle, but I read the skepticism in this one. He knew why. Kallen always knew everything. He was a spider, spinning his webs in darkened corners and waiting for hapless insects like me to stumble into his trap.

My face felt hot. He’d known I would sleep with Drustan before I had. Are you fucking the Fire prince? he’d asked before Drustan and I had even kissed. You will be soon, I’ll wager.

And like a predictable little fool, I had.

This hurt, and I didn’t know what to do about any of it: Drustan, Lara, Anya, my new magic, my new position, the decisions I was expected to make. Blood House needed to throw its support behind a ruler to break the stalemate between Fire and Void, but how could I choose a king when I didn’t know what made a good one? When I didn’t know what either of them would do with power?

One moment at a time, I told myself. The future was too vast to deal with all at once, but I could survive in smaller chunks. A second, a minute, an hour. One foot in front of another, each breath in sequence, and soon I would be partway through a journey that would have seemed impossible to start otherwise.

I straightened my shoulders and notched my chin up. “I’ll be fine.”

Kallen’s mouth turned up slightly. “I know you will.” He approached with slow, deliberate steps, as if testing whether I might flee. “The tree is thriving again,” he said, gesturing at the new crimson leaves.

“It is.” There was even a crow in the branches, preening its glossy black feathers. Birds were rare in Mistei—I’d seldom seen any outside of Earth House—and I wondered if the resurrection of the magic had drawn it here to roost.

“And the rest of the house?” he asked.

I eyed him warily. Something had changed between us over the past months. He’d blackmailed and threatened me, but we’d also danced, and last night he’d saved my life. But he was a collector of information, and his brother wanted to be king. “Forgive me if I don’t share any details.”

He stopped a few feet away. “Probably wise. You are well, though?”

“I suppose.”

“It must be quite the change.”

To become a powerful immortal after a lifetime as a poor, vulnerable human? “An understatement.” There was something in his watchful air that made me want to confide in him—or at least tell someone how overwhelming this all was—but Kallen couldn’t be trusted. Even if his ultimate loyalties had come clear last night, there was still so much I didn’t understand about his motivations.

He nodded. “You will have to learn quickly.”

Annoyance sparked. “I’m aware.”

“But you will,” he said, seemingly unaffected by my irritation. “It’s something you excel at.”

My breath hitched at the unexpected praise, delivered so matter-of-factly. “We have to adapt to our circumstances in order to change them.”

His sword hand flexed at his side. “A fact I know well.”

We were dancing around too many topics, and I wasn’t sure why he had come to retrieve me personally. Except … No, I did have an idea. “Are you going to ask me to support Hector?”

Kallen looked surprised at the abrupt question. It was rare to break through that cool composure, but sometimes I managed it. “Obviously. Though you are capable of making your own decisions.”

His equally blunt response startled me in return. The Fae talked around everything, preferring metaphor and insinuation to outright stating their intentions. “I don’t know anything about him. How do you expect me to throw my support behind someone who’s given no indication he’d be a good ruler?”

“Has Drustan given you a better indication that he’ll be a good ruler?” he asked, brows rising.

The question hit me like a slap. Kallen certainly knew I’d been sleeping with the Fire prince, but did he know I’d practically worshipped him? That I’d thought him a true idealist and a champion for the greater good? That I’d believed in him so fervently I’d risked not just my life but the lives of others in the name of Drustan’s supposed principles?

I’m not afraid to die for this, Drustan had told me, gray eyes burning with intent. No one who works with me closely is.

When the supposed idealist was the only one left standing, that said something. When that same idealist quickly moved to cement his grip on power, that said even more.

“No,” I said. “Which is why I’m not supporting him, either.” Then, because I didn’t feel like discussing Drustan anymore, I turned away. “I’m going to change.”

Kallen’s voice followed me. “I’ll be waiting.”

Neither Anya nor Lara were in the bedroom. I called their names, and a door across the hall opened to reveal Lara. “What?” she asked. Her eyes were red and puffy like she’d been crying, but there was a guardedness to her expression that told me she didn’t want to talk about it.

“Where’s Anya?”

Lara pointed towards the end of the hall. “She picked out a bedroom.”

They both had, apparently. Behind Lara, I saw at least a dozen dresses piled on the floor in a mass of shimmering red and silver fabric. One had been laid out with more care over a chairback: a navy blue gown trimmed with red ribbons.

Her wardrobe back at Earth House had been full of blue dresses.

Lara followed my gaze, then frowned and stepped into the hall, closing the door behind her.

“Is Anya all right?” I asked, pretending I hadn’t been staring at the mess Lara had made of her new room. “Did she eat?”

Lara shrugged, picking at the folds of her robe. “She took the food, but she won’t talk to me.”

I hesitated over whether or not to say anything about Lara’s own emotional state, then took the wary look in her eyes into account. “Thank you. I’ll check on her.”

“Who was out there?” Lara asked.

“Lord Kallen.”

Revulsion washed over her face. “Why?”

“He invited me to a meeting with Hector and Drustan.”

“Princess Kenna,” she said slowly, as if the title were too heavy on her tongue. “I still can’t believe it.”

“I can’t, either.” Guilt gnawed at me, because what had I done to deserve this when the Shards had judged her so harshly? We’d committed the same crime, after all.

“Where is the meeting?” Lara asked.

“I don’t know. Kallen is bringing me there.”

“The King’s Vengeance? You’re going to end up gutted.”

“He’s not the King’s Vengeance anymore. And Drustan’s more likely to murder me at this point, since I refused to support him last night even after—”

My jaw snapped shut. Lara didn’t know about my history with Drustan, I realized with a surge of anxiety. I’d been keeping so many secrets from her.

She made a soft, pain-filled noise. “I want to rip his heart out for what he did to Selwyn.” Then she stormed back into her room, slamming the door behind her.

The guilt intensified. If Lara ever found out the role I’d played in recruiting Selwyn to Drustan’s cause, she’d probably want to rip out my heart, too.

A sense of déjà vu came over me as I approached the door Lara had pointed out. Anya had chosen the last bedroom before the servant stairs. If this had been Earth House, it would have been my old room as Lara’s handmaiden.

I knocked lightly. “Anya?”

There was no reply.

I turned the knob slowly and opened the door, peeking inside. This wasn’t the fine bedroom of a noblewoman; it was one of the adjoining servant’s chambers. There was a dusty wooden desk, a single chair, a wardrobe, and a narrow bed in the corner—just like my old room.

Anya was curled up on the floor at the foot of the bed, facing the wall.

I hurried towards her, worry rising. “Anya?”

She startled and turned to face me, tucking her knees tighter against her chest as if protecting her vulnerable belly. The skin beneath her eyes was smudged with exhaustion.

“Are you all right?” I asked, crouching beside her.

She made a soft noise and blinked heavy eyelids. “Sleeping.”

“On the floor?”

She nodded. “Safer.”

I hesitated, wondering what to do. The floor wasn’t comfortable, but there had to be a reason she wasn’t in the bed. A glance at the quilt showed that it was free of dust, either cleaned by Anya or the house’s magic.

Safer, she’d said.

Her last bed hadn’t been safe at all.

“Maybe this time I won’t dream,” she whispered, closing her eyes.

I clenched my fists tightly, struggling against the urge to scream at what had been done to her. Anya’s cheeks were hollow, and the shadows under her eyes spoke of deep fatigue. If she was able to rest, even if it was on the floor, that was good.

“Sleep well,” I said softly. “If you get hungry again, you can ask the kitchen to give you food. The magic works like that.”

She didn’t reply.

I pulled the blanket off the bed, draped it over her, and left.

Back in the bedroom that was apparently now mine alone, I let out the scream that had been trapped in my chest, muffling it in my palm so Lara wouldn’t hear. My best friend was lying on a stone floor. And instead of watching over her, I had to attend this damned meeting.

I yanked open the wardrobe, wishing for armor rather than silk. It didn’t offer that, but it did present an array of dresses with metal embellishments. I chose one as red as the blood I wanted to spill on Anya’s behalf. It was simple enough to put on without assistance, with a silver clasp that pulled the fabric in at the waist. The sleeves were long and tight, terminating in points that covered the backs of my hands and secured with rings around my middle fingers. Small metal spikes marched in a line from collar to wrists. A dress that threatened pain—though the back was shockingly low. When I looked over my shoulder in the mirror, I could see the line of my spine down to my waist.

Caedo had wriggled up to curve around my neck. The dagger looked good with the rounded jewel settled into the hollow of my throat, but my back prickled to be so exposed. It wasn’t enough to be a beautiful creature; I wanted everyone at that meeting to know my teeth were sharp.

An idea came to me, and the dagger re-formed itself. A wedge-shaped head settled below my collarbone, fangs bared, while the rest of the dagger stretched out to loop around my neck and trail down my spine in sinuous curves. When it settled into place, it looked like a snake slithering over my shoulder, with the jewel from the hilt placed in the middle of its head.

“I like you like this,” I told Caedo. The spikes on my sleeves might prick if someone were to grab me, but if anyone touched my back, they would bleed far worse.

There wasn’t time to properly fix my hair, but there was oil in the attached bathing chamber that I dripped onto my curls before using my fingers to gently detangle them, starting at the ends. I bound my hair back in a bun, then quickly applied cosmetics—a smoky gray shadow and black liner for my eyes, a crimson paint for my lips. My cheeks were pale, the freckles standing out, but I didn’t bother with rouge. The woman I wanted to be today wasn’t the type to blush.

Surveying myself in the mirror, I felt a jolt of unreality. This was my face, but it was also a stranger’s face. The dark shadow made my amber eyes look more vivid, while the crimson on my lips was reminiscent of blood. My skin glittered faintly.

I brushed my fingers over the jeweled snake head resting on my sternum. “I don’t know what to expect,” I admitted to Caedo and the mirror. “What to do.” Even with my new powers, I was at a disadvantage. The other house heads had centuries of experience and strong opinions about who should rule. They would expect me to capitulate to what they wanted.

Caedo thrummed against my skin. You’ll do whatever you have to.

Kallen’s eyes widened slightly when he took in my changed appearance, but he said nothing other than “Blood House attire suits you.”

We left the house behind, heading up a sloping corridor towards other parts of Mistei. He hadn’t spoken since complimenting my dress, and the growing awkwardness felt like a tangible weight against my skin. “You said the meeting would be with Hector and Drustan,” I said to break the silence, “but it clearly includes you as well.” It had been like that under Osric’s rule, too—Kallen had always been seated at the high table.

“Yes. It will be Hector, you, me, Drustan, and one of his allies—and possibly Oriana, if she deigns to accept the invitation.”

A shiver raced down my spine at Drustan’s name. The last time I’d seen the Fire prince, he’d been demanding my support after a night of betrayal and violence. The time before that, we’d been naked in each other’s arms.

“I’m not sure what Drustan expects to have changed overnight,” I said, trying to feign nonchalance.

Kallen’s sidelong glance said I hadn’t fooled him. “Perhaps nothing has changed in the group members’ fundamental positions, but Drustan is correct that we need to resolve this soon. Illusion will be scrambling to determine which of Osric’s relatives has the best claim to the throne. Light might be split right now, but I suspect they’ll ultimately back Illusion. The only way to stand against those two houses is to form an alliance ourselves, which means we need to come to an understanding.”

Just like the old rebellion—Fire, Void, and Blood against Light and Illusion. Maybe this time Earth could be shaken out of its long-standing neutrality. Oriana had refused to take a side last night, but in the light of morning, she might realize the mistake she’d made.

“Did Osric have children?” I asked, wondering who his successor might be.

“A few over the centuries. Mostly accidental, and he murdered all of them as soon as they expressed a hint of ambition.” At my appalled look, Kallen shrugged. “If you’d met them, you wouldn’t consider it a loss.”

“Even so. He killed his own children.” That shouldn’t shock me when he’d done so many other awful things, but it did.

“Osric was as paranoid as he was powerful. He murdered his siblings for the same reason, and he never took a consort. Not that there’s much precedent for consorts seizing power after a house head’s death, but it’s happened a few times.”

I was woefully ignorant of the majority of Fae history—yet another way I was unqualified for this position. “Then who’s left to step into his place?”

“It’s rumored a few children may have been passed off as the offspring of other court members, but at this point the likeliest candidates are only distantly related to him. Cousins of cousins, things like that. They’ll choose based on a mix of bloodline claim and magical power.”

When the Fae lived forever, family trees became unreasonably complicated. Most faeries were less than a thousand years old—they were too fond of murdering one another—but that was still a long span of time for families to establish their bloodlines.

The path curved into familiar territory. A ramp on the left spiraled up to Fire House and the sitting room outside it where most of my affair with Drustan had been conducted. My pulse accelerated as we approached. The last place I wanted to see Drustan again was one where we’d been naked together.

Thankfully, we passed the ramp, and some of the tension in my chest loosened. “Where are we meeting?” I asked.

Again Kallen slid me a look. Did he know where I’d met the Fire prince for our assignations? How often I’d met him?

Of course he did, I thought bitterly. Kallen had eyes everywhere, and that was before one considered his ability to disappear into shadows.

“Drustan has chosen a room in neutral territory,” he said. “One he swears is known by few.”

“You said he’s bringing an ally. Who?”

“A faerie from Light House.”

“Gweneira?” Roland’s brother Lothar was dead, and she was the only other member of Light House I knew Drustan had been plotting with.

Kallen paused mid-step. “Did you meet with her? I was unaware.”

“No.”

He resumed his even pace. “Then you must have seen her with Drustan at some point. Perhaps while spying for me?”

I felt the bite of satisfaction at the annoyance in his voice. Kallen didn’t like not knowing things. “Perhaps.”

“And neglected to tell me.” He clicked his tongue. “I shouldn’t be surprised. I knew you were withholding information.”

That startled me. “You knew?”

His look said that was obvious. “Kenna, you did everything you could to avoid me, and when you couldn’t avoid me, you lied to me.”

Fear prickled over my skin, even though Kallen didn’t hold any leverage over me anymore. “If you knew that, why let me get away with it?”

He was silent for too long. “You provided a few grains of truth. It was still worth it.”

That wasn’t a real answer. He’d had all the power in that situation. In addition to blackmail material, he’d had strength, connections, wealth, magic, and a deadly reputation. He could have made our arrangement far more worthwhile by applying even a fraction of that power—which meant he’d chosen not to.

We turned into a narrow hallway leading to a library. A tapestry hung halfway down the corridor, and Kallen stopped before it. He looked over his shoulder, then held his free hand up, fingers slightly curved. The shadows thickened where the walls met the floor, then crept over the ground in a thin layer, painting the stone a darker gray. A ward of some kind?

He brushed the fabric aside, revealing a plain wooden door. “Ready?” he asked.

I wasn’t, but I nodded anyway.

Kallen knocked on the door in a syncopated pattern, then opened it. My heart pounded like the wings of a bird startled into flight. I took a deep breath, pushed my shoulders back, and walked inside to face Drustan, Hector, and the impossible choice I was expected to make.
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My eyes instantly found Drustan. He stood beside a granite table, posture straight and hands folded at the small of his back. His long hair was a shining copper that rivaled the gleam of the torches, and his scarlet-and-gold tunic stood out starkly against the backdrop of gray stone.

“Princess Kenna,” he said. “Thank you for joining us.”

It felt like a fist was squeezing my heart. His voice was distant and polite, as if we were mere acquaintances. As if he wasn’t the first person I’d ever lain with, as if I hadn’t given myself wholly to him and his cause … as if he hadn’t watched without protest as I was sent to my death.

I despised myself for that ache. Drustan had always made his priorities clear: the revolution first, everything else after. It was my fault for being naïve. I’d imagined myself the heroine of a grand love story, while to Drustan I was nothing but a side character in the legend of his own rise to power.

Drustan was waiting for my response, but it was hard to make my tongue work. I felt small and foolish and oddly lonely now that Kallen had slipped away to stand at the wall. I cleared my throat and forced myself to speak. “Drustan.”

His lips thinned. He’d clearly been expecting more of an acknowledgment than that.

A low chuckle came from the table. Prince Hector lounged in a brocade-upholstered chair, looking like a slash of night against the gold fabric. His eyes were the same blue as Kallen’s but narrower, making him look perpetually skeptical, and his lips had a sideways tilt, halfway to a sneer. His posture was relaxed, but something in his bearing and the sharpness of his stare made me uneasy. He had always struck me as restless, full of barely contained energy, like an animal pacing the boundaries of its cage.

“Hector,” I said, dipping my chin slightly. He would have to earn my respect, too.

Hector’s brows rose fractionally.

A third faerie sat opposite Hector. Lady Gweneira of Light House was delicate-boned and lovely, with oak-brown hair cut as short as a young boy’s. Her brown eyes had a catlike quality. “Princess Kenna,” she said. “How interesting to meet you.”

“Gweneira is Roland and Lothar’s cousin,” Drustan told me. “She aided me in planning the revolution.”

“Yes, I know.” I nodded at Gweneira. “It’s interesting to meet you, too.” If she wouldn’t say it was a pleasure, I wouldn’t, either.

Drustan was smiling now, but that didn’t mean anything. He put that smile on the way other people picked up weapons. “Oh, you know? Is that something you overheard while spying on me?”

Did he expect me to be sorry for eavesdropping? “Yes.” I covered my discomfort by studying the room. The bare walls glittered with fragments of mica, and an empty fireplace was recessed into the back wall. There were no furnishings other than the table and chairs.

Drustan approached me, and my body tensed. He stopped within arm’s reach and leaned in, lowering his voice. “I regret we can’t speak privately first. Are you … Is your house well?”

My skin felt hot under the pressure of his gaze. Something burned in his eyes that didn’t match that polite tone. “Well enough,” I said, taking a step back. “Will Oriana be here?”

“Is it to be like that, then?” he asked so quietly the words were barely a breath.

“Kallen told me you invited her,” I said, ignoring the question. “I’m curious if you expect her to actually show up.” Despite my outward show of confidence, my stomach felt knotted.

“Unlikely,” Hector said at the same time Drustan said, “She’ll be here.”

“Do you speak for Earth House now?” Hector asked sharply.

Drustan’s lips lifted into another of his easy, charming smiles, and he left to take up his position beside the table again. It was as if the interlude between us had never happened. “No,” Drustan said, “but unlike you, I understand what motivates others.” His eyes touched on me lightly, as if illustrating his point.

What did he mean by that? Paranoia twisted up my spine, and I was regretting wearing red. Drustan’s tunic was a brighter shade than my dress, but it still looked uncomfortably like I’d dressed to match him. Had he chosen the color to imply an alliance between us?

Damn the Fae and their double meanings and hidden agendas. The meeting had barely begun, and my head was already hurting trying to unravel the undertones.

Hector was smiling, too, but it was a hard slash of a grin, more akin to showing teeth. “Not everyone plays by your rules, Drustan.”

“You and your feral dog were late to this alliance. You don’t know a thing about my rules.”

For a moment I didn’t understand what dog Drustan was talking about, but when Kallen let out a soft chuckle, realization hit. He looked mildly amused at the insult, but anger moved swiftly through me. Kallen and Drustan had fought back-to-back the previous night. Whatever the complicated politics here, he deserved more respect than that. “Feral dog,” I repeated. “Is this how a potential king treats his allies? If so, we are off to a very telling start.”

Drustan looked startled at being told off. Kallen’s attention flicked to me, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Except he raised a brow, and then I could. I had called him the king’s dog not that long ago, hadn’t I?

My face felt hot at the memory. Maybe I was inconsistent, but so was Drustan, and if he expected loyalty from this group, he needed to do better than that.

“Hector did not consult me before inviting Kallen to the meeting,” Drustan told me. “I do not appreciate being
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