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       To anyone who wanted to burn it all down and rise from the ashes.
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        Houses

      

      The twelve houses of Alandria were split into four groups based on how they perceived the use of magic: Woodloch to the wooded west, Viland to the hills of the east, Tosin to the mountains of the north, and Moran to the rocky south. Though the twelve houses are autonomous, the Society rules over all.

      
        Woodloch

        
          	MAGIC SHOULD BE USED FOR MIGHT.
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          	MAGIC SHOULD BE USED FOR NOTHING.
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          	Elsiande
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        Chapter One

        The Throne

      

      This was the wrong dress to take down an empire.

      But it would have to do.

      Kerrigan’s emerald eyes were haunted as she stared at her wan expression in the trifold mirror. She was under a mountain again. Inside the House of Shadows. Safe. For now. She should have felt confident, ready, anything other than the melancholy that had descended as she stepped inside Ravinia Mountain in preparation for Fordham Ollivier to reclaim his throne.

      “You look like you’re going to your death,” Darby said as she stuck another pin in Kerrigan’s bright red hair in an attempt to control the unruly waves.

      Kerrigan forced a smile for her oldest friend in the world. “It’s been a long day.”

      Darby met her eyes in the mirror. “A long year.”

      She looked like she wanted to say more. Like she wanted more than the barest explanation of what had happened to Kerrigan in the land of the gods, but Kerrigan didn’t feel ready for that. Her mission was most important. She’d deal with everything else later.

      “This is step one,” Darby reminded her. She reached for another pin on the vanity, her onyx skin highlighted in the flickering candlelight. “You just have to survive today, and then you can go back to beating people up.”

      That earned a real laugh from Kerrigan. “I don’t want to just beat people up.”

      “Don’t you?”

      Kerrigan grinned. “Maybe a little.”

      She had turned to politics to fight for the humans and half-Fae who didn’t have anyone to fight for them. But she was not a natural at it. She had always preferred to let her fists and magic talk for her. It would be better to leave the rest of that to Fordham.

      Soon she’d be on her dragon’s back again, flying into battle. Soon, but not yet.

      “I think that’s it,” Darby said as she shoved in a final pin.

      Kerrigan twirled in a circle, feeling the black-and-silver silk slide around her legs. The dress had been prepared for her the last time she was in the House of Shadows. Since there had been no forewarning about their arrival, she’d had to make do with what was available. Namely an out-of-date dress with a corset that pushed her breasts up nearly to her chin and poofy layers that extended past her hips. It wouldn’t have been her choice, and she definitely couldn’t fight in it.

      “You look ridiculous.” Clover appeared from the balcony, dressed down in pants and a fitted tunic. She took a draw on her cigarette as she eyed Kerrigan’s dress with skepticism.

      Kerrigan turned to her friend. “Tell me about it.”

      “Don’t smoke that in here!” Darby said as she headed for her girlfriend.

      “Loch isn’t even illegal here,” Clover said as she puffed a circle of it into Darby’s face.

      Darby waved her hand in front of her face. “But we’re in short supply.”

      Clover frowned at that. She had a chronic illness with debilitating pain, and the only thing that had ever helped had been the illicit substance. Now that they were out of the city, it was going to be hard to get more.

      “Don’t fight,” Hadrian called from the balcony.

      “She’s decent,” Clover said on a relieved exhale. “You can come in.”

      Hadrian appeared then. His light brown skin was nearly the same color as Clover’s, but it was the blue of his hair that made him stand out. He wrinkled his nose at Kerrigan when he walked in.

      Hadrian shrugged. “You look…” His hands widened. “Uh…classy?”

      “I know. I know,” she said to the trio. “It’s not the best dress.”

      “They’ll like it though,” Darby said, folding into Clover’s arm. Hadrian wrapped an arm around Clover’s shoulders.

      The trio still baffled Kerrigan at times. In some ways, it made perfect sense. Darby and Clover had always had a thing for each other. Hadrian and Clover had always been at each other’s throats. The fact that it worked for them to be together was amazing, and Kerrigan was happy for them.

      “Let’s hope a fight doesn’t break out,” she grumbled.

      “The only time I’ll ever hear you say that,” Clover said.

      “Well, wish me luck.”

      Hadrian chuckled. “You won’t need it.”

      With that vote of confidence, Kerrigan headed for the door. It swung open on a breath, and there stood Delle. Her mother, Adelaide, was Fordham’s chief attendant under the mountain, and Delle was to be his attendant while he was at Draco Mountain for the Society. Since that wasn’t happening any time soon, she had been reassigned to Kerrigan.

      “Mistress Kerrigan,” Delle said with a short bow, “don’t you look lovely?”

      “Thank you, Delle. Is Fordham ready?”

      Delle stiffened at the informal use of Fordham’s name, but Kerrigan didn’t care about formalities anymore. Not after all they had endured together to get to this point. Delle should be glad Kerrigan wasn’t calling him by his shortened nickname, Ford—or worse, princeling.

      “His Majesty awaits you at the entrance to the throne room. I am to escort you.” Delle hesitated. “Are you sure you would not like a look at the crown jewels?”

      Kerrigan remembered the last time she was here. How all the full-blood Fae had been festooned in gemstones, with them dripping from necks, wrists, fingers, and even attached to the sharp points of their ears. She had been left bare, an ornament herself to the crown prince. She was still a half-Fae to them, her mere presence anathema to their beliefs. She had enough shock value today without adding jewels to the mix.

      The only jewelry she needed was her mother’s gold bangle. One of the most powerful magical artifacts in existence and a way for Kerrigan to portal between locations.

      “No thank you, Delle.”

      Though she looked concerned, she said nothing, just gestured for Kerrigan to leave the residence.

      Kerrigan pulled Darby in for a hug. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

      “Chin up.”

      Then Kerrigan was breaking from her friend and following Delle down the corridor toward the throne room. Until her father had deposited her on the doorstep of the House of Dragons for the crime of being half-Fae, Kerrigan had been raised as a princess. Kerrigan Felicity Argon, first of the House of Cruse, destined for the Bryonican throne. She knew the drill. Even if she was walking into a pit of vipers, she had to appear unaffected. So she lifted her chin and walked straight to her waiting beau.

      She felt Fordham before she saw him.

      The weight of the mating bond was a taut rope between them. After having fractured into pieces, it was pulsing and alive, and she was still unaccustomed to its presence, even though it was the most natural thing in the world.

      At the slight tug on the bond, Fordham turned around. Her breath caught. He was without a doubt the most devastatingly beautiful male she had ever seen. The first time she’d seen him had been across the dragon tournament arena, cloaked in black shadow, radiating sinister energy. She had thought him beautiful then, and as they went from enemies to allies to lovers to mates, she had found him more compelling every time.

      He wore a black suit with silver stitching and a black cravat against his pale throat. His body was long and corded with muscle from years as a soldier, then as a dragon rider, and finally as a gladiator. His shoulders were broad and his waist narrow, the suit a touch tighter on him than when he’d last been here. His last six months of training had erased the final vestiges of youth and bulked out his immaculate figure. Despite that, the hollows under his eyes were a bluish purple that spoke of a soldier still haunted by memories of those he’d slain and the torment he’d endured. But when his liquid-silver eyes lit on Kerrigan, that all slipped away. And it was just a besotted man before the love of his life.

      “Kerrigan,” he breathed, his eyes traveling the length of her.

      “You look…” they both started at the same time.

      He laughed. “A vision.”

      “As are you,” she said, straightening his cravat. “Are you ready to speak to your subjects?”

      “Not quite.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “We’re doing the right thing.”

      “I know.” His eyes dipped her to mouth and resolutely back up. “But I have been doing this all wrong from the beginning, and I don’t wish to mess this up.”

      “You aren’t going to mess this up. You are the rightful king.”

      “Not that,” he said.

      Shadows appeared around his hand, and for a second, he slipped his hand into them. Kerrigan’s eyes widened as he removed a small, black velvet box.

      “What a party trick,” she whispered.

      “Ollivier trick,” he said with a wink. Then he opened the box to reveal a ring.

      Her ears were ringing as she realized what he meant—that he had not been talking about his throne or his people or the upcoming war at all. He had been talking about her.

      “I’ve loved you since the tournament. I loved you as a rider. I loved you in another world, among the gods, as a gladiator. You were the only thing that kept me going all those long months. I promised you that I would do this the right way, that I would court you properly.” He smirked with a small shrug. “But nothing with you has ever been proper, and I have found that is just the way I want it to be. Here with you, my mate, in my arms, in my life, as my queen. So will you, Kerrigan Felicity Argon, do me the honor of being my wife?”

      “Yes.”

      The word flew out of her mouth before conscious thought returned.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she gasped.

      She jumped into his arms, and he twirled her in place. When he finally put her back on her feet, he removed the ring from the box and slid it onto her ring finger. It fit as if it were made for her. At the center of a gold-filigree band was a large diamond with smaller diamonds on either side. It looked like an antique.

      Well, this jewelry she would wear.

      “It was my mother’s,” Fordham explained.

      Kerrigan’s heart clenched. “I love it.”

      Fordham’s fingers moved to her chin, lifting her head to look up at him. “I love you.”

      Then his lips were on her, hungry and inviting. A promise of what was to come. A cleared throat was the only thing that kept them from indulging.

      “Your Majesty,” Adelaide said behind them, “they’re ready for you.”

      “Of course,” Fordham said.

      He turned to face the double doors. Kerrigan slid her hand into the crook of his arm, putting the royal engagement ring on full display. They both straightened as the doors slid open, and displayed before them was the House of Shadows court.

      Fordham moved first, walking them down the aisle toward the waiting throne cast in solid black granite that towered over the rest of the room. A smaller black-and-white marble throne was positioned next to the first throne. A queen’s throne. Kerrigan resisted thinking about that just yet. There would be more time to consider the implications after their positions were more secure.

      A gasp rang up from the assembled peerage as they got a good look at Kerrigan. The House of Shadows had notoriously hated humans and half-Fae, and seeing her on the arm of their king had to be a shock. An engagement ring on her finger must have made them enraged. The murmuring grew louder as they continued down the bloodred carpet to the dais.

      Neither of them said or did anything about it. They let the news spread like wildfire until all assembled knew what was before them. Their king and his half-Fae queen—soon-to-be at least.

      Fordham assisted her up the steps to the dais and let her sink into the queen’s throne. Fordham’s sister, Wynter, was resplendent in black and silver, the Ollivier colors. She was seated next to his cousin Prescott in a place of prominence. He shot Kerrigan a reassuring smile—one of the only friendly faces in the room.

      A choked gasp came from the woman next to them. Kerrigan got her first look at Viviana, the former queen, who had negotiated such a poor treaty for her subjects after being defeated in battle by the Society. The woman looked askance at Kerrigan sitting in what she must have considered her place.

      Kerrigan had better things to do than flaunt herself on a throne. In fact, this was the last place she wanted to be, but it made the most logical strategic sense. A handful of rogue resisters weren’t going to win against the Society full of dragon riders, not even with Kerrigan and Fordham and their new powers at the helm. They needed power, and the House of Shadows had a standing army—not to mention a hatred for the Society.

      It was something she had in common with Fordham’s subjects, as the Society was currently being run by Kerrigan’s former mentor, Bastian, a power-hungry dictator who despised humans and half-Fae and had seized control of the government by murdering all dissenters…and stealing Kerrigan’s magic.

      Now she was back in Alandria with magic to spare, and it was time to end this thing once and for all.

      Fordham took a seat on the black throne.

      “I, Fordham Ollivier, king of the House of Shadows, head of the Dark Court, leader of House Charbonnet, the rightful ruler of all of Alandria, hereby declare war against the Society.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Two

        The War Council

      

      The king’s advisers were flapping their arms like wings, pointing fingers, and gesturing dramatically. And it was all about her.

      Kerrigan had to fight back a smirk. As if being upset with their king was going to get him to throw Kerrigan aside for someone more acceptable to the general populace. They had no idea what she and Fordham had been through or what it would take to end the curse on his family. There was only one option forward. They would get to it eventually.

      “Enough,” Fordham said in that icy tone that brooked no argument.

      The room quieted, but the tension was thick in the air.

      “You come to my war room, not to discuss going to war with the Society but my choice of bride?” Fordham’s eyes roamed the dozen people standing on the other side of the massive desk. “I am your king. This is not a discussion.”

      “Your Majesty”—a graying Fae with pale skin and lavish robes gestured to Fordham—“we recognize your authority, but you have been away for some time.”

      “That’s an understatement, René,” another Fae male snarled. He was much younger, closer to Fordham’s age, with stark-white hair brushed off his forehead and piercing blue eyes. “You were exiled from our halls. You abandoned us to the very Society you wish to overthrow. You fought with them against your own people.” He beat his fist against the table, and it rattled. “You disgraced us.”

      Fordham stood very still as he stared down his nose at the male. Kerrigan didn’t know how he had the restraint. She wanted to punch him just for laying out the history as if it was how it had all happened.

      “Barron, stand down,” René said.

      “I will not,” Barron said. “I said nothing when he came back. I said nothing when his sister claimed the throne after him. At least she was here when the walls fell. At least she fought with us.”

      Prescott jumped up in indignation, but Wynter put her hand out to stop him. “I only returned as regent,” she corrected swiftly. “I held it in my brother’s absence, and I made that clear from the start. Fordham Ollivier is the rightful king of the House of Shadows. Whatever you say, Barron, keep my name out of it.”

      Kerrigan kept her expression neutral, but internally she was grateful for Wynter. Before, she had been their enemy and nearly killed Fordham. But her mind had been against her, and after treatment, she was much more clearheaded and a good ally.

      Especially because Fordham had not just “left” his throne. Kerrigan and Fordham had fallen through a portal into the land of the gods. They had clawed their way out of the horrible world with hopes of bringing home magic that could save their people from the Red Masks. Not that they had any intention of telling Fordham’s subjects the gritty details of those trials.

      “You can say what you want,” Barron continued, waving his fist at them. “You can rewrite history however you see fit, but you’re just proving that you’re not fit for the throne. And I’ll happily speak for the whole Laurent family.”

      Fordham nodded once. “A rousing show, Barron.”

      “I have been here in your absence.”

      “Opportunistic of you,” Fordham said dryly.

      Barron’s face purpled at the quip. “I was here when you were gallivanting around the empire, sullying your good name with a half-Fae. The Laurents deserve more respect for holding up the kingdom and weathering your absence.”

      “Hear, hear!” came voices from the Laurent side.

      “And the Blanchards!” another chimed in.

      Another round of cries for their family.

      “And what of the Olliviers?”

      A cheer came from the center of the room—Fae who would kill rather than see another royal house on the throne.

      “Are you suggesting that I am not fit for the throne that I inherited? That I did not stand at my father’s side for years learning how to take over?” Fordham set his palms flat on the table. “Or are you saying something else? That an Ollivier is not fit for the throne? Are you suggesting a Blanchard or a Laurent instead?”

      Barron certainly seemed to think that, but before he could say otherwise, a female Fae stepped forward. “No one is suggesting that there is a more worthy successor to your father, the great King Samael Ollivier.” She wore glittering jewelry on every part of her body and even threaded into her gown.

      “Exactly, Celeste,” another male said. “That wasn’t the implication. We support your right to rule.”

      Celeste waved her bejeweled hand. “Only that allying with a Blanchard or a Laurent would…show greater support for our people.”

      Kerrigan lifted her chin. She knew exactly what they meant by that—and the dangerous line they were walking.

      “Speak plainly,” Fordham said in a voice that said they should absolutely not do that.

      She gestured to the female at her side. “My daughter, Aurelie, would be an option.”

      Viviana huffed. Aurelie’s cheeks heated and she took a step backward as if she did not want to be a part of this conversation.

      “Viviana would be a better choice,” René said.

      All eyes turned to the dowager queen. “I wouldn’t be opposed,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes at Fordham.

      Which was an understatement. Viviana had been trying to get her claws into Fordham while she had been married to his father. But as a Blanchard and the dowager queen, she was someone the people already recognized.

      Fordham drummed his fingers against the table. He never once glanced at his father’s widow, only around at his subjects: Barron, who looked as if he wanted to be the one marrying the queen and taking Fordham’s place; René, who seemed genuine about his concerns; Celeste, who might have put her own hat in the ring if she thought it would get her a seat on a throne. Then finally, he looked to Kerrigan. Their eyes met and her heart skipped a beat.

      “What do you think?” His face was somber, but his eyes were sparking with mischievous danger.

      “That this has gone on long enough.”

      He nodded once. Then he took her left hand in his and placed a kiss on the finger that held his mother’s ring. “My queen.”

      Viviana snorted. “You’d defile these halls with that leatha?”

      Kerrigan didn’t even have time to sneer at the racial slur that meant, generously, half-breed bitch, because Fordham reacted on a hair trigger. His black shadows erupted into the room. Not the trickle he’d had before they’d landed in Domara, been sold into slavery, and entered into a gladiator tournament but the roar that he had now that their mating bond had been connected through the Daijan bond, which allowed them to share powers. His magic was now magnified by her own immense power.

      The room went dark. A pitch-black nothingness that sent screams into the room. It was choking and oppressive, like being dipped in inky, suffocating smoke. Like there would never be light again.

      Even though Kerrigan could never fear something that came from Fordham ever again, even though the shadows were as much at her command now as his, even though the fear was intoxicating in its own way, she still felt the weight in the gesture.

      This was pain magnified. And Fordham should have been able to control his shadows better. His reaction was an outburst that they couldn’t afford unless they wanted to take this throne a different way.

      So she put her hand on Fordham’s shoulder. At the touch, she felt something release, and the darkness receded enough to bring back the light.

      His shadows still writhed across his extended arm, which was pointed at Viviana, who was choking in the corner. Black smoke encircled her throat, lifting her off her feet. His face was hard and unyielding, the dark prince he’d had to be for so long to survive this court. He was that male no longer, and Kerrigan hated to see it on him, even in defending her.

      “I can fight my own battles,” she told him.

      He ground his teeth together. It seemed like he didn’t want to control his outburst. He wanted to snuff the life out of this sniveling female who had sold out his kingdom and insulted his love. No one would stop him. In fact, most would revel in it. To gain power in the House of Shadows, you had to take it. But Kerrigan didn’t want to know what it would do to him afterward.

      “Fordham,” she said in an insistent tone.

      His shadows dropped, and Viviana fell with them. She landed on her hands and knees, gasping for breath. Tears streamed down her perfectly made-up face. Red marks ringed her neck, and claw marks from her scratching at the invisible shadow bonds were visible.

      “In case you didn’t know,” Kerrigan said evenly, “that isn’t a word we use in polite company.”

      Viviana glared up at her. But she knew better than to insult her again. At least that lesson had been learned…for now.

      Kerrigan placed her hands on the table and addressed the room. “The real threat is out there.” She pointed away from the House of Shadows and the Dark Court and Ravinia Mountain. “It’s inside Draco Mountain, inside the heart of the Society. The Red Masks have infiltrated and taken over the government. They’re killing people and removing the magic of any humans or half-Fae who have it. I realize that you don’t care about them, about anyone like me, but the Red Masks are the same people who don’t want you to have a seat at the table, the same ones who stripped you of your rights, and I was the only one there defending you.”

      The Fae looked skeptical of this. They looked back and forth between Kerrigan and Fordham as if this were some trick.

      “Fordham had already left to remove the curse on the Ollivier line. I had to renounce my place with the House of Shadows or else not become a Society member. But when they gave me that option, I made them stop and think about the choice they had made with you. I had been within your walls. I knew the hold the thousand-year barrier put on your people, and I was the one who took it down, not Wynter.” She pointed at the princess, who nodded her agreement. “I did that. I helped your king remove his curse. I fought for your rights. And I am still here.” She lifted her chin. “Me. The half-Fae, the leatha that upsets your sensibilities. I’m the one fighting for House Charbonnet, and I’m going to be the one married to your king. You can accept that now, or you can be on the losing side of history.”

      Silence followed her declaration. It was a risk speaking to the nobility like this. They had spent far too long hating people like her, but she had to put it all out there, and she couldn’t hide behind Fordham forever. She could have told them about the shadows she now controlled, about the fact that she wasn’t half-human at all but what the gods called a Fae-touched demi-Doma—half-Fae, half-god—or that she could open portals at will. But none of that would make them respect her, only fear her.

      She’d try for respect first, and if it came to it, she’d take their fear.

      “As you say,” René finally said with a slight bob of his head.

      Viviana looked like she wanted to run him through with a sword, but she was still panting and desperate on the ground.

      “My queen.” Barron offered Viviana a hand. “No pretty speeches are going to change my mind.”

      Viviana took his hand and came to her feet. “Blanchard and Laurent are united in this.” Then she let Barron escort her out.

      The rest of the Fae assembled watched as the line was drawn in the sand. It wasn’t clear which side those still in the room were on, but if it was Fordham’s power that kept them in line, then so be it.

      Kerrigan knew this was only a first step, that it was all far from over. But they had won today.

      “Good,” Fordham said smoothly. “Now, start over with where we are on the army.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Three

        The Solution

      

      “I wasn’t sure if it was going to get bloody in there,” Wynter said once the council had dissolved some hours later.

      “From me or her?” Fordham asked.

      Wynter shrugged. “All of the above.”

      “Fair,” Kerrigan said as she flopped back into a seat and rubbed her temples.

      Prescott shook his head. “Barron is not going to accept any of this.”

      “He’s not,” Wynter agreed.

      “Before Arbor died,” Prescott said, choking on the word. Arbor was his sister and closest friend, and she’d been killed for treason in the capital. Fordham had recalled Prescott back to the House of Shadows. He seemed to just be coming out of his fugue state. “I…had a relationship with him.”

      “With Barron?” Fordham asked, aghast.

      “It was purely sexual,” Prescott said. “I stopped it at Arbor’s insistence. He’s a little violent.”

      “You think?” Wynter asked with a shake of her head. “What were you thinking?”

      “He was a good time,” Prescott said with a shrug.

      “Could you rekindle this relationship?” Wynter asked.

      “We’d never ask you to do that,” Fordham said quickly. “I wouldn’t risk you.”

      Prescott glanced between them. “He’d know it’s a trick. Plus, I’m not who I once was, not without Arbor. Unless…”

      “Unless?” Wynter prodded.

      Prescott glanced between them. Sometimes it was uncanny how much he looked like Fordham. Before Arbor died, he’d been this vivacious character who could charm the pants off anyone. Apparently that meant Barron Laurent. “Unless you humiliate me and he thinks I’d have reason to defect.”

      Fordham pursed his lips. “I don’t like this plan.”

      “We should consider it,” Kerrigan said.

      Prescott sighed. “If this is how I make up for what happened with Arbor, then I’ll do it.” He came to his feet and ran a hand through his hair. “I should probably go set the stage at least.”

      “Pres, you don’t have to,” Fordham argued.

      “I know,” Prescott said. “But it’s what Arbor would do.”

      Then he left the war chamber behind. Kerrigan’s heart went out to him. He’d been a pawn for so long, and now it looked like he was yearning for redemption.

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Wynter promised Fordham. He just nodded.

      “Viviana is also going to be a problem,” Kerrigan added.

      “She always has been,” Wynter said. “And now, without our father to temper her anger, she’ll be worse than ever.”

      “Suggestions?” Fordham asked.

      “Kill her,” a smooth-as-honey voice said, filling the room.

      Kerrigan’s head snapped up as Dozan Rook stepped into the war council chamber. She shouldn’t have been surprised that he knew how to access the room. He had always been as slippery as a snake and twice as dangerous. He was dressed in his typical Wastes garb—black suit, red vest, and bloodred cravat with the Rook R pin at his collar. No matter that the Wastes had been destroyed in the Red Masks’ coup of the city. Dozan would forever be an underworld king.

      “Should I be concerned that there are spies within my halls?” Fordham growled.

      Despite Fordham’s displeasure, he and Dozan had learned to work together. They had both been fighting for Kerrigan. Dozan had been her first obsession—first everything—but he’d respected Kerrigan’s choice in the end. Anyway, she was pretty sure something was going on between him and Wynter, even if neither of them would admit it.

      “I’ve cleared out the others,” Dozan said with a smirk.

      “Do I even want to know what that means?”

      Dozan shrugged, unconcerned, as he ran a hand through his brown-red hair and came to Wynter’s side. “I didn’t do it for you,” he said as his eyes moved to Kerrigan’s, “but for her.”

      Wynter stepped away from him at that admission. “Regardless of why Dozan is here or his methods, it’s hard to deny that they are effective. We need every manner of tool we can get.”

      “And as to his…suggestion?” Fordham asked.

      “Killing her is the easiest solution,” Dozan said with another shrug. “Publicly, for her dissent. Then no one will question you.”

      “Why am I not surprised the guy who murdered his whole family to become king of the Wastes would suggest this option?” Kerrigan quipped.

      Dozan arched an eyebrow and leaned his hip into the war table. “Always here for good advice, princess.”

      “Killing her would bring all the Blanchards down on our heads,” Fordham said.

      “They’d appreciate the power move,” Dozan argued.

      “He’s not wrong,” Wynter said. Fordham opened his mouth to argue, but she held up her hand. “But it’s not the right move here. We need them all on our side. We need a power play. Something stronger than you walking into a room with Kerrigan on your arm. Something bigger than your mother’s ring and our father’s throne.”

      “I’m not marrying Viviana,” Fordham snarled. He thrust his hand toward the door. “That was the bullshit that they argued.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting that,” she hissed right back at him.

      Shadows bloomed on both of their hands as the sibling argument threatened to escalate. They were still not accustomed to their truce. They hadn’t been raised to do this together. It was all new territory.

      “What is your suggestion then?” Kerrigan asked gently.

      “A coronation,” Wynter said.

      “Oh,” Kerrigan said. “Actually…”

      Dozan nodded. “Not a bad idea.”

      Fordham stalked away from the table. “Must we?”

      “It’d be public. It’d be undeniable. The entire kingdom would be present to see you crowned.”

      Fordham paced back and forth across the room with his head bowed. Wynter was still listing the many virtues of why a coronation should fit into their plans despite a war on the horizon, but Fordham seemed unable to hear her.

      Kerrigan knew that look, had seen it on his visage back in Domara when he had been enslaved and lost to Iris’s torture.

      “Hey,” she said softly, putting her hand on his sleeve to stop him.

      He cast his gray eyes upon her, looking as if he were coming out of a deep fog. “Hmm?”

      “Where did you go?”

      He shook his head. “There must be another solution.”

      “A wedding,” Dozan quipped, his voice laced with derision.

      “We’re trying to make them like him,” Wynter reminded him. “Marrying a half-Fae will not make them more amenable to Fordham’s throne. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Kerrigan said. Wynter was only being pragmatic.

      “They will if she does her new party tricks at the ceremony.” Dozan drew a rainbow above his head like a banner. “Think, Kerrigan controlling some dark shadows. A new portal opened at her behest. A live beheading of the former queen.”

      “Dozan,” Kerrigan growled.

      “Come on, princess. I know you want to show off, get back in the ring.”

      “This isn’t the Dragon Ring.” She clenched her jaw and turned her back on Dozan. That wasn’t the problem here. She’d been one of Dozan’s best fighters in his fighting pit. She was still one of the best fighters and had only improved in her gladiatorial endeavors, but that sort of thing wasn’t going to win a war. “We need to focus on what’s ahead of us. If the wedding will do that, then sure, let’s get married. If not, then we need something else to win people over. Because we cannot beat the Society alone.”

      That was the crux of the problem. They had to cater to the House of Shadows, because how else were they going to stop an all-powerful dragon-rider government? They held all the cards.

      “Will a wedding fix it?” Kerrigan asked Fordham. “With all the bells and whistles?”

      He paused as if contemplating the idea. “Do you want to get married here? I always thought…” He sighed. “I always thought you’d want to get married back home in Kinkadia or at Waisley.”

      Her heart constricted. She hadn’t put much thought into her wedding day. She’d believed that she would be forced to marry her betrothed, Lord Ashby March, until they had sidestepped that with Fordham outranking him. He’d been a welcome casualty the night the Society fell to the Red Masks. So the idea of a wedding had always felt like more nightmare than anything to her. The idea of marrying Fordham? Well, that was something else entirely.

      Now that he had her thinking…what did she want? Waisley was her home in Bryonica. She’d adored the estate as a child, but Kinkadia was where she had grown up. She knew the streets like the back of her hand. Would she give either of those dreams up to marry Fordham inside the cold Ravinia Mountain to satisfy his people?

      Yes.

      If it worked, she’d do it.

      “If I get to marry you, then it doesn’t matter.”

      He frowned at that assessment, as if he didn’t like that she was giving up a dream for him. As if he wasn’t the dream.

      “I’ll do it,” Fordham said, turning away from Kerrigan. “The coronation.”

      Kerrigan blinked. “But I thought you didn’t want to.”

      “I’d rather that than sacrifice our wedding for their depravity.”

      “A white knight,” Dozan drawled lazily.

      “What is so bad about this coronation anyway?” Kerrigan asked. “Aren’t they just going to put the crown on your head?”

      Wynter winced. “It’s a bit more involved than that. They do it the old ways.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Kathiria e sendera,” Wynter declared.

      Dozan met Kerrigan’s gaze, and they both shrugged.

      “My ancient Fae is a little rusty,” Kerrigan said.

      “A denouncement,” Fordham said. His gaze lifted to the room as he squared his shoulders to go into battle. “A contention of my right to the throne and a fight to the death.”

      A fight to the death might have been fine six months ago, before Domara. Fordham was a weapon. He’d slain people on battlefields before she was even born. But since his enslavement, she didn’t want to put him in that position.

      They were at war. Death was a necessary aspect of that. They weren’t going to walk away from this unscathed. But that didn’t mean he had to kill his own people in the process.

      “Ford,” she muttered.

      He pushed away from the table to knock twice at the door. It swung open to reveal his chief attendant, Adelaide. “How may I assist you, Your Majesty?”

      “Begin preparations for a coronation.”

      Adelaide was too well trained to balk at that request. She tipped her chin. “As you wish.”

      “Send invites to the entire populace, and let it be known that an official kathiria e sendera will be in effect for any who wish to challenge my right as ruler.”

      To this, she just blinked. “Of course.”

      Then she backed out of the room and hurried away. Oh, to be a fly on the wall to hear what she really thought of all this.

      “It is done,” Fordham said, like a new collar wrapped around his neck. He held his hand out to Kerrigan. “We have our final audience for the evening.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Four

        The Patient

      

      “Are we going to talk about this, or are you planning to make all the decisions from now on?” Kerrigan asked as they headed out of the war chamber.

      “Kings have to make decisions.”

      “We make decisions together,” she argued. “That is how we work. We’re better together. Don’t forget that. If you don’t want to do this denouncement thing, then don’t do it.”

      “It is a part of the official coronation.”

      “Then let’s get married,” she suggested instead.

      His smile made her toes curl in her slippers. “So eager?”

      “Maybe,” she said as her cheeks heated.

      “I would marry you today if you would have me. I’d have married you already. None of the pomp and frills matter to me. Just that you are mine.”

      She wiggled her fingers, showing off the bright diamond. “For someone who doesn’t care about pomp, you gave me an awfully big ring.”

      “I simply care that everyone knows that you’re mine.”

      “Subtle,” she said with a laugh.

      “Anyway, I don’t want to force a wedding under duress.”

      “This isn’t duress.”

      “It would be. Can you imagine us getting married in my home where the people hate half-Fae?”

      Kerrigan sighed. “No.”

      He kissed her knuckles. “I couldn’t do that to you. I want you to have your dream wedding.”

      “I don’t have a dream wedding, just a dream groom, and I already have that. The rest we can figure out.”

      “But on our own terms,” he argued, “not theirs.”

      “Yes, but I don’t want the alternative to hurt you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Kerrigan grasped his arm. “You’re not fine. Neither of us are. Not after what we went through. I know what Iris did…”

      Fordham hissed through his teeth at the name of his enslaver. The woman who had put a collar around his neck and harnessed his magic for herself.

      “I know,” she said, softer. “Okay?”

      “It’s too late,” he said after a moment. “I’ve already agreed. I will accept the consequences. That’s the price of war.”

      Kerrigan nodded. The cost weighed on her as well, but she wouldn’t back down from what was needed. She was sure that she would have to do many things that she didn’t like before this was all over. And if this was what Fordham had to do, then so be it.

      “Here we are,” Fordham said.

      “This isn’t your chamber.”

      “No, it’s not,” he said and then pushed the door open.

      She shot him a suspicious look before stepping into the room. It was a large infirmary with rows of empty beds and a window that was currently open, revealing the bright moon and the Vert Mountains beyond. The place smelled sterile and clean. A pair of women huddled in a corner on the opposite side of the only occupied bed.

      “Dad,” she said as she hurried across the room.

      Kivrin Argon, first of the House of Cruse, the playboy prince of the Bryonican royal line, had always cut a formidable figure, and somehow he even managed it in a hospital bed. Kerrigan had spent so long hating him for leaving her on the steps of the House of Dragons, and now she wished she could get every one of those years back. He’d done it to save her, and after meeting Vulsan, her mother’s husband, she understood why. He would do anything to kill Kerrigan and keep her from claiming her right as the first heir of the Domaran Empire—not that she had any interest in that.

      But it was her father’s fear of Vulsan and his enduring love for her mother, Keres, that had kept them apart. All that time, he had been suffering alone. He’d lost his spot in the Society, his potential dragon, and the love of his life all in one fell swoop when he’d been in the dragon tournament. And then when he’d found something worth fighting for, he’d had to give up both Keres and their daughter for her own safety. She’d felt justified being angry about her abandonment at the time, but she cringed thinking about her reaction now.

      “Kerrigan,” Kivrin said with relief. “How did it go?”

      “Fine. Fine. I mean they hate me, but what else is new?”

      “They’ll learn,” Kivrin said.

      “How are you feeling?”

      He shrugged. “Just happy to be out of a cell.”

      Kerrigan was still furious about how everything had gone down the night of the council election. Her mentor and mother figure Helly had been slaughtered by Bastian, Fordham had been mortally wounded, and Kerrigan had lost her magic, but her father had continued to suffer after the events of the arena. When he defended Kerrigan, he’d been paralyzed from the waist down. Then the assassin Isa had driven knives through his palms, staking him to the arena floor. After Kerrigan had disappeared, they’d healed him enough so he didn’t die and thrown him in a dirty cell to waste away as political leverage.

      “I still can’t believe that Isa got you out,” Kerrigan said.

      Kivrin’s gaze went far away. “Yes, my jailer and savior rolled into one.”

      Isa was more than a mystery. Clover had claimed that she was on their side and had gotten Kivrin out of a cell to prove that, but Kerrigan would never believe it was anything more than an act. Isa was daughter to the Father, and Bastian would use her in any way he saw fit to get to Kerrigan and her friends. Considering a host of dragons had been waiting for them when Kerrigan returned, someone had leaked their location.

      Kivrin reached for her hand, and his eyes lit up. “What is this?”

      Kerrigan flushed. “Ah, well…”

      Fordham cleared his throat behind her. “I asked her to be my wife.”

      “Good,” Kivrin said smugly.

      “You don’t seem surprised,” Kerrigan said.

      Kivrin laughed, a choked sound. “He asked my blessing first.”

      “You did?” Kerrigan asked, whipping around.

      Fordham shrugged. “I thought I’d do something properly.”

      Kerrigan snorted. “Typical.”

      “I’m happy for you,” Kivrin said. “This is what you deserve.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered. She squeezed his hand. “What did Amond say about your injuries?”

      Amond appeared around the corner. His brown skin was sallow as he shuffled forward. His black eyes were cast down, and he looked like he was about to pass out at any moment.

      Fordham took a step forward as if to catch him from falling, but the healer put his hand up. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” Kerrigan said.

      Amond was one of Dozan’s men. Dozan had always collected talented magical users—he’d tried to collect Kerrigan at one point—but Amond was the clincher of his cohort. He was the most talented healer that Kerrigan had ever seen. Traditional healing used the energy from both the healer and the recipient and could take hours for injuries, but Amond used a blue light to heal within minutes, without any of the extra problems from traditional medicine. Kerrigan had never learned how he did it.

      “Yeah,” Amond said as he came to Kivrin’s side and checked him over. “Withdrawal.”

      “Oh,” Kerrigan muttered. “But Clover…”

      “Would be worse off without the loch than I am,” Amond said.

      While Clover used the substance for her illness, Amond was just an addict. It had been a good deal with Dozan—healing for the drugs. But now the drugs were too limited. Kerrigan couldn’t imagine what he was going through.

      “Can the healers…”

      Amond glanced up at the two Fae on the other side of the room with disdain. “They don’t know half as much as they need to ease my symptoms, and nothing can fix it. I just have to…” He gestured dismissively.

      “Should you be healing then?” Fordham asked.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Amond said. “If it gets too bad, Clover and I worked out a deal.” He clapped his hands. “As for your father…”

      “Give me the bad news,” Kivrin said.

      “You’ll walk again.”

      Kivrin gaped. “What?” he asked in a strangled voice.

      “Oh my gods,” Kerrigan whispered.

      “It’ll take a few sessions,” Amond said as a blue light appeared in his hands. “It would have been better if I’d seen you straightaway, but considering the world was falling apart, I’ll make do with what I have.”

      “You’re sure?” Kerrigan asked, tears coming to her eyes.

      “Nothing is ever certain, but I’ve seen something like this before.” He went silent for a minute, a catch in his voice before he said, “In a war far from here.”

      The blue light disappeared into Kivrin’s body. A sigh of relief hit her father like a painkiller straight to his veins. Amond started at Kivrin’s hands, which had been hastily healed so still had damage in the tendons. Then he moved from one hand to the other before shifting lower to his abdomen and working at his spine.

      Kerrigan had always been so focused on the healing from Amond, she had never paid attention to him while he was doing it. Now that she was, she couldn’t help but see the way Amond almost glowed gold as he used his powers.

      She put her hand to her mouth. “Amond…”

      With a resigned sigh, he released his magic and let the blue glow fall away. He sank down into the chair next to Kivrin.

      “It’ll take a few weeks,” Amond told Kivrin. “Longer if I can’t get my own shit together.”

      Kivrin nodded. “Thank you. I never thought…” He shook his head. “I didn’t want to hope.”

      “Your work will be compensated,” Fordham told Amond. “We’ll look into the loch situation as well.”

      Amond tipped his head at him. “That would be appreciated.” Then his gaze swept to Kerrigan. “Ask me your question.”

      “Are you…” She paused because it couldn’t be possible. “Are you Doma?”

      He put his head into his hands. “Demi-Doma.”

      “You’re half,” she whispered, shock written on her features. Then after a moment, she added, “Like me.”

      He cleared his throat. “Like you.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Five

        The Demi-Doma

      

      Kerrigan rocked back on her heels. Amond wasn’t the first Doma she had met, but if Amond was half like her, then could he teach her? Had her teacher been here all along and she just hadn’t known it? Had she suffered through magic sickness and the struggles of her spirit magic and the bonding with Tieran for nothing?

      “You have more questions,” Amond said. “I’ll answer what I can.”

      “How long have you known I was a Doma?”

      “I realized the first time I saw you fight,” Amond admitted.

      Kerrigan sank into a seat. “So long ago.”

      “You have the glow to your skin. If you’ve ever seen it before, you don’t forget what it looks like.”

      Kivrin winced. “I didn’t think anyone else could see it.”

      “Most would assume it’s her magic,” Amond said.

      Kerrigan reeled from that new information. Amond was a demi-Doma like her. He’d known all along about her and never said a word. Not a single word.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

      “Didn’t seem like my place.”

      “But…”

      “And I was pretty out of it.” He gestured to his trembling hand. “I didn’t want to be known for what I was. You seemed unaware of your heritage, and that seemed for the best. But as you may remember, I did tell you that my healing was more advanced. I hinted at it.”

      “How would I have known?” she demanded.

      “Well, it was also a test to see if you knew more than you were letting on.”

      She sighed heavily. “Scales. Are there more of us?”

      “Not that I’ve seen, but there could be.”

      She tipped her head back. As much a nonanswer as he could probably give. Would he really out other Doma who lived among them if they didn’t wish it? He hadn’t done that to her.

      Her head snapped forward again. Or had he?

      “Did you tell Dozan?” she asked on a desperate breath. Had he known all along too? Was that why he had wanted her so badly?

      “No,” Amond said immediately. “He doesn’t know what I am either.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. Yes, Dozan had wanted her for her power, but he hadn’t known the extent of it. For some reason, that made her feel better. She didn’t know if she could live with knowing he’d kept this from her too. It was hard enough that her father had.

      “Well, are you from Domara? Or were you born here?”

      He sighed. “I’m from Domara.”

      “How did you end up here then?” Kerrigan asked.

      “That is none of your business,” Amond bit off.

      Kerrigan straightened at his tone, the hurt and pain in it. As if the very mention of how he’d arrived in Alandria was more painful than the drug withdrawal he was currently undergoing.

      “I need more information, Amond. You can’t drop a bomb like this on us and then refuse to tell us what you know.”

      Amond turned his back on them. “I’ll answer your questions. After all the years of hiding my identity, I’ll let you know who I am. But I’m not here to discuss my past or how I got here. Is that clear?”

      Kerrigan opened her mouth to object, but Fordham put a hand on her shoulder. She had questions. Surely he knew that they needed all the leverage they could get.

      “Domara wouldn’t help this dumping pit, if that’s what you were thinking,” Amond said with certainty.

      “I never thought that they would,” Fordham said.

      “The Doma only care about one thing and that’s themselves.”

      “But my mom…”

      “Pushed you through the portal,” Fordham reminded her. He crossed his arms, closing himself off from the painful memory of Domara. “She is dealing with enough. She isn’t coming here to help.”

      Kerrigan knew that and still it stung. Keres had gone up against Vulsan and He Who Reigns single-handedly. Kerrigan hated to even imagine what she was dealing with right now.

      Amond furrowed his brows. “Who is your mother?”

      Kerrigan and Fordham exchanged a glance before turning to Kivrin, who blanched. Kivrin ran a hand through his hair before answering, “Keres Andromadix.”

      Amond went stock-still. “The daughter of He Who Reigns?” His eyes shot to Kerrigan. His mouth opened as he surveyed her features. “Blessed lords, I see it now. How is this possible? Kivrin…”

      “I was stranded in Domara,” Kivrin told him. “Made Daijan by Keres. We fell in love, and then she found out that she was pregnant after she released me.”

      Amond opened and then closed his mouth. “But last I knew, the daughter of He Who Reigns had no children.”

      “Correct. She’s first heir,” Kivrin confirmed.

      “Gods,” Amond muttered. He stared at Kerrigan in shock and awe and possibly horror. As if the very idea that she was descended from that bloodline was unfathomable.

      “I know,” Kerrigan said with a shrug. Being her mother’s heir was a privilege and a death sentence. No one in Domara, least of all Kerrigan herself, wanted her to become heir. She had more important things to do.

      “It’s incredible that you returned in one piece. But no wonder you’re so powerful.” He shook his head. “Keres Andromadix. Would never guess the first heir was part of the Doma dumping ground.”

      “What is this dumping you keep mentioning?” Kivrin asked.

      Amond shrugged. “This world is where Domara sends everything that displeases the emperor.”

      Kerrigan tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not exactly a secret,” Amond said. “Where do you think the dragons come from? Your own myth says that the dragons were sent to the Holy Mountain, and where the gods touched, the magic-immune metal tendrille was left behind.”

      “That’s a literal interpretation?” Fordham said.

      “Yes. And the Fae,” Amond continued. “How did you find them in Domara?”

      Fordham paled. “I was the last full-blooded Fae from Alfheim.”

      “Wrong. The Fae that weren’t murdered were sent away, where they couldn’t be a nuisance to the gods.” Amond shrugged.

      “I could read their ancient Fae,” Fordham said to Kerrigan.

      “You think the emperor sent the Fae here?”

      “Where else did they come from?” Amond asked. “The only thing that belongs in this world is humans, ironically.”

      Kerrigan let the news weigh on her. The hundreds of Fae houses fighting over this small island. The dragons who hated them for interfering in their affairs. The Irena Bargain that settled the dispute, pairing the first dragon and rider together.

      “What else have they left behind?” Kerrigan asked.

      “A first heir,” Kivrin suggested.

      “Your mother’s bangle,” Fordham said.

      Amond nodded. “Me.”

      Kerrigan thought about all the magical artifacts whose construction was lost to time. No one knew how they had first been created. Were those Doma tricks that had been cast aside? Was their world a pit of dissenters fighting one another? No wonder they were in this position.

      “This is too much.” Kerrigan pressed her hands to her temples. All the information threatened to spill from her brain as she tried to force it all to fit together.

      What did it mean if Domara sent everything here? How did it impact this world to have all these people here fighting one another? Was this how they kept Domara running smoothly under Doma rule? And how could she use this to her advantage? Right now, all she saw was pain. So much unnecessary pain.

      The Doma had forced heartache on the humans of this world. They’d thrust dragons and Fae and magic into this world that may not have even had it before. And there was no one who knew the true origins. They were all stuck dealing with this aberration.

      All she could do was go forward. Domara had done what it had done. It had altered their history irrevocably. Now Kerrigan had to fight for her own right to exist and the existence of all those who had been harmed by the Red Masks. Humans were here first. Half-Fae existed because of the Fae invasion of the island. They had every right to coexist. She had to find a way to do it.

      “It’s been a long day,” Fordham said. He rubbed a gentle circle into her back. “We’ll come back later and work on the loch in the meantime.”

      “Sure,” Amond said. “Thanks.”

      Kerrigan rose to her feet, feeling the exhaustion of the day settle over her. “If you could go back, would you?”

      Amond considered. “I don’t know. This world is messed up, but at least we don’t have He Who Reigns.”

      “Bastian isn’t much better.”

      “He’s not as powerful, but if you don’t get to him soon, he might be more powerful than you. And you’re the only thing holding him back.”

      Kerrigan gulped at those words. She had come back to reclaim her land, but she was just one girl. One girl to hold back a whole empire. Great.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Six

        The Winner

      

      “There’s not enough time,” Kerrigan said as they left the infirmary.

      “For what?”

      “Anything,” she said.

      “Kerrigan…”

      “We have to beat Bastian. We’ve been gone too long.”

      “Amond has you riled up.”

      He did. That was for sure. If anything, she felt more desperate to get started. Step one was complete—reclaim the throne. And now that had come with extra parts, none of which she or Fordham were looking forward to. While they were working on step two, they had to deal with this coronation, and all of it felt like it was taking too much time.

      “You’re never going to sleep with all this in your head.” He pressed a kiss to her hand. “Come with me.”

      “Where?”

      “Where I used to go when I felt like you feel right now.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “All right. I’m intrigued.”

      Fordham slipped through the spy tunnels at the back side of his closet, and down they spiraled through the quiet mountain. Fordham knew the steps like the back of his hand, and after checking the spy hole, they stepped out into an empty corridor. After a few more turns, they stopped in front of a solid metal door. It had an eye with sunbeams etched into the metal.

      “This way,” he said.

      He lit a torch in the creepy hall, and they went down, down, down.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      It was another ten minutes of stairs before they stopped in front of another metal door. Fordham’s hand disappeared into a pocket of shadows for a moment, and then a key appeared in his hand.

      Kerrigan shook her head. “Not going to get used to that.”

      He grinned as he inserted it into the door. It shrieked on unused hinges, and Kerrigan followed him inside.

      “A crypt?” she asked. “Wow. You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

      Fordham laughed. “This is my family crypt. It dates back thousands of years.”

      “Creepy.”

      “I stole the key and made a copy when I was younger. I used to hide here when I was supposed to be doing other things or when my father wanted me to torment people. I just disappeared. And no one ever found me. It was my thinking place.”

      “I’ll repeat, creepy.”

      “The House of Shadows is a creepy place.” Fordham shrugged. “This is where I came before the ball when I brought you to the House of Shadows the first time. Prescott and Arbor found me sitting here.” He gestured to a stone. “Talking to my mother.”

      “Oh,” she whispered. “Why didn’t you bring me then?”

      “We were on much different terms. With the curse…”

      “Right,” she said, stepping forward to look around.

      Kerrigan could see the appeal, honestly. The room itself was larger than she would have thought for a crypt. Olliviers stretching back thousands of years had spaces all over the square space large enough for a few dragons to be
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