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      Charassi stands on the brink, as an ancient evil breaks free of its prison…

      

      A new dragon hatchling should be a cause for celebration. But the birth of Starstriker has put all of Charassi at risk. Kaliban, a force of pure evil, has a mysterious tie to the young dragon—and is drawing strength from her to carry out his deadly schemes.

      

      If Kaliban can free himself from the Heart of the Realms, he’ll crush the Fae, and anyone else in his path of destruction. Queen Ophelia and King Corrin must risk everything to keep their realm safe, even Ophelia’s human family back on Earth who turns out to have a crucial role to play in the fight against Kaliban. To protect her people, Ophelia embarks on a desperate journey, seeking a power that can equal what Kaliban wields.

      

      Only ancient magic can fight an ancient evil. But to harness the power, Ophelia must become the leader everyone needs her to be. Before it’s too late…
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      Ophelia thought she had never in her life seen anything as adorable as a baby dragon, but evidently, not everyone shared that view. Starstriker, already slightly larger than a Great Dane, seemed to be all legs and awkwardly flapping wings as she careered around outside the stable, making Ophelia giggle at her antics. River and Sunny looked on at their offspring fondly, and Corrin couldn’t help grinning when she tripped over her own tail, tumbled forward, and jumped up with a surprised look on her face.

      The tall, skinny High Fae standing nearby, however, was shaking with nerves as he stretched out a hand towards the little dragon. Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead, and he clenched his teeth to stop them from chattering. Ophelia was worried he was actually going to pass out from fear as Starstriker got closer to him.

      She had to remind herself that most fae in Charassi never had any direct contact with dragons, nor had they had any reason to think about them other than in passing. Even residents of Dominion, where the dragons bonded to the High King or Queen lived, would only really see them flying overhead occasionally. Tales brought back by soldiers or artificers who ventured to the Scorched Lands, in which dragons were terrifying creatures who were known to attack and eat any fae that came near them, probably didn’t help matters.

      Starstriker extended her black-tipped muzzle towards the High Fae’s hand to sniff at it curiously. He managed to stand firm for a brief moment, then snatched his hand away as though it had been scalded and swayed alarmingly on his feet. Starstriker gamboled away again, losing interest.

      “Was this candidate vetted?” Corrin muttered in a low tone of frustration to Verana, Captain of the Guard, who stood next to them.

      She nodded. “He’s from one of Dominion’s finest families,” she replied in the same low voice. “A noble and respected High Fae lineage.”

      Ophelia saw the doubt that flashed across Corrin’s face and knew that he was thinking along the same lines as she was: Perhaps being from a noble family was not the qualification they needed here. But she couldn’t exactly blame the palace staff for not knowing how to handle the assignment. They were working with something entirely unprecedented. No one had ever had to recruit a dragon rider before, but that was exactly what they were doing now. They had decided to follow the advice of the Ancestral Forces and try to find someone to bond with Starstriker as soon as possible, in order to protect her from Kaliban. His magical bond with the baby dragon, forged when her egg was laid at the moment of the celestial alignment, might allow him to drain her power if they did not.

      They had issued a general call across Charassi, seeking prospective riders to bond with the offspring of the dragon monarchs. Those who showed up at the palace were vetted by Merrin, the chief administrator, or senior officers in the palace guard. So far, the candidates had been…unimpressive. Ophelia didn’t wish to be unkind, but she had to admit that most had been overcome by nerves or fear to varying degrees. Those that hadn’t succumbed to fear had almost been worse: brash, overconfident fae convinced of their innate superiority and at a loss to understand why this unruly creature didn’t instantly obey them.

      The current candidate, realizing he had botched his chance, hung his head. Ophelia approached him briskly and put her hand on his arm.

      “Malvon, is it? Don’t be disheartened. This is a delicate process, and it’s no reflection on you that the energy between you and Starstriker is not quite right. Come with me, and I’ll ask Odelin to fetch you some stewed dalma bark to fortify you for your journey home.”

      Ophelia led the fae towards the palace, chatting amiably, and he gave her a grateful look from his wide blue eyes. Once she had given him over to the housekeeper’s capable care, she returned to the stable, sighing at their continued lack of success. When she reached the others, she saw that Verana had left and there was no sign of Starstriker.

      “She’s gone for a nap,” Sunny said, seeing Ophelia looking around. “All this activity is tiring for her, meeting new fae all the time. Back in the Scorched Lands, baby dragons generally have a few weeks to find their feet with solely their parents before they meet others, and dragons aren’t the most sociable creatures at the best of times, anyway.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Ophelia said with a grin, as Sunny threw her an arch look. “But I do feel sorry for poor Starstriker. I agree, it must be exhausting. We’ve seen, what, twelve candidates already? And not one of them has been suitable.”

      “That river nymph wasn’t bad,” Corrin mused. “At least she wasn’t as terrified as some of the others.”

      “Yes, but Starstriker showed absolutely no interest in her,” Ophelia replied. “And she didn’t seem to have much…spark, if you get me.”

      Sunny nodded vigorously in agreement. “An entirely feeble specimen,” he growled. “She wouldn’t even be worth the bother of hunting down, in the old days.”

      Ophelia saw the gleam in his eye and knew he was being deliberately provocative. He liked to remind everyone occasionally what a fearsome creature he was, especially given his current status as doting father, loyal mate, and bonded dragon.

      River rolled her eyes at Sunny’s bluster and shook her beautiful blue head, so similar to Starstriker’s delicately carved features. “I just don’t know,” she said. “Watching all these meetings fail…perhaps Starstriker’s bond is not really something that can be forced this way. Maybe it has to be allowed to develop naturally, instead of in these artificial circumstances.”

      Ophelia tilted her head. “I take your point, River. But if you look at it another way, that bonding—and for that matter your bonding with Corrin—certainly weren’t free from external pressures, and they both worked out fine.”

      “Eventually,” Sunny added, and Ophelia laughed.

      “Yes, Sunny, I’m not saying it was all plain sailing from the beginning! But look at us now.” She shoved his shoulder playfully, and he grunted at her in mock annoyance. He was as close to Ophelia as her own soul, having literally lived in her head before regaining his corporeal form, and she knew he loved her as much as she did him. He just liked grumbling—and she thought it was funny, so she never tried to stop him.

      He raised his head then, sensing someone approaching. The three high priestesses were making their way across the grass, their colorful patchwork robes fluttering in the light breeze. With them was Anassae, the Unseelie activist who had allied with them after they freed his mind from Kaliban’s influence. After their initial greetings, the viper Unseelie Shasheen fixed her large yellow eyes with their disconcerting vertical pupils on Ophelia and asked how things were progressing with finding a rider for Starstriker.

      “I wish we had better news to report,” Ophelia replied, “but I can’t say it’s going well. The fae are mostly terrified of Starstriker, and she doesn’t seem to have much interest in any of them. I don’t know what our chances are of finding a candidate she is naturally drawn to. And as we’re all aware, time is an issue here.”

      High Fae Liana, her long red ponytail swaying, frowned slightly. “Perhaps, given the urgency of this situation and the fact that Starstriker is so young, we should in fact be seeking a fae strong enough to guide Starstriker into the bond themselves rather than waiting for her to choose someone? That’s how it’s usually been done, isn’t it?”

      Liana looked around at the others. Ophelia knew Liana was a pragmatist, but this suggestion might be a step too far for the dragons to accept. She herself was uncomfortable with the idea. The very first time she’d ever glimpsed a dragon, Corrin had chased Sunny across the dimensions all the way to Earth, trying to force a bond on him. Sunny, grievously injured, with the last of his strength, had reached out to bond with her, a human he knew nothing about, for no other reason than because he was desperate for a bond he could choose rather than one that was forced upon him. The idea of putting his child through a forced bonding…it didn’t sit right with her. Not at all.

      Corrin, however, looked like he thought Liana had a good point. She supposed it was only natural that he had a different perspective. He’d had excellent reasons for wanting the bond back when he’d pursued Sunny so relentlessly, and he’d known that the dragon wouldn’t accept it willingly, so in his eyes, he’d simply done what had to be done.

      River spoke up. “I don’t like this idea. I was controlled against my will when Emalda Unmade me, and I will never forget the horror and revulsion it caused me. I refuse to let that happen to my baby. She will choose someone, I know it; we just have to find the right individual for her. That is our duty, and so is protecting her from having her free will taken away.”

      Sunny harrumphed in agreement, his golden scales rippling from primrose yellow to deep ocher in color, reflecting the intensity of his feeling. River’s tone had been firm, and it was clear she would brook no disagreement on this point. Liana nodded and let the matter drop. Ophelia breathed a sigh of relief internally. Starstriker was very young, but she was able to articulate her feelings more clearly every day. She understood that it was important to find someone to bond with soon, and Ophelia was glad that it would still be her choice, despite their problems so far.

      Corrin put up no argument before turning to their guests.

      “Shall we go inside for refreshments and further discussion? I believe Odelin will have lunch ready, and it will give our dragon family some time together without visitors.”

      “Excellent idea,” Anassae responded. “I have other issues I wish to talk about with Your Majesties. And I can’t deny that eating at the palace is always a pleasure, even for a staunch anti-monarchist like myself.” He smiled, patting his midriff.

      The dragons bowed and retreated to the stables while Ophelia and Corrin escorted their guests inside. Once they were all comfortably settled in the dining room and Odelin had supervised the serving of a light lunch, the conversation turned to Quirna and Anassae’s recent activities.

      “Myself and a small group of other pixie Mindwalkers have been hard at work clearing Kaliban’s destructive influence from the minds of as many of Anassae’s followers as we can find,” Quirna began. “It is slow and difficult work, and it takes a great deal of training to become a Mindwalker, so there are not that many of us. I am thinking of sending messengers to the various pixie habitats to round up as many as I can to come to Dominion to help. The work we have done so far has cured a large portion of the influenced fae in the city, but pockets of unrest remain.”

      “We think these are areas where there are fae affected by Kaliban who, for one reason or another, did not end up becoming my followers,” Anassae explained. “Perhaps they never happened to hear my speeches, or they didn’t talk to other fae who joined the movement, so their own dissatisfactions didn’t grow in that direction. Whatever the cause, they ended up stewing in the resentment seeded by Kaliban without the royalty as a clear target to direct it at, so their blossoming anger has come out in the form of petty vandalism and the like.”

      “Hasn’t Mayor Jaipi rounded up all those who were vandalizing the city?” Corrin asked. Quirna shook her head.

      “Unfortunately, it is difficult to catch these lone actors engaged in crime. They tend to strike at random.”

      “We tried putting up posters for rallies, to see would it draw them out,” Anassae said in his deep, rich voice, his stag ears twitching as he talked. “But they are too far gone into their own minds. They no longer wish to join any kind of cause, even one designed to play to their dissatisfaction.”

      “So what can be done?” Ophelia asked, pouring herself another cup of coffee. She didn’t like the idea of Kaliban-controlled fae just wandering the streets, ready at any moment to use their erratic magic to cause destruction, and she knew Corrin would like it even less.

      “Anassae has been accompanying me to areas where there are reports of disturbance,” Quirna said, blinking her large gray eyes. “He is good at spotting fae who are under Kaliban’s control, given his own experience. They tend to have a wild gleam in their eyes, for example. Then he helps to restrain them while I attempt to free their minds. There is usually some shred of independent will left in them that cries out for help when the opportunity presents itself. Although it is true that Anassae’s, ah, stature has occasionally been most useful.”

      Quirna smiled at Anassae, who inclined his great antlered head in acknowledgement. “It is indeed the case that we have had to physically subdue many of those we found in order to communicate with them. But we have managed to save all those we have identified.”

      “That’s great!” Ophelia said, wondering why they didn’t look more pleased with this achievement. Quirna shrugged, her amethyst wings catching the light.

      “Yes, certainly, it is wonderful to have helped these fae. But it is an extremely slow process to find, capture, and cure them on a case-by-case basis. I’m not sure we’re making enough progress, given what we know about Kaliban’s plans to break out of the Heart of Realms.”

      Ophelia pushed a strand of light-brown hair out of her eyes and frowned. “I see what you mean,” she said to Quirna. “If only there was some way to break Kaliban’s hold over all the fae at the same time, or even small groups at once, it would really speed things up. I’ll keep trying to come up with something. In the meantime, what about Triel? If ever there was a fae in need of deprogramming, it’s him. He was completely under Kaliban’s sway when he attacked us in the Heart of Realms. I couldn’t get through to him at all.”

      She sighed, remembering Triel’s face, twisted in hatred and malice. The High Fae had been so kind and friendly before Kaliban had got his hooks into him. Now he was utterly vicious—and highly dangerous. It hurt her to think of someone she had counted as a friend being used and manipulated to do such evil.

      “I’m afraid nobody has seen or heard of Triel since he came back through the portal from the Heart of Realms,” Anassae said. “I have taken the trouble to check with your Captain of the Guard several times, as well as putting out feelers among my own network of…observers…around Dominion, but he has well and truly gone to ground. I fear it does not bode well.”

      “I think you’re right,” Ophelia said soberly. “Please continue to search for him, as best you can. And thank you for all your hard work so far—oh, excuse me for a moment.”

      Ophelia felt a sudden surge of anxiety through her link with Sunny, and looking at Corrin she could see he was picking up the same emotion from River. She reached out with her mind to talk to the dragon.

      Sunny? What’s wrong? Is everything okay?

      The reply came back immediately but did nothing to set her mind at ease.

      It’s Starstriker. She is greatly distressed.

      I’ll be right there, Ophelia sent.

      She rose from her seat and saw Corrin doing likewise. They bowed to their guests, thanking them for their visit, and apologized for their haste before hurrying from the room to get back to the stables. Ophelia reached for Corrin’s hand as they ran, seeking reassurance but seeing the same concern in his foxlike eyes that she knew was in her own.

      Had Kaliban hurt Starstriker?
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      “What was that?” Ophelia asked as they raced across the grass outside the palace. The noise came again—a plaintive, heart-piercing cry that could only be from Starstriker. Ophelia and Corrin ran faster. Corrin’s legs were much longer, but Ophelia was a former track star—she knew how to put on speed. They arrived at the stable at the same time.

      Sunny and River stood over Starstriker where she lay curled in a pile of straw, River’s snout nuzzling the baby gently, trying to offer comfort. The little silver dragon was just opening her eyes, blinking and disorientated as she came back to consciousness. Her sides heaved in and out with her sobs, and tears poured from her amber eyes. Ophelia could feel Sunny’s howling rage at whatever had put his baby in such a state, and his frustration at his powerlessness to make everything all right.

      River murmured to Starstriker, stroking her head with her muzzle, soothing and calming her until she was finally able to speak. After a few shuddering, hiccupping breaths, she began.

      “I…I had a bad dream.”

      Ophelia’s heart melted. The dragon reminded her of her little sister Cricket a couple of years ago, when she had gone through a phase of night terrors. Starstriker’s quavering voice expressed the same helpless, confused fear, the same inarticulate plea for an adult to make everything better. Ophelia knelt beside the baby, opening her arms, and Starstriker, for all her size, managed to crawl into her embrace for a hug.

      “You poor baby,” Ophelia crooned, rocking the dragon gently. “It’s okay now. We’ve got you. It’s all okay.”

      Images began flashing through Ophelia’s mind: Starstriker was showing her parents fragments from her dream, and Sunny and River were relaying the images to Ophelia and Corrin.

      The setting was clearly the Heart of Realms: Ophelia recognized the strange, hyperreal clarity of the landscape and the abrupt way the terrain changed on a dime. They appeared to be flying across the sky, so presumably this was Kaliban’s perspective. There was a heavy foreboding to the images, despite the relentless sunshine, which must be seeping from Kaliban himself. The underlying current of malice and hatred made Ophelia shiver.

      The movement halted at a strange formation in the sky, as though the blue was folded in on itself. After peering at it for a moment Ophelia realized it was a crack. Dread wrapped a chill hand around her heart. A crack in the Heart of Realms, leading to who knew what other world—including Charassi. She felt Kaliban sending out waves of magic, trying to force the crack wider. But the tear was not yet complete, and he couldn’t get through.

      Ophelia was washed by a wave of frustration, anger, and bitterness so intense that it made her feel nauseated. No wonder poor Starstriker was distressed! Kaliban moved on across the Heart of Realms, searching for the next crack to try his luck again. Ophelia raised her hand to stop Sunny from sending the images. She had seen enough.

      Starstriker was still nestled in Ophelia’s arms, her head resting on Ophelia’s shoulder. She seemed too weary to move, even though she had just been asleep.

      “Are you tired, Starstriker?” Ophelia murmured gently, and the dragon nodded.

      “I can feel him, even when I am sleeping. He tries to use my power to open those cracks. I feel it draining out of me.”

      The four adults exchanged a glance, all of them wondering how much they could discover about this link without overtaxing or further upsetting Starstriker. Corrin knelt beside Ophelia so he could talk to Starstriker at her level.

      “Do you think he can feel what you feel or see what you see, the way you can with him?” he asked. Starstriker looked puzzled, so he simplified the question. “Does Kaliban know you’re watching?”

      Starstriker thought for a minute, then raised her head off Ophelia’s shoulder to reply properly.

      “I don’t know. He feels so angry and bad. I don’t think he has room to think about me.”

      Sunny growled a little, then puffed air from his nostrils over Starstriker to reassure her it was not directed at her. “I think Kaliban only cares about what power he can get from Starstriker. He’s too focused on that to pay attention to anything else he might have access to through the bond.”

      “You’re probably right,” Corrin said, getting to his feet, “but after what we went through when my mother used the link between River and me to spy on our activities, I strongly feel we can’t be too careful.” River nodded vigorously. She and Corrin remembered all too well the horror of that time, when Emalda had gotten nearly all the way through the process of Unmaking River and had been able to control her. The dragon had only been saved by her bond with Corrin, but Emalda had used that bond to see and hear what Corrin was experiencing, learning about her enemies’ plans.

      “I think we should proceed with caution,” Corrin went on. “Anything we wouldn’t want Kaliban to know, we should probably not discuss in front of Starstriker. Just in case.”

      “That sounds wise,” River said gloomily. Corrin knew how much she hated the thought of her baby being used by Kaliban the way she herself had been. “Anyway, I don’t want all this talk troubling Starstriker any more than is necessary. She’s going through enough as it is.”

      Ophelia gave the baby dragon one more kiss and then stood up herself, dusting the straw off her clothes. She and Corrin left Starstriker with her parents and went outside to continue their discussion. Ophelia kicked her toes into the grass as they walked over to the nearby bench formed from a living tree branch. She felt swamped with unease and regret.

      “I wish we could have done more to stop Kaliban when we were in the Heart of Realms. Before he broke out of the inner prison, I mean. Before he became even more powerful. I hate that he can use Starstriker like this.” She sat on the bench and swung it to and fro, running through their actions in the Heart of Realms in her mind, trying to see where they might have done things differently.

      Corrin sat beside her and took her hand in his. “We were lucky to get away from him as it was. It was a narrow escape, remember? We were barely able to overcome Triel, and Kaliban is who knows how much more powerful. We didn’t know how to defeat him; we still don’t! And we had to get Starstriker out of there as fast as we could. That was our top priority.”

      “I know.” She sighed, leaning her head on his strong shoulder. “I know it’s probably not realistic to think we could have ended this if we’d stuck around longer. It’s just part of me keeps wishing I could have resolved things then. I wish I could have taken care of Kaliban once and for all.”

      Corrin put his fingers under her chin and raised her face to look into her eyes. Her heart skipped a beat at the golden lights dancing in his hazel eyes, just as it always did. He was so distractingly handsome.

      “The kingdom needs its queen, Ophelia. And it might not have one if you’d tried to risk everything in the Heart of Realms instead of getting out while you could.”

      She gave him a rueful smile and leaned up to kiss him gently on the lips. She appreciated his efforts to reassure her, but some part of her wondered whether he was still thinking about her snap decision to go to the Heart of Realms without him. His caution contrasted with her impulsiveness had always been a source of conflict between them, although they continued to try to coordinate their efforts. When it worked, they balanced out each other’s extremes. When it didn’t, though, they ended up isolated and resentful of each other. Ophelia didn’t want that to happen again.

      “Well, regardless of what I did or didn’t manage to do back then, I suppose we have to concentrate on what we can do now, right? Those cracks in the fabric of the Heart of Realms are terrifying. We need to find a way to reseal them, especially with what’s going on with Starstriker. If we can’t find her a rider in time and Kaliban manages to drain all her power…”

      Ophelia shuddered, and Corrin put his arm around her shoulder to hug her to him.

      “I agree, we should definitely explore what we can do about the cracks—maybe the priestesses would have some advice or information. But don’t write off the bonding process just yet. It’s just a matter of finding the right individual. I have faith it’ll happen.”

      As if on cue, Starstriker trotted out of the stables then, followed by Sunny and River. She seemed restored to her normal demeanor, a mischievous gleam in her eyes again to match the black markings on her muzzle that Ophelia always thought made her look like a cheeky bandit. She began trying to climb the wall of the stable to reach the roof, much to River’s consternation, as Sunny chuckled and came to talk to Corrin and Ophelia.

      “Starstriker feels up to meeting some more riders now. As you can see, the resilience of the young is impressive.”

      “Are you sure, Sunny? We don’t want to push her too hard, with everything else going on,” Ophelia said, still worried about the emotional toll of the dream on the baby dragon.

      Sunny was firm. “The dream was hard on her, but it was also a reminder to all of us that time is of the essence. We should admit the next group of fae as soon as possible.”

      Ophelia could see that his mind was made up. She stood up and waved to the guard over by the side door to the palace, a male High Fae with short, spiky blond hair, who came over immediately.

      “Hi, Eddery. Can you show the next candidate over to the stable, please?”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” he replied, bowing. “Although next is a group of four hawk Unseelie from the Tribal Lands.”

      “What do you mean, a group? They want to be seen together instead of individually? I wonder why?” Ophelia frowned, puzzled by the request.

      The guard shrugged and all but rolled his eyes. “They said it was some Unseelie custom. You know what they’re like.”

      Ophelia made a mental note to have Verana speak to all the palace guard about prejudice against the Unseelie. Because of their connection with Death energy, they were frequently disdained by other fae, a bias that Ophelia abhorred. Even Corrin could sometimes betray internal conflict over his half-Unseelie heritage—though in his case, it was less to do with the traits he had inherited from his fox Unseelie mother, Emalda, and more to do with her horrible crimes.

      “Please show our esteemed guests over to the stable,” she said to the guard, who went to fetch the candidates while she and Corrin ambled over to join the dragons. River had finally persuaded Starstriker to stop trying to climb onto the roof, and the baby was now running after a scent she had picked up. Ophelia shaded her eyes, watching the direction Starstriker was going.

      “I think she might smell Shadow,” she said. Her pet shadowling—a horse-sized, terrifying-looking beast who behaved like an overgrown puppy—adored the dragons and was always trying to drag his handler over to the stable when he was being exercised. “We should probably introduce them soon; I’m sure they’d both burn off some energy playing together!”

      “That’s an excellent idea,” River panted, pausing in her pursuit of her offspring. “I could do with an extra babysitter.”

      While they were talking, the guard had come back, leading the four Unseelie. Ophelia was interested to note that they all had black plumage on their large, glossy wings and that all were unshod, allowing their strong, clawlike feet full movement. They were clearly all from the same tribe. She wondered idly why they wanted to be seen together, and decided to ask them about it.

      “Welcome, candidates,” she began, starting to walk in their direction, but she was distracted by Starstriker tearing off across the grass again, following a new scent trail. River sighed and started to follow her. Ophelia giggled, then looked to the candidates to see how they were reacting to the baby dragon and if any of them showed signs of fear.

      Abruptly, all four spread their wings to their full extent, cutting off Ophelia’s view of Starstriker. Assuming they were scared of the dragons running so close to them, she tried to offer reassurance.

      “Please, don’t be afraid; these dragons will not harm you. Just stand your ground and see if Starstriker approaches…” She trailed off, frowning. Something was not right. The Unseelie had their backs to her and were drawing together in a circle. Before Ophelia could put her finger on what exactly was going on, three of the Unseelie suddenly soared straight up into the air, accompanied by a loud squealing noise.

      Ophelia saw something flash silver in the middle of the group and realized to her horror that it was Starstriker. Sunny roared and lunged, but River was closer. She spread her wings to take flight, but then there was a flash and a loud cracking noise, like an explosion, from the direction of the fourth Unseelie, who then quickly took off after the others. When the smoke cleared, Ophelia saw River lying stunned on the ground.

      “Corrin! Help River!” she yelled, running to mount Sunny. Corrin was already racing to River’s aid, skidding to his knees beside her. Ophelia sprang up on Sunny’s back as if she were jumping hurdles back in high school, and he started flapping his wings before she was even seated.

      Ophelia felt physically ill. The whole thing had happened so fast and taken them so off guard, just like the water sprite who had stolen Starstriker’s egg, starting a series of events that nearly ended in Starstriker’s death. They could not allow her to be kidnapped again.

      Don’t worry, Sunny, Ophelia thought through their link, leaning to one side to see their fast-disappearing quarry. We’ll get them.

      Sunny didn’t answer in words, but the iron determination Ophelia felt from him was tinged with a white-hot fury. Nobody was going to steal his child from him.

      Not this time.
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      Corrin kneeled beside River, relieved to see that her eyes were open. She blinked rapidly and shook her head to clear it. As the memory of what just happened returned to her, she leaped to her feet, then gave a cry as one of her legs buckled slightly beneath her weight.

      “Let me heal you,” Corrin said, already reaching for a spell in his mind.

      “NO,” River roared, staring up at the sky. “We can do that later. My leg won’t bother me in the air. Come on!”

      Corrin didn’t argue. He climbed up on River’s back, and she took off immediately. The Unseelie were almost out of sight, but they could see Sunny and Ophelia some way ahead. River beat her great wings furiously, and they soon gained on the others, the buildings below them nothing but a blur as they sped overhead.

      Corrin wondered what the Unseelie had been thinking. Dragons flew far faster than any Unseelie could hope to achieve on their best day, and these ones were hampered by the considerable burden of Starstriker. The dragons caught up to them before they had even crossed over all of Dominion.

      River positioned them alongside Sunny and Ophelia, just a few yards behind the Unseelie. They could see the sun flash off Starstriker’s silver scales as she struggled in their grasp, but she calmed a little when she saw her parents so close.

      “This should be easy,” Sunny growled, tucking his wings to his side in readiness to dive at the kidnappers, and River grunted in agreement. Just then Corrin saw a flash from the direction of two of the Unseelie carrying Starstriker, and a couple of fireballs came shooting through the air towards Sunny and River.

      “Watch out!” Ophelia called, and the dragons pulled apart, one going each side of the fireballs’ trajectory. Corrin hoped they would burn out before they hit the ground and caused any damage down in the city, but he didn’t have time to focus on that now. His mind flooded with fear and concern from River, and he looked back at the Unseelie. The action of lobbing the fireballs while carrying Starstriker had caused them to wobble alarmingly, throwing them all off balance and making their hold on the baby dragon even more precarious.

      “Be careful,” River called out to the others. “Starstriker can only fly a few feet on her own. If we attack the Unseelie and they drop her, she’ll be in serious danger.” The dragons fell back a little way to give the Unseelie more space while they figured out the best way to stop them.

      Corrin figured the Unseelie who had blasted River on the ground must have been temporarily out of magic; the Kaliban-supplied magic was still erratic and hard to control for most fae, meaning they generally burned through their magical reserves after just one large spell or a handful of smaller ones. That meant that it was the ones carrying Starstriker who still presented a magical threat.

      “Can you think of any spell we can use that would stop them without affecting Starstriker?” Ophelia asked. “We’re obviously going to have to be more delicate than just bashing them.”

      River’s words had sparked an idea in Corrin’s mind, and Ophelia’s comments helped to crystallize it. “That’s exactly what we need to do!” he shouted, and Ophelia gave him a puzzled look. “If we get Starstriker away from them we can use magic on the Unseelie without worrying about injuring her. We need them to drop her.”

      River gasped, and Corrin immediately reassured her. “No, don’t worry. I promise you, she won’t come to any harm. We’ll be waiting to catch her.” He could sense she still had misgivings and quickly relayed the plan to her telepathically so she could pass it along to Sunny who would share it with Ophelia—it would be faster than talking through the whole thing. They were nearly over the land bridge out of Dominion now, and Corrin wanted to act before they got too far, in case the Unseelie had reinforcements waiting in the wildwoods.

      As soon as everyone was up to speed on the plan, they set it in motion. River dropped down to fly at a lower level, just behind and below the Unseelie. Sunny and Ophelia approached the group from above. Corrin could see the look of concentration on Ophelia’s face as she wove a spell to protect them from the Unseelie’s magic.

      The Unseelie, panicked by the rapidly approaching dragon, started lobbing fireballs again, weaving alarmingly back and forth as they did so, but the missiles bounced off the shield of air Ophelia had constructed. Sunny moved in even closer, flying almost straight through the group, and River took advantage of the Unseelie’s distraction to take up a position directly underneath them.

      Everything happened at once.

      Sunny arrowed past the Unseelie, using his massive tail to sideswipe two of Starstriker’s carriers. One of them, knocked unconscious, tumbled from the sky. The one who hadn’t been carrying Starstriker tried to take over, but the others, unbalanced by the weight of the baby dragon, were lurching and dipping in a way that made it impossible for him to find purchase. Finally, Starstriker slipped from their grasp with a high-pitched cry. Corrin was ready, however, having already woven a spell from Ocean and Sun to create a shaft of air that funneled Starstriker straight down to land on River’s back.

      “We’ve got her!” he shouted, and saw Ophelia raise her arms in a cheer.

      “We need to head straight back to the palace,” River said. “I want to get Starstriker to safety.”

      “Of course,” Corrin agreed. “Tell Sunny they should keep pursuing the kidnappers, see if they can catch at least one of them so they can be questioned.”

      River nodded and sent the message to Sunny as she wheeled gently around in a smooth arc, careful not to dislodge her baby. She flew back over the streets of Dominion, slower now as she concentrated on stability over speed, and Corrin saw several fae pointing up at them. At least some of the city’s residents had seen what had transpired, he realized; he must get Merrin to issue a statement later to reassure everyone that the situation was under control.

      They were back at the palace in no time, and River landed as cautiously as she could, though she still stumbled when her injured leg met the ground. Corrin and Starstriker slid from her back, and she wheeled around to check on her baby, sniffing her all over and checking every scale with anxious eyes. Finally, satisfied there was no physical injury, she sank down onto the ground with an exhalation of relief. Starstriker, still traumatized by the incident, cuddled under her mother’s wing.

      Verana came running to meet them, accompanied by several soldiers. “Your Majesty! Thank goodness you’re all safe! Eddery came to tell me what happened, but before I could organize an aerial pursuit, you were already on the way back. Where are Ophelia and Sunny?”

      “They’re on the way back now too,” River said, having received a message from Sunny.

      “I cannot believe this happened. My deepest apologies, River. I can assure you that the Unseelie were questioned before being admitted and were from a well-known and respected tribe—but clearly our vetting process fell short. Nobody had any idea they would try something like this.”

      “It’s not your fault, Verana,” Corrin said. “Nobody knows who’s trustworthy anymore, with Kaliban interfering with faes’ minds. We’ll just have to be more careful from now on.”

      Verana was about to say more, but a gust of wind from Sunny’s wings alerted them to his imminent landing. As he reached the ground, he released the limp body of one of the hawk Unseelie from his talons, allowing it to drop the final few feet to land harder than strictly necessary. The kidnapper’s formerly glossy wings were wet and bedraggled. Verana directed the guards to surround the unconscious body and carry it to a secure room for questioning later.

      “This was the only one we managed to capture,” Ophelia said, grimacing. “I think he was already a little dazed from Sunny’s tail, and I knocked him out with a blast of magic as we flew across the water. He fell into the sea, but Sunny was able to scoop him up. The other two landed as we flew over the docks, each of them running in a different direction as soon as they reached the ground. Since I know firsthand how difficult it is to chase fae down on foot in such a busy area, we concentrated on the airborne one.”

      “There were four to begin with, though,” Corrin said, trying to remember. “What about the one who fell first?”

      Verana went to check if there were any messages about an unconscious hawk Unseelie. Corrin put his arm around Ophelia, who was looking a bit drawn after all the shock.

      “So, the working theory is that these fae were influenced by Kaliban, right?” she asked him, her brow furrowed in concern. “This isn’t another Wild Hunt-type group, is it?”

      He shook his head. “It definitely feels like Kaliban’s work, even down to how sketchy their plan was. If they had given any thought to what was going to happen when they snatched a baby dragon from under her parents’ noses, they would have had a better strategy in place. This was hasty and ill-conceived, like they just wanted to rush it through.”

      “Why, though?” River asked. “If Kaliban can draw on her power no matter where she is, why would he want to kidnap her?”

      The answer dawned on all of them at once. “He must have heard from his followers about the search for a rider,” Corrin said, stating it aloud. “He knows that if Starstriker bonds with someone, that bond will break or at least blunt the connection he’s relying on to drain her power.” Ophelia groaned and went to sit on the tree swing.

      “We knew she was in danger from his link to her, but we didn’t realize she was physically under threat too. That’s another thing to worry about,” she said, hanging her head as though the Bone Crown suddenly weighed heavily on her. Corrin hated to see her looking so disheartened; she was always the optimist, always seeking a way forward.

      He sat down next to her on the swing. “Hey. It’s going to be all right,” he said, and she gave him a weak smile. “We know now that we have to be on our guard against anyone trying to kidnap her. They won’t take us by surprise again. And when the prisoner regains consciousness, we’ll get Quirna to Mindwalk with him and see if we can find out more about Kaliban’s intentions. With the four of us on high alert, never mind the rest of the army, Starstriker’s going to be the best-guarded baby dragon who ever lived.”

      Sunny gave a rumble in his throat. “I’d like to see any fae so much as try to approach her now,” he said, baring his teeth in a way that made him look utterly ferocious. Corrin refrained from saying that this might cause problems with finding a rider. That reminder could wait until his mood was more receptive. With Sunny, timing was everything.

      Verana approached and saluted briskly. “Your Majesties. The body of a hawk Unseelie was found on one of the plazas near the priestesses’ Temple. According to eyewitnesses, he simply plummeted out of the sky and was dead before anyone even reached him.”

      “Oh!” Ophelia looked shocked, the blood draining from her face at the news. Corrin hugged her to him, knowing how sensitive she was to others being injured, never mind killed. “I wish we’d been able to save him,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. “Maybe if we’d used a spell instead of ramming him, or taken the time to catch him when he fell, or⁠—”

      “We didn’t mean to kill him,” Sunny said firmly. “But we had to take fast and decisive action. They took Starstriker hostage! If some of them experienced unfortunate consequences, that’s their own fault.”

      “But that’s just it!” Ophelia argued, getting to her feet and pacing, the way she often did when she was agitated. “It’s not really their fault when they’re not in their right minds, is it? They would never have kidnapped Starstriker if they hadn’t been under Kaliban’s control. I think we have to be careful to use more restraint when dealing with influenced fae, even if they’re doing something we don’t like.”

      “This was not like smashing a window,” Sunny replied, his tone getting heated in a way Corrin had rarely heard him use on Ophelia. “They stole my baby! I could not care less about their welfare!”

      Corrin reached out to place his hand on Ophelia’s arm, hoping to dissuade her from arguing further. Getting into a fight with Sunny wouldn’t do either of them any good; emotions were raw, and everyone was tired and strung out. He could see both of their perspectives, and he felt they could talk them out more productively when they were all calmer. Before he could speak, however, a soldier approached Verana with another message. She read the note quickly, then bowed to Ophelia.

      “Your Majesty, I think this requires your immediate attention. Apparently, your permanent emergency portal to Earth was used while you were out in pursuit of the Unseelie.”

      “What do you mean?” Ophelia asked, looking completely thrown off by this unexpected information. “Used by whom? And from which side?”

      “Someone came through from the Earth side to Charassi, Your Majesty. And according to this, it’s a member of your family.”

      Corrin saw Ophelia’s gray eyes widen as a myriad of scenarios flashed through her mind. Her family had never come through the portal without an arranged visit before. Her hand flew to her throat, grasping her necklace.

      “Where…where are they?” she managed, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “In the Throne Room,” Verana replied, checking the note again. The words were not even out of her mouth when Ophelia started sprinting across the grass, all thoughts of her argument with Sunny evidently forgotten. The dragon, for his part, looked a little ashamed of his outburst.

      Corrin thanked Verana and then turned to River. Before he could even speak, she shook her head.

      “Don’t worry about my leg. Sunny can heal me now. Go after her.”

      With a grateful nod to the dragon, Corrin followed Ophelia’s path into the palace, wondering what in the world they were going to find out now.
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      Ophelia burst through the doors of the Throne Room, her heart thudding so hard it felt like it was going to come right through her chest. She looked around wildly. Loren, a water nymph who worked at the palace, was standing at the foot of the dais that held the thrones, looking slightly awkward.

      “Loren! I got a message one of my family was here. Do you know⁠—”

      Before Ophelia could finish her sentence, there was a loud “TA DA!” and a small body hurtled out from behind one of the thrones, tumbling down the steps to throw its arms around Ophelia’s waist, almost knocking her over.

      “Amelia!” Ophelia gasped, in her shock blurting out Cricket’s rarely used proper name. “What in the world…are you all right? What about Dad? And Luis? IS EVERYTHING OKAY?” She resorted to shouting by the end of her questions, trying to get the irrepressible Cricket to stop hopping around in excitement and answer her.

      “Keep your hair on!” Cricket responded, finally coming to rest and meeting Ophelia’s frantic gaze. “Everyone’s fine. Nobody’s sick or anything.”

      “Then why are you here? Why did nobody tell me you were coming? I don’t believe Dad would let you come through the portal on your own.”

      Cricket hesitated but seemed on the verge of answering until Corrin came through the door, setting her off again. “CORRIN!” she shrieked, hurling herself at the king to be twirled around in the air until she was dizzy. Corrin, as taken aback as Ophelia had been, swung her around as directed for a moment but stopped when he saw Ophelia’s glower. He placed the child down, much to her vocal disapproval, and looked from one of them to the other.

      “What’s going on? Why is Cricket here? Is she alone? Surely your father wouldn’t have let her come by herself.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Ophelia said through gritted teeth. “If someone would just stay still long enough to answer me.” Cricket darted a glance at Ophelia’s face and hid behind Corrin, who was struggling to keep a straight face. Ophelia knew her expression must be verging on murderous.

      “Cricket, darling, I think it’s time you explained to your sister what you’re doing here,” Corrin said, taking her by the hand and leading her over to the dais. He sat down on the steps and patted the one next to him for her to sit down too. Ophelia, despite trying to maintain her stern façade in order to get the truth out of Cricket, felt her heart melt at the sight. Corrin was so sweet with her little sister, and she adored him all the more for it.

      “Okay, Cricket, time to start talking. I’m not mad at you, I promise. But I really need to know now why you’re here, and whether Dad even knows where you are. It’s important. You’re only seven, you can’t go wandering off to different realms on your own.”

      “I’m almost eight!” Cricket protested. She drummed her heels, clad in a matching set of the purple canvas sneakers that she had given Ophelia for her birthday, on the edge of one of the steps.

      “Okay,” she said with a little sigh of surrender. “Dad doesn’t know I’m here, okay? Nobody knows. I came by myself. I just…I wanted to get away from everybody.”

      Her voice had dropped so much that it could barely be heard. Ophelia sat down on the step on her other side and took Cricket’s hand in hers.

      “Why, baby girl? What happened? Did someone upset you?”

      Cricket nodded, not looking up, and Ophelia saw a tear rolling down the cheek nearest her.

      “Who was it, sweetheart? Can you tell me what happened?”

      “It was Regan, at school,” she replied, fiddling with the laces on her sneakers. “She told everybody that I was an orphan because I didn’t have a mom. So I kicked her.”

      Ophelia bit her lip to stay quiet. Her first impulse was to say that she would have kicked her too, but she had a lifetime behind her of getting into trouble for confronting school bullies. She didn’t want Cricket to go through the same difficulties.

      “That was very mean of her,” she said instead, wiping Cricket’s tears with her free hand. “And it’s not true, either. You still have Dad, and me, and Luis. Sometimes bullies don’t even know or care what they’re saying, they just want to hurt your feelings because they’re jealous.”

      Cricket gave a little nod, still looking down.

      “Did anyone else say anything to her?” Ophelia asked.

      Cricket drew in a breath to reply, but now the floodgates opened. She began to sob, the tears coming thick and fast, her breath catching as she tried to explain through the storm of emotion.

      “So-So-Sofia…”

      “Did she defend you?” Ophelia asked, knowing Sofia was Cricket’s best friend, but the little girl shook her head, shaking her hands in distress.

      “N-no, she, she, she told everyone that my family hated me so much even my sister left me and now she’s best friends with Regan and I don’t care, I don’t want to talk to her ever again, I⁠—”

      Cricket gave up trying to speak and simply bawled. Ophelia hugged her fiercely, tears escaping from her own eyes, while Corrin put his arms around them both. Ophelia could hardly breathe. Kids could be so cruel, she thought, especially at that age, when allegiances switched so rapidly. She rocked Cricket in her arms until she was breathing calmly again, just the odd hiccupping sigh betraying the force of her feelings.

      “That was a very cruel thing for Sofia to say and do, Cricket. But I hope she will learn that it’s more important to stand up for your
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