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      A dragon bond, a usurped throne, and a realm on the brink of destruction…

      Ophelia Monroe had no idea magic existed until a dying dragon crashed near her Texas school, and a Fae prince stole her away to another realm. Suddenly an unprecedented bond makes her Queen of the Fae in Charassi, a magical realm she never could have imagined.

      But when Vie, an evil Fae, usurps her crown, Ophelia is temporarily stranded on Earth with Prince Corrin and a dragon named Shadow on the River. When they return, Charassi is a realm transformed. The people live in fear and their allies are being targeted not only by Vie but by his and Corrin’s mother—the former queen, Emalda.

      Retaking the throne won't be easy, especially with the dark power Emalda wields to Unmake the Fae—draining away their souls and leaving their bodies as puppets under her command.

      To make herself even more powerful, Emalda steals the Bone Crown, an artifact that belongs to the rightful ruler of Charassi. With the crown, she would become a nearly unbeatable foe. Ophelia and Corrin must get the artifact back and find a way to protect the palace and their people.

      If they fail, all of the dragons and Fae of the realm will pay the ultimate price. 
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      Two weeks! Ophelia had been stuck on Earth for two full weeks now, and she still hadn’t found a way to tell her family she couldn’t stay.

      She glanced sideways. Luis, her sweet—if sometimes overprotective—big brother was walking down the sidewalk beside her. He looked calm, focused. She could tell him now, finally just blurt out what she needed to say: that she didn’t belong in Texas anymore, that as soon as she found a way back to Charassi—her kingdom, where her subjects needed her—she would go, and she wasn’t planning to come back to Earth at all except for visits. He could handle it. The problem was, she wasn’t entirely certain she could say goodbye.

      She bit her lip and reached up to readjust the Bone Crown, which was currently hidden under a cowboy hat she’d borrowed from her dad. It had become a nervous habit for her to touch it, as if she was afraid it might disappear, or that the awful Prince Vie might find some way to snatch it from her even across realms.

      Luis caught her nervous gesture and raised an eyebrow at her. “You sure you’re up for this, little sis?”

      He thought she was nervous about their current mission. Which she was. A bit. They were currently walking down an alley that wove behind Tipton’s most important buildings: City Hall, the fire department, and their current target, the town museum. It was closed right now. No one would be there except the security guard. That was the person they’d have to talk their way past—or sneak around—so they could find the item they had come for.

      Ophelia put her hand in her pocket and felt the crinkled newspaper clipping there. “Historic Oddity Found,” the headline said. The attached photo showed a round, bone-white doorknob with intricate carvings of dragons in flight. The mayor had stumbled on it during one of his daily runs on the nearby state park’s trails and had taken it to the museum for examination. The staff historian thought it might be an artifact from the town’s founding. They were holding it somewhere in their basement archives until a specialist could fly down to authenticate it.

      Ophelia couldn’t let that happen.

      What they didn’t know was that although the doorknob was definitely old, it wasn’t from Tipton, Texas. It wasn’t even from Earth. It was a capital-A Artifact from the realm of Charassi, crafted from dragon bone by a High Fae Artificer…and with any luck, it might just be able to open a portal that would get Ophelia back to where she needed to be.

      Charassi. Her kingdom. Her new home. The place that needed her desperately if it was ever going to be free of the tyrant would-be ruler, Vie, who had stolen her throne and was even now oppressing the Fae who had named her their queen.

      Her expression hardened with determination. She responded to Luis’s earlier question with a firm nod. “I am absolutely up for this. Let’s go steal back an Artifact.”

      They had reached the museum’s service entrance. Luis bounded up the cement stairs and entered the security code on the pad that was mounted there. He’d interned here two summers ago, and security was lax enough in this tiny town that the old door code was almost certain to still be in use. It was why she’d brought Luis along for this little expedition rather than Corrin.

      “There is also the fact that the Fae boy-prince sticks out like a sore digit amongst these ridiculous little humans,” noted a voice in her mind—the voice of the currently-disembodied dragon to whom she was magically bonded.

      “A sore digit?” she murmured back, suppressing a smile. Sun in the Black Sky, or “Sunny” as she’d nicknamed him, had spent way too much time digging through her memories of human idiosyncrasies, English idioms, and pop culture over the last two weeks. He claimed he was trying to help them find ways to better blend in, but she could tell he was secretly fascinated by human culture.

      “Indeed,” Sunny replied. “He is far taller than these puny folk, and there is the fact his accent and way of speaking are all wrong.”

      He’s also way prettier than any human I’ve ever met, Ophelia thought but didn’t say, fighting the dreamy smile that tried to creep over her expression. Sunny caught her emotion anyway and did the mental dragon equivalent of rolling his eyes. He’d lately taken to burrowing deep into her memories whenever she thought of the Fae prince, hiding himself as far away from her fluttery feelings as possible. She’d have liked to think he was being respectful and giving her space as she and Corrin tried to work out their feelings for each other, but she knew Sunny actually just disliked sensing her sentimentality, which in his eyes was mushy and embarrassing compared to “proper draconic courting”—which mostly seemed to involve roasting lots of goats, as far as she could tell. Plus, being on Earth—where the natural forces that powered his magic were weakened by pollution—tended to make Sunny sluggish, which was another reason he’d taken to keeping to himself lately.

      Luis interrupted her ponderings. “We’re in,” he said in a low voice, turning the doorknob and peering carefully in through the thin crack. Ophelia’s thoughts crashed back to the mission at hand and impatience whipped through her, sudden and sharp. Almost all of Charassi’s Artifacts had been teleported to Tipton after she’d been crowned queen. Since she and Corrin had been stranded here, they had only managed to find a few dozen—none of which had been of any use for opening a portal to take them back.

      The doorknob they were after today was different. Corrin had never seen it before and had no idea what it did, which meant it could be one of the more dangerous or rare Artifacts that the priestesses had kept secret, even from the Crown Prince. There was a chance it could be another portal-opening Artifact. Corrin was convinced that there had been only one of those—the one that was now broken and useless—but she still held out hope that some kind of backup existed. It has to. Who would only make one?

      She nudged Luis aside and pushed past him into the dimly lit loading dock of the museum. Her big brother hissed a warning at her but she ignored it, striding toward the stairs that led to the basement storage area. Luis darted in after her with an exasperated sigh. “Please at least try to be careful,” he said.

      “You said yourself there’s only one security guard, and he spends most of his time watching Gilmore Girls reruns.”

      Sunny’s ears mentally perked up at the reference to more human pop culture, and he dove into her subconscious like a submerging whale to find more info about the show.

      “Well, yeah,” Luis responded, “but still. Be careful.”

      Ophelia took the stairs down two at a time. She almost responded with a sarcastic Yes, Mom, but caught herself at the last second. Their mother had been gone for a while now but they still hadn’t quite reached the point where they could make even such a casual, teasing reference to her without remembering the pain of her loss. A hint of grief trickled through Ophelia even now at the memory.

      “I will,” she said instead, and pulled her mind back to the mission at hand. The stairs let out into an equally dim hallway with four doors. They looked exactly the same—peeling white paint, old brass doorknobs—but only one of them had a deadbolt. “I’m guessing they’re keeping the item in this one,” she murmured to Luis, who had stopped at the bottom of the stairs and was peering back upward. He was keeping watch, she realized. And judging by that intent look on his face, he was taking his brotherly protection duty very seriously.

      A bolt of warmth shot through her. She would miss this when she left. Would miss him. She would see him again, she knew—she’d find some way to return for visits no matter what happened. But she still had to find some way to break the news to him and the others that her home was no longer in Tipton. It was in Charassi. Or it would be if she could ever find her way back.

      “You continue to torment yourself over your goodbyes,” Sunny spoke up. “There is no reason for such dramatics. Is it not humans who came up with the ‘farewell, Felicia’ method of parting ways? Simply tell him your decision and go. It is what a dragon would do.”

      “Well, I’m not a dragon,” she retorted. She turned away from Luis—and, mentally, from Sunny—and lifted her hand to the knob, rattling it to see if it was locked. It was. She sighed, knowing that meant she’d have to use magic to open it. Even though it would only take a trickle, she could only channel it with Sunny’s help, and he was heavily hampered by Earth’s pollution.

      She felt a surge of frustration from the part of her mind where Sunny was holed up. He wanted to flex his talons, wanted to bare his teeth. If he had his body, he could’ve smashed this door—this whole building—to splinters with ease. But as things were, his body was lying dead somewhere in the woods near her school, and his mind was trapped within hers.

      “Yeah, I get it, I’d like to smash through it too,” Ophelia muttered back to him, sending him a nudge of sympathy. Then she tightened her focus and sent a thin tendril of Death energy through the lock. It rattled slightly but didn’t budge. She glared at it and pulled up more Death energy, knitting it together with a few threads of Dawn energy to give the spell a bit more kick. One of the few benefits to having so much free time while stuck on Earth was that she’d had plenty of opportunity to quiz Sunny about every spell she could think of. She’d learned which natural forces to combine to do all sorts of things, and had found and practiced—when possible—more effective ways to get her magic to do what she wanted without blowing up in her face. Which it had done several times in the past.

      She winced, feeling her magic quickly drain, but continued feeding the spell power until she heard the lock click open. Exhaling, she quickly broke the spell off, staggering slightly from the strain of expending nearly a quarter of her current magical energy. But if the Artifact behind this door was the one they needed then it was more than worth it.

      She pulled the door open and squeezed through, flicking on the light. The room was about the size of a small garage and was filled with shelves and drawers of all shapes and sizes holding all of the museum’s pieces that weren’t in circulation. Most of this stuff was damaged or of unverified origin, or in some cases simply no longer of enough interest to the public to keep on display. She spotted a dusty bowler hat, a crumbling brick carved with half-disintegrated names, and a deteriorated copper ring, but no sign of what she was seeking.

      She closed her eyes and tried to quiet her thoughts. She recalled Corrin telling her that dragons and anyone bonded to them could sense Artifacts in close vicinity. And when she reached out tentatively with her senses, she really did feel something—a sort of faint buzzing in her brain. It felt like it was coming from her left, a bit below shoulder height. She took an experimental step in that direction and the buzzing strengthened. She opened her eyes. There was a drawer in front of her, but it was padlocked shut.

      Sunny growled in her head. She agreed with the sentiment, and in a burst of frustration, channeled a thread of Emptiness straight through the lock. It sizzled, burning a dime-sized hole straight through the locking mechanism. Oops.

      “Hurry,” hissed Luis’s voice from down the hall. “I think I hear the guard coming. Must be doing his rounds on time for once.”

      Ophelia quickly yanked open the drawer and snatched up the bone doorknob within, barely taking the time to look at it before dropping it in the backpack she’d brought along. She flicked the lights back off and quietly closed the door behind her.

      Luis was striding toward her. He motioned her toward the far end of the hall, where a glowing red sign read: “E IT”. She squinted at it in confusion before she realized that the “X” had burned out and that it was meant to show the exit.

      “This door only opens from the inside so you don’t need any code for it,” Luis explained in a whisper.

      She nodded, slung the backpack over her shoulder, and hurried toward the door. That was when she heard heavy footfalls from the stairwell. The guard was coming down. Ophelia’s eyes widened and she lengthened her steps. She did not want to get caught down here—not when the guard, along with nearly everyone else in Tipton outside of her family, thought she was still long gone. The generally accepted story was that she’d run off without so much as a goodbye note to “discover herself” on an out-of-state volunteer trip a few weeks ago. She and her family had decided that was the least complicated way to justify her sudden absence—and their panic and the resulting missing-person report—after she’d been taken to Charassi. She hated letting everyone think she would do such a thing to her family, but it was a lot less complicated than telling everyone she’d been sort-of kidnapped and then crowned queen of another realm to which she planned to return as soon as she could open another portal. At least since her return, her family had spread a story about how she’d called and said that she needed some time but that she was safe. That meant she was no longer listed as a missing person, with people worrying she’d been abducted or killed.

      Still, getting caught by the security guard now would lead to a lot of awkward questions that she didn’t want her family to have to deal with.

      Luis pushed her forward, shoving the exit bar with one hand and propelling her out with the other. The door made a loud, creaking complaint as it opened.

      “Hey!” called the guard from behind them. “Who is that? The museum is closed, and this area is off-limits!”

      “Just go,” Luis hissed at her, blocking the doorway, and also blocking her from the guard’s sight. He raised his voice to address the guard. “Mack! I thought I’d find you around here somewhere.”

      Ophelia hesitated, glancing between the twilit alleyway and her brother. She didn’t want him to get in trouble, either. Maybe she could muster up enough magic to craft a sleeping spell for the guard. But before she could pull up the threads of energy, Luis stuck an arm out the slowly-closing doorway and waved her off, telling her to go.

      “Luis?” the guard said, sounding less alarmed now but still suspicious. “What are you doing down here?”

      Ophelia stepped away and plastered herself against the brick wall behind the door. This way she wouldn’t be spotted, but she could also be nearby to extract Luis in case he couldn’t talk his way out.

      “I was looking for a hoodie of mine. I haven’t seen it in a long time and thought I might’ve left it here when I interned. I would’ve looked for it earlier, but things have been…well, you know…since Mom got sick.”

      His voice caught a little, and Ophelia bit her lip. She knew it still hurt him too to talk about their mother, but honestly, Mom would be proud to have her name invoked for this cause.

      “Oh,” Mack said, with the same hesitant awkwardness most people got whenever they brought up their dead mother. “Um, right. Well, did you find it?”

      “Nah,” Luis said. His voice grew more muffled as the door slowly, slowly creaked closed. “Must’ve left it somewhere else. Too bad—it was my favorite. But anyway, it’s good to see you again, at least. How’ve you been?”

      Ophelia suppressed a rueful smile. How easily her big brother could turn a worrying situation to friendly chitchat. She’d never been good at that sort of thing. She usually preferred to “bulldoze” her way out of problems, as her dad liked to put it. She had made some progress lately on planning before rushing in as directly—and sometimes violently—as possible, but she definitely wasn’t anywhere near as smooth as Luis yet.

      “…at the last barbecue. You know, the usual,” Mack said, and he and Luis laughed together. Ophelia began to ease away from the wall. It seemed to be safe to leave now—Mack didn’t sound suspicious anymore. “But I have been a little worried about Angie,” Mack continued then, his voice sobering. Angie was his daughter, if Ophelia remembered correctly, a senior at Ophelia’s high school. Ophelia paused, concern flitting through her. She wasn’t necessarily friends with Angie, but she knew Luis was.

      “Why? Is she okay?” Luis replied.

      “She’s great!” Mack assured him. “It’s just, she’s headed off to college next year. Out of state.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s right, I heard she got into her dream school—early decision. Good for her.”

      “Yeah, I’m so proud I could pop. But I gotta admit, I’m gonna miss the hell out of her.”

      Luis was quiet for a moment. “I know how you feel,” he said at last. “It’s hard to see people leave your life. Even if you know they’ll be back to visit, it’ll never be quite the same as it was.”

      Happy to know Angie was fine, Ophelia eased the rest of the way away from the wall. She’d have to sneak past the door to get away, but it was only open a crack, and Luis was still blocking her from the guard’s line of vision.

      “You’ve just got to remember that family is still family no matter the distance between you,” Luis continued. “I’ve had a hard time with everything that’s been going on with my sister—especially since she’s decided to stay with those out-of-town friends for a lot longer than we’d anticipated—but I’ve realized that you’ve got to free people to fulfill their destinies without holding them back.”

      Ophelia froze. Slowly, she turned, looking through the crack in the door at her brother’s profile. His eyes flickered briefly to the side, landing on her, and he gave her a small smile and a nod.

      He knew. Somehow, without her saying a thing, he’d understood that she was going to leave, and he was letting her go without an argument. To fulfill her destiny, he’d said. Her heart felt full at the realization that he knew her, and accepted her, so well.

      She blinked away tears and gave him a wobbly smile in return before he turned back to Mack, continuing their chat and giving her the chance to get away clean.

      Ophelia slipped past the door and darted down the alley, knowing she was safe with her brother guarding her back. She glanced at the sun. It was fully set. It was past time she get back to Corrin, and see whether the Artifact she’d stolen would get them back to Charassi in time to take back the throne and stop the former high queen.
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      It was fully dark by the time Ophelia made it to their little camp—or, as Sunny liked to call it, their lair—in the woods. The Texas stars were bright and the moon was full, lighting her path through the trails of the local state park. Leaves crunched beneath her steps and the fragrant scent of pine needles drifted on the slight breeze. A new, fragile sense of hope was beginning to flutter somewhere behind her breastbone. She’d found an Artifact shaped like a doorknob. Surely that indicated that it could actually open another portal. All of the portals she had ever seen—which, to be fair, was only three—had been shaped like doors.

      The gleaming orange light of a campfire flickered against the leaves ahead of her. She stepped off the trail and hopped over a gully, dropping the backpack’s strap from her shoulder as she scanned the camp for Corrin.

      A few paces away from the campfire was what Cricket had named “mission headquarters”: a canvas tent the size of a living room, which Luis had bought for them at the local Goodwill. It needed a bit of patching, but it served the purpose of giving them a place to organize and plan. A battery-operated lantern was on in there right now, which meant Corrin was probably studying or working or pacing inside. She sighed. She’d tried to talk him into staying at her house rather than out in the woods, but most nights he insisted on staying where he could work late without bothering anyone else. The buzz of a police scanner—it had been her mother’s, needed for her job as a paramedic and abandoned after her death into a forgotten corner of the garage—emanated from the tent’s flap. Corrin had taken to monitoring police activity to see where new Artifacts might’ve been found and called in. Most people got either spooked or very interested when they stumbled over items made from bone out in the middle of a state park, so the police had gotten quite a few calls in the last two weeks.

      Ophelia pulled the tent flap aside and stepped in. Corrin was sitting on a stool, hunched over to stare intently at a map. He was wearing one of Luis’s T-shirts—indicating that his own clothing had just been through the wash and he hadn’t had the chance to change yet—and artfully faded jeans that looked both attractive and a little bit ridiculous on a Fae prince. He held a pencil between his lips. His dark brown hair was mussed and a little wild-looking, in need of a trim. Ophelia gave herself a moment to take him in—the sight of him all mussed and intent did things to the butterflies in her stomach—before she craned her neck to see what was on the map. It was of the state park, with the trails outlined in various colors, and spots circled where they had found Artifacts. Corrin had drawn over several portions of the trails in blue marker.

      “What’s signified by the blue section?” Ophelia asked.

      Corrin flinched and glanced up, his eyes wide and startled. He relaxed a bit when he saw her and spit the pencil into his hand. “I apologize, I didn’t hear you enter,” he said, his voice rough with exhaustion. The circles below his eyes had darkened even just since she’d last seen him this afternoon.

      “You need to get some rest,” she told him sternly.

      He tried for a smile, which wasn’t convincing at all. “I will,” he said, “as soon as I finish marking off these trails.”

      She considered pressing her argument, but decided to let it drop. He was going through a lot right now, and if he wanted to stay distracted to avoid being alone with his thoughts, well, she’d been in a similar place herself after her mom died. She would give him whatever he needed to get through it.

      “Which trails?” she asked, stepping closer.

      “The likeliest ones, as best I can tell based on what’s been found so far. The park is massive. We’ve both been walking the trails every day, and have only found perhaps a third of the Artifacts that were teleported here from the storehouse at your crowning. I think we need to risk having River do a flyover in these sections to search more ground.”

      Ophelia was already shaking her head. “We can’t do that, Corrin. People would freak out if they saw her. Especially after what happened at the mayor’s house.”

      As far as anyone else knew, the “fake” bloodstains and debris in the mayor’s backyard were the result of an elaborate—and possibly drunken—teenage prank. That was the story that Ophelia had asked her best friend Lane, the mayor’s daughter, to spread. Lane’s father was suspicious, but since there had been no bodies and no reports of missing people, he had no real reason to believe that an actual murder had taken place in his backyard. He had no way of knowing that the people who’d been killed had been from Charassi, or that their bodies had served as lunch for a dragon—a story no one would believe unless a real live dragon was spotted flying above the town.

      Corrin started to run a hand through his hair, realized he was still holding the marker, and sighed. “I know it is a bad idea, Ophelia, but I don’t have any others, and I have to do something. I can’t leave Charassi in the grasp of—” He cut himself off, but the tightness in his eyes and his tortured expression told Ophelia everything she needed to know. Of my mother, he’d been about to say.

      It had been two weeks ago in this very spot that they had used another Artifact to determine who was behind the Unmaking curse, a terrible disease Corrin had been investigating for some time. He had thought it was a naturally occurring plague—but he’d been wrong. The terrible affliction that turned people into soulless zombies was the result of a deliberate attack from a ruthless villain. And that villain, to Corrin’s horror, was none other than his own mother—the banished former High Queen Emalda who’d been long thought dead.

      Ophelia put her hand on his shoulder. Her heart ached at the expression on his face. Corrin’s grief over the loss of his parent had been multiplied exponentially when he learned she was alive…and that she was the monster causing such devastation. It had to be absolutely heart-wrenching. She felt useless in the face of his turmoil and wished there was something more that she could do.

      Then she remembered the reason she was here, and reached for her backpack’s zipper. “If we’re lucky, we might not need to search for the Artifacts anymore at all,” she said. She dug out the doorknob and handed it to him.

      His eyes brightened and he took it gently from her. His gaze went distant as he turned it over in his palms, running his fingers over it as if memorizing its shape. When he was younger, he’d been apprenticed to an Artificer, one of those talented High Fae capable of carving special dragon bones into magical Artifacts. He didn’t get far into his training before he’d been called to ascend the throne, but he was still able to sense an Artifact’s purpose if he focused hard enough.

      His eyes refocused. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he stared down at the doorknob in his hands. Without a word, he stepped past Ophelia and through the tent’s flap, headed outside.

      Ophelia’s heart sank at his reaction, but she struggled to keep up her hope. When she followed him, she saw him stride away from the campfire, toward the hole that had been dug out of the ground nearby and lined with burnt tree trunks and charred rocks. Nearly a hundred Artifacts of all shapes and sizes were heaped up in a loose pile there, and atop them laid a dragon. Even though she was the size of a house, she was curled up like a cat with her razor-sharp talons tucked neatly beneath her chest. When Corrin stopped at the edge of the huge bowl and tossed the latest Artifact at the base of the pile, the dragon—Shadow on the River, or “River” as they called her—cracked one eye open, peering at Corrin. Her scales flickered from sky-blue to a stormy navy, then slowly rippled back again. She grumbled something about annoying Fae who have no respect for slumbering dragons, then closed her eye again. Without looking, she stretched out one claw to snag the new Artifact and drag it into the pile she was sleeping on. She had claimed that laying on treasure hoards—especially magical ones made from the bones of dragon ancestors—made for the most restful naps. Once she’d settled the doorknob in its new place, she lifted one wing up and dropped it over her head to shield her from further disturbances and then went back to her nap.

      Corrin turned back to Ophelia. “It opens any locked door,” he told her, his voice flat. “Nothing at all to do with portals.”

      Ophelia ground her teeth, her frustration welling up again, more sharply than before. Her muscles tensed. She felt so powerless. She couldn’t help her people, couldn’t stop Emalda or her traitorous, usurping younger son Vie. Ophelia couldn’t even find any useful way to comfort Corrin as he went through what had to feel like Hell—doubly betrayed by his family and utterly cut off from his people. Their people. While her bond with Sunny, the dragon monarch, had made her instantly the queen of the Fae, Corrin was the one who had ruled for the past century, since his mother’s banishment. He felt his duty to the Charassian people as strongly as anyone could and she knew it ate at him to leave them without his protection. Just like it ate at her.

      Deep within her, the threads of magic writhed under the force of her emotions. If it wasn’t hampered by all of Earth’s pollution, that power would likely be blasting out of her now even with the control she’d recently learned. And if her temper got much more heated it might do just that even with the pollution.

      She whirled around and kicked a nearby tree trunk. It hurt her toes, but it felt good to be taking some sort of action, even if it was a useless one. “Damn it!” she shouted. “We’ve got to get back! I’ll find a way even if I have to search every single godforsaken inch of this whole forest to find something that can get us home!”

      Her magic began curling up through her, manifesting as sparks at her fingertips. She felt her power begin to drain and she was so angry that she couldn’t quite muster up the will to stop it, even though she knew she needed to conserve it.

      Sunny roused sluggishly within her. The less magic she had, the harder it became for him to surface. “Still yourself, child,” he told her now as he registered what was happening.

      “I can’t be still,” she hissed back at him. “I’ve got to do something. I’ve got to save my people.”

      “You cannot save everyone,” he said, sounding all too reasonable. “And you cannot will yourself home no matter how angry you are. If you push yourself to try to do the impossible, you will only overextend yourself, and then you will be no good to anyone—Corrin, the Fae, and yourself included.”

      She gritted her teeth. She knew what he said made sense. Still, it took her more than a few deep breaths before enough of the tension drained out of her that she could douse the sparks at her fingertips.

      Sunny was right about saving her magic for more useful things. She knew that. He was wrong, though, about not being able to save everyone. She refused to believe that. She had a duty to all of the Fae, and she would find some way to fulfill it.

      “Okay,” she said, looking up at Corrin, who’d been watching with concern but staying quiet while Sunny helped her calm down. “We can figure this out. Let’s talk it through.”

      Corrin sighed and sat down on the ground. She followed suit, leaning back against a tree stump.

      “What do you want to talk through?” Corrin asked, his voice taut. He tugged at the hem of his jeans, which were too short for him and left his ankles exposed to the night breeze.

      “Can you explain Artificing in general?” she said. “Maybe if we start at the very beginning, look at the basics, we can see something we might’ve missed before.”

      He pursed his lips. “Very well. You know that Artificers must scour the Scorched Lands for special dragon bones, the ones that hold remnants of the dragons’ magic. Then they carve them carefully into a shape that fits that magic and allows it to be channeled by a Fae—or, in your case, a human.”

      “For a price,” Ophelia added. She hadn’t used an Artifact yet herself—other than the unique Bone Crown—but Corrin had explained that each of them exacted a cost to activate their magic. The portal Artifact that had been broken required the memory of a sunset. Others might require a drop of blood, or a tear shed in joy, or a year of memory. The greater the magic, the higher the price. Apparently the most powerful and sacred were even rumored to cost a life.

      Corrin nodded jerkily and shifted to glare out at the forest. “Right,” he said. “Which I would be more than happy to pay if we could simply find one that will do what we need.”

      “Well, is there any sort of catalog of them, or⁠—”

      His gaze snapped back to her and he leapt to his feet, his shoulders tight. “Even if there was, it would be on Charassi!” he shouted.

      His frustration stoked the still-smoldering flames of her own emotions, and she curled her hands into her fists, trying to keep herself and her magic under control. “Is there anything that is here on Earth that isn’t an Artifact that could help get us home, then? What about…a wormhole, or something?” She was grasping at straws now, but they’d already exhausted just about every other option.

      “A worm-what?” Corrin snapped, clearly reaching the end of his usually limitless patience.

      “A portal opened with science rather than magic. Or a…tear in the space-time continuum, or something like that.”

      Corrin shook his head with a sharp motion. “No. Such a thing has barely been heard of even in our most outlandish myths.”

      “Well, there can be truth in some myths,” Ophelia pressed. “What sort of legends are we talking about?”

      “Tales from the age of the Exile. It’s said that the Emptiness, the ancestral force of the dragons, ripped a hole through time and the universe itself to save the dragons just as their world was being destroyed. Legend states that some dragons went missing—displaced to other worlds and times.”

      Ophelia frowned. “Well, that doesn’t sound like it would be very helpful even if we could make it happen again. We don’t want to be torn out of the world and plopped down in some random place and time. We need to get somewhere specific.”

      “I know!” Corrin said, flinging his arms out. “But unless you have some dragon bones lying around that I can carve into—” He stopped speaking, his lips parted, a look of shock stealing over his face.

      Alarmed, Ophelia twisted around to see what had happened, but the peace of the night around them was unbroken. “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Dragon bones,” he murmured. He pivoted, turning in a circle, scanning the woods. He lifted a hand and pointed west, toward Tipton. “Ophelia. We need dragon bones. Bones that are already here, on Earth.”

      “You mean…to make a new Artifact from scratch?” Ophelia frowned, not sure what he was getting at. River was a dragon and she was here on Earth, but there was no way she was going to be hacking off any limbs for their benefit.

      Then, through the haze of Ophelia’s confusion, a thin beam of trepidation broke through. She realized the emotion belonged to Sunny. “We know of one dragon who has died on Earth,” he said quietly. “Me.”

      A low rumble sounded from behind them. River’s eyes were open, gleaming darkly in the shadows cast by her wing. She was staring straight at Ophelia, and even though River couldn’t hear Sunny in his current state, Ophelia guessed she must have overheard enough of the conversation to guess exactly what he was suggesting.

      Ophelia’s mind shot to the memory of the first time she’d met Sunny. His terrifying majesty, the way his landing shook the earth and sky both, the way his soul has nestled within her as his body went lifeless. She’d passed out not long after—overwhelmed by magic and shock—but she knew that Corrin couldn’t have brought Sunny’s body back to Charassi. Not by himself, while carrying an unconscious human. Which meant Tipton had been Sunny’s final resting place. She recoiled, disturbed. “No!” she said immediately. “Absolutely not, we’ll find another way. We are not exhuming my dragon’s corpse for our own benefit!” River rumbled again, and this time it sounded more like a growl.

      Corrin winced. “I know, I know. I’m sorry to even suggest it. But…I fear it may be our only option. And we wouldn’t truly be ‘exhuming’ the body, since it’s not buried.”

      “Really?” Ophelia asked, startled. “How has it not been found by now? I know the woods were searched when I first went missing. If the Artifacts got people riled up, I can only imagine what kind of response there would have been from finding the remains of a dragon.”

      “I left a notice-me-not Artifact charm with the body before I took you back to Charassi, so humans wouldn’t stumble on it.”

      She had seen Sunny injured, dying, his opalescent blood seeping into the ground. It had been terrible then and she hadn’t even known him. Now his soul was wrapped up in her own, and she felt horrified at the prospect of seeing his dead body—which had surely begun decaying by now.

      “It is not like that,” Sunny said, still sounding subdued but not nearly as horrified as she thought he should be. “Dragons decompose almost overnight once our souls are gone. We do not deign to rot.”

      That startled a half-laugh out of her. “Still,” she said to him, “we couldn’t just use you that way. These are your bones.” What she didn’t—couldn’t—say was that some part of her still held out hope that they could find a way to give him his body back. But if they began carving Artifacts out of it, that would surely mean that any chance of restoring Sunny to life would be gone for good. Her heart ached at the thought. Her dragon deserved more of a life than being stuck in her head.

      River pulled back her wings and stood atop the pile of Artifacts, giving up all pretense of napping. “You are right,” she said to Ophelia. “They are his bones. And it is his decision what to do with them.”

      Corrin looked from Ophelia to River. Then, resolute, he nodded. “That is right, Sun in the Black Sky,” he said. “This can only be your choice.”

      Sunny was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I wish to go home. And I wish to help you stop Emalda, the defiler. Use my bones to achieve this purpose, and I will lend all my will to helping Corrin create an Artifact that can return us to Charassi.”

      Ophelia reluctantly relayed this to Corrin. The prince nodded. “Very well. We should move quickly, then.”

      It was a somber group that made their way through the woods toward the edge of the state park. River kept her wings tucked tight against her back, her eyes narrowed to slits with some draconic emotion that Ophelia couldn’t decipher. Sunny was quiet in her head, though he felt more tired and muted than ever before.

      They came upon the spot of Sunny’s landing without warning. One moment, the trees were thick around them, the last few yellow and brown leaves rattling in the wind. The next, there was nothing but splintered branches and destroyed tree trunks, and great gouges dug out of the ground in the exact shape of dragon talons.

      Ophelia’s heart felt caught, like a fish on a line. She struggled for breath. She spotted a shredded tree trunk and began walking toward it, as if in a dream. She had hidden in this spot when Sunny had landed and upended her whole life. It had been here that she had first laid eyes on him: blazing like a sun-storm, so beautiful and terrifying she’d scarcely been able to take him in.

      She took a breath to try to center herself and then turned her head. Corrin had removed the Artifact, and the bones stood before her, as thick as Ophelia’s torso and scattered across all of the broken branches and tree trunks. Seeing them didn’t feel quite like she’d expected. She wasn’t horrified or repulsed. Rather than spooky, this place felt almost…holy. She wasn’t really a religious person but it was the only word that fit. This was a sacred place.

      A low, rumbling sort of moan emanated from the edge of the clearing. The sound made the fine hairs on Ophelia’s arms rise. It was River. Her head was lowered, her snout touching a massive, gleaming white skull. Its fangs were as long as sabers, and the emptiness of its eye sockets looked all the more wrong because Ophelia had seen the luminous golden eyes that used to be there.

      River tipped her head back and roared, a deep, mournful ululation. A jet of inky-blue color erupted from her jaws, arcing into the sky and bleeding out above them like ink, winding across the stars until they rippled as if underwater. It looked like a magical version of the northern lights. A feeling swelled within Ophelia at the sight, at River’s cry of grief for the dragon she had cared for, who was lost to her in so many ways even though he was not truly dead. Ophelia swallowed thickly and realized she was crying.

      Gentle fingers closed around hers. Corrin stood shoulder to shoulder with her, his own head tipped back as he gazed somberly at the sky. He said nothing, because it was not for him to speak at this moment, but his silent support and the sadness in his gaze spoke volumes. Ophelia squeezed his hand and laid her head on his shoulder. Relief echoed within her at his support. They hadn’t truly been fighting with each other earlier—they’d both just been strung out and exhausted—but it was good to know that he was still on her side.

      River’s roar quieted. The inky-blue lights faded and flickered out. “It is our tribute to our fallen,” she said, “and to the Emptiness that takes them.”

      “Tell her that I honor her for her tribute,” Sunny said quietly, a deep grief of his own winding through the words.

      Ophelia relayed his message. River bowed her head and touched the tip of her snout to Ophelia’s head like a benediction. Then, she turned and slipped back into the forest. “It is not for me to stay and participate in this,” she said. “It is for the Fae to turn death into purpose. I will meet you back at our camp.”

      Ophelia nodded, wiped her eyes, and looked at the bones scattered all around them. “Okay,” she said to Corrin. “Where do we start?”
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      Back when Corrin had apprenticed as an Artificer, he had imagined what it would be like to craft an Artifact. He had pictured himself traveling across the Frostflow Sea as the moon waxed and waned above his sails. His journey would take him to the perilous and beautiful Scorched Lands where monsters kept their graveyards. He would hide himself craftily from the living dragons and search through the remains of their dead. The bone he needed would sing to him, he’d thought, because that was how his master had described the sensation of locating potential Artifacts. Once he’d found it, he would steal it away back to civilization. There he would spend months or years carefully studying and carving it. It had seemed like a grand and lovely adventure, a way to meaningfully contribute to his people before he eventually took the throne.

      Except what he was experiencing now was nothing like what he’d imagined.

      He was on his knees, his clothing rent and muddied from his search through the clearing. Laying across his open palm was the talon of a dragon, and it wasn’t singing to him—it was roaring. The feelings within it had wrenched at him from the moment he had picked it up: rage, helplessness, agony. These were what Sun in the Black Sky had been feeling at the moment his body died.

      Corrin tried to pry his mind away, tried to separate himself from the emotions held within the talon’s latent magic. But it took much more mental wrestling than he had anticipated, because this dragon wasn’t some unknown monster from a distant isle; he had been, and still was, an ally. And his body was dead because of Corrin’s actions.

      Corrin gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. He could still picture the beautiful bloom of inky-blue between the stars, the sorrow in River’s roar of tribute. How foolish he had been, to think of the dragons as uncivilized and monstrous just because their culture was unfamiliar. And how he regretted it now.

      Yet for all that, he would not change the events that had come to pass. If he hadn’t pursued Sunny here, he never would have met Ophelia. She would not have magic and would not be the High Queen. His people would have no chance at all in their war against his mother and her Unmaking curse. Still, though—he regretted that his actions had resulted in Sunny’s death. That regret kept him from being able to separate his own pain from the pain that resonated within the talon in his hands.

      So he gave in to it instead. He bowed his head and let his eyes well up. “I am sorry,” he whispered to the claw. “I wronged you, and I am sorry.”

      The talon’s mental roar quieted slightly. Corrin sat with it as the moon rose above them, paying no attention to Ophelia, who was picking through bones on the other side of the clearing. After what felt like perhaps half an hour, the talon’s magic had subsided from a roar to something calmer and more open to his senses. Corrin sighed, wiped his face off, and stood.

      “I believe this one has the potential to become an Artifact,” he told Ophelia, who quickly hurried to him. She looked almost as tired as he felt, but she carried it far better. Her skin was a touch darker than his—inherited from her Latina mother, she had told him—which made the purple smudges beneath her eyes less visible. Her golden-brown hair was pulled into its usual messy ponytail, looking as vibrant and beautiful as ever. Several rebellious wisps had escaped and were falling around her face or snagged in the Bone Crown. She had a runner’s physique, lean and muscled and wound tight like a spring, as if she might leap in any direction without warning. His heart lightened just to see her. She always had hope in her eyes and a spark in her spirit, no matter how bad the situation looked. He wasn’t sure how he would have fared this last fortnight if she had not been there to keep him steady.

      “Really?” she said now, those lovely gray eyes of hers lighting up. She held out her hands, and Corrin carefully placed the talon across her palms. She gently turned it over, taking care with its sharp edge, and then handed it back to him with a shake of her head. “I feel…something, maybe. It’s hard to tell.”

      “That is to be expected. Dragons and anyone with a bond can sense Artifacts, but this isn’t an Artifact yet.”

      “How long will it take to turn it into one?”

      He grimaced. High Fae Artificers took great care when crafting new Artifacts, and it often was the work of months, years, or even a lifetime to finish one. He had far less time than that. “I will go as quickly as I can, but I cannot promise anything. Not even what it will do when it is finished. I’ve not yet been able to sense what purpose lies within it.”

      Ophelia’s gaze went distant for a moment, as it did sometimes when she was listening to the voice of her dragon. He felt the slightest flicker of envy but squashed it quickly and ruthlessly. He had no right to feel jealous of her dragon bond. No matter that he had spent the last hundred years trying to win one for himself. He did, however, allow himself to wonder what it was like to have such a close and constant partner—a creature utterly unlike yourself, but wholly a part of you just the same. And the magic; how would that feel inside of him? He’d thought about it so much in the last century, had trained his mind and body to be able to wield magic efficiently, and
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