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      All worlds hang in the balance…

      To stop Dowager Queen Emalda's reign of terror, Ophelia, her bonded dragon Sunny, and Corrin will need to uncover the powerful magic of the First Artifact. The key lies in the Sacred Map, a scroll that must be magically unlocked. No one knows how, and people have died trying. The trials to unlock the scroll are immense and Ophelia will be asked to do terrible things in the name of the greater good—even possibly betraying Corrin.

      Meanwhile Corrin is determined to solidify a true alliance with the dragons. With their help, he, Ophelia, and their allies may have a fighting chance against his mother. But the dragons aren't happy to see him, and Corrin will need to prove himself if he's going to survive long enough to form an alliance.

      If Ophelia and Corrin can't stop Emalda, she will use the First Artifact to gain immortality. And in the process, she will close every portal and destroy all worlds outside of Charassi for her selfish aims. But can Ophelia and Corrin make the sacrifices necessary to stop her?
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      Ophelia had seen a lot of magnificent and preposterous things during her time in the Fae realm, but the Unseelie’s “wandering market” beat them all. She’d say it was like something out of a dream, but her imagination had never been quite this good.

      There were the elephants, first of all. Regular old Earth elephants were plenty magnificent and preposterous all on their own, with their grabby trunks and flapping ears and big, sweet eyes. But the elephants in the wilds of Charassi were on an entirely different scale—and the market’s elephants were several light-years beyond even that. They had massive tusks that looked more like antlers, branching out majestically—and formidably—from their jaws. And then there was the fact that each of them was as tall as a ten-story building. When their ears flapped, it sent whirlwinds skimming across the reddish desert sand at their feet.

      And if the elephants themselves weren’t wondrous enough on their own, there was also the cargo they bore atop—and suspended between—their gigantic backs. When she had first heard of a wandering market, she had assumed the name meant that the customers wandered from stall to stall. Which they did, of course. But the true source of the name came from the fact that the market itself wandered, carried by these magnificent beasts on a predetermined route through the sprawling deserts of the Tribal Territories. An endless series of jointed platforms and colorful tents, all made from canvas and metal and naturally felled wood, were strung together in what looked like a haphazard pattern to create a maze-like bazaar. The call of hawkers drifted down from far overhead, punctuated by the elephants’ unhurried, earthquake-like footfalls.

      This was what Ophelia and Corrin had journeyed so far to find: the wandering market, deep in the Unseelies’ lands, where items were bought and sold that simply could not be found anywhere else.

      Ophelia was standing at the edge of the yards-deep and hundred-mile-long rut that the wandering market had worn into the earth over hundreds of years, clearly marking the path beyond even what the ever-shifting sand could cover. As the first of the elephants passed, she leaned out as far as she dared and stretched her fingers to brush against the massive elephant’s leg. Tiny, bristly white hairs and leathery gray wrinkles rested warm against her palm for the span of a single thunderous heartbeat before moving on.

      Ophelia dropped her hand and grinned, then spun around in delight. “I love them,” she declared to Corrin, before she remembered he couldn’t hear her.

      Her grin fell away. Corrin—the Greater Prince of the Fae, eldest son of Emalda the Undying, and the boy she had fallen for—was standing only a few yards behind her, but it felt like he might as well be a hundred miles away. His light brown eyes were as bright as ever in the harsh sunshine, their foxlike burnished copper tones glinting, but they were unfocused and blank. Ophelia herself had worked the spell that kept him temporarily blind. His dark brown hair fell in longish waves around the glassy headphone-like contraption that prevented him from hearing anything. Ophelia stepped to his side and took his hand, weaving her fingers through his. A smile curved the corner of his mouth and he turned his head in her direction, his eyes still straining to seek her out even though he knew the spell wouldn’t allow it. He lightly squeezed her hand, offering her what little comfort and reassurance he could. During the day, this was the only way they could communicate now.

      Anger burned in Ophelia’s chest. It was Emalda who had forced this situation. If not for her, Corrin would be free to be a full partner in the uprising that was gaining strength across the realm of Charassi—the uprising that Corrin had helped Ophelia begin, and that she knew he believed in with his whole heart. When Emalda had attacked River, Corrin’s newly bonded dragon, with the Unmaking curse, she had gained access to the sacred bond between dragon and rider that allowed them to share their thoughts and experiences. River could see what Corrin saw, hear what Corrin heard—and now that River was under Emalda’s thrall, that meant Emalda could spy through Corrin’s eyes and ears, forcing River to report everything she observed.

      That had been a hard-earned lesson, and one that had nearly cost Corrin his life. In the aftermath, the choice had been clear. Because Corrin had of course refused to be a liability to Ophelia’s quest to defeat Emalda, he’d had to be blinded and deafened so they didn’t risk handing the advantage to his mother. The only other option would have been to send him away entirely, and that was something that Corrin had refused to allow. But even with the spell and the headphones in place to prevent spying, Emalda had still dealt a terrible blow to Ophelia. Ophelia had lost her most vital confidante, her dearest ally, her partner. It seemed like everything she did now was a struggle without his help.

      She turned back to the line of elephants and squared her shoulders, keeping her focus on the path forward. There were two things that her newly minted group of allies had managed to trace to the wandering market: rare Unseelie-formulated funerary powder, and the missing elder priestess. The powder was an ingredient that Sunny, her own bonded dragon, had told her might be able to help her focus a spell powerful enough to block Corrin’s bond with River and thus prevent Emalda’s spying. If it worked, then Corrin would no longer be hampered by the sound-blocking headphones and the blinding spell. As for the elder priestess—if they could find her, she might be able to give them vital intel about Emalda’s endgame goals, and what steps Ophelia and the others could take to prevent them.

      Ophelia tightened her hand around Corrin’s and pulled him forward. The last elephant in line had rope ladders dangling down its side leading up to the market’s lowest platform. Other would-be customers were jumping across to them and scrambling upwards like it was nothing. The adventurous part of Ophelia sparked with the urge to follow them, to fling herself onto the side of an elephant and risk being stomped flat, but of course Corrin wouldn’t be able to follow in his current condition. She scanned the sides of the path next to them. There were several groups of winged, hawk-tribe Unseelie toting big, flat platforms, where the less adventurous customers and those who were unable or unwilling to climb the ladders could wait to be carried upward. Ophelia tugged Corrin toward one of those, taking her place on a platform next to an excited-looking young High Fae with no legs. His torso was strapped with a harness to a steampunk-looking wheelchair that seemed molded to him. The wheels had been replaced with wide, flat tracks that looked handy for getting around in the sandy desert.

      “What are you here for?” asked the young Fae man.

      Ophelia startled a little, wondering if he recognized her. But no, he wasn’t sneaking any looks at her concealed crown, and his eyes held nothing more than polite interest. “Just looking around,” she demurred, not wanting to be rude but not interested in an extended conversation, either. “And I’m hoping to catch up with a friend who might be here.”

      The platform tilted slightly as the Unseelie lifted off. The Fae man absently flicked a little switch that locked his treads in place, while keeping most of his rapt attention on the elephants. “I’m mainly here to look around too. I’ve been wanting to visit this place since I was a child. If I can convince one of the merchants to trade with me, I want to try to purchase a souvenir for my sister, as well.”

      Ophelia took a moment too long to respond—she was busy staring at the wonders of the wandering market as their platform rose—and the young man mistook her hesitation for confusion.

      He leaned toward her, seemingly eager to impart more information. “You know, the wandering market’s merchants are infamous for refusing to trade with anyone who doesn’t have Unseelie blood themselves,” he explained. “They welcome anyone up to admire their wares, but you would have to be quite fortunate indeed to convince one of them to allow you to purchase anything here. Besides food and water, of course, which they sell to anyone. That’s how they make the majority of their money off the tourists, I suppose.”

      Ophelia glanced back at him. “I’ve heard that was the case,” she replied. Liana had warned Ophelia of this before they’d left, which was one of the reasons Ophelia had opted to bring Corrin along—if all else failed, he should be able to trade for the necessary things since he was half Unseelie. That was super risky, though, and Ophelia was hoping she might be able to find a merchant willing to deal with her directly. She was wearing the Bone Crown—though it was mostly hidden by the big hood she had pulled over it—and hoped that it might be enough to prove her worthiness to trade here.

      “You could always just steal what you need,” grumbled the voice of Sunny in her head. “Or simply take it in broad daylight. ‘Requisitioned for the crown’s purposes,’ you could say. What use is there in being Queen of the Fae if you can’t seize necessary goods every once in a while?”

      Ophelia turned away slightly and murmured back to her dragon. “It doesn’t work like that. Or at least it shouldn’t. I want them to trust me. If we play our cards right, we might even win some new allies here.”

      As of now, most of her supporters were the High Fae from Dominion who had witnessed firsthand the extent of Emalda’s cruelty. They were strong and dedicated allies, but their numbers were small, and their stories hadn’t fully penetrated out here in the far reaches of the realm. These people hadn’t seen all the atrocities that had taken over the capital. And their loyalty to Emalda, their kinswoman, might override any allegiance they felt toward the interloping human who had ended up with the crown. Ophelia needed to build some support among their ranks. If she could win some Unseelies over, it would help in so many ways. For one thing, it would give her more options when it came to markets like this.

      Sunny huffed. “Dragons are far more sensible,” he muttered. “We respect strength. If one of us is strong enough to take something from another, then everyone accepts that it is ours by right.”

      Ophelia doubted that was quite how all of dragon society worked, but she did know that their strength determined their social standing. The eldest and most powerful of them became their leaders, members of the Convocation. If she could manage to get them on her side, she’d have powerful allies in retaking the castle and stopping Emalda’s nefarious plans.

      The platform shuddered lightly as another Unseelie latched an extendable ramp to its corners, reeling it in securely. The High Fae man gave Ophelia a jaunty wave, then steered his chair down the ramp and into the market. Ophelia followed. She laid her hand on Corrin’s elbow and guided him down off the ramp and into the market. Then she allowed herself a long moment to take in her surroundings, a desperate hope so tight in her throat that she could barely swallow around it.

      She had so much riding on this visit. If all went well, it could bring Corrin back fully to her side, see the elder priestess installed into their group as a valuable ally and advisor, and lead their group of rebels into the next stage of their struggle to overthrow Emalda and restore peace and harmony to Charassi.

      If all went well.
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      The market was magnificent and overwhelming, dazzling all of her senses as she struggled to adjust. The air was a riot of color and spicy scents and contrasting strains of music. A dragonfly Unseelie was playing a mournful tune on a reed flute not far to her right, warring with a cat Unseelie to her right, who was reeling out a far jauntier tune on a fiddle-like instrument. The platform beneath them was made from stiff material—bamboo-like, but darker in color—that had been cleverly woven together to create flexible platforms that shifted only slightly with their elephant’s steps. The creature’s thick gray hide made up the market’s wall a few steps away, crisscrossed by the straps that held the platforms in place. Rope ladders, stairs, and ramps led in all directions to other platforms. There didn’t seem to be any form of organization in place—on this relatively small platform alone, Ophelia could make out stalls that seemed to be displaying cloaks, fantastical blown-glass vases, and at least a hundred different types of pasta.

      And there were no signs anywhere. How was a person supposed to find what they were looking for? Or maybe getting lost was the point, she mused. If her mission wasn’t so urgent, she could happily wander this place for days, trying to wheedle vendors into selling her knickknacks and souvenirs to take home to her family. Her grandmother would love a vase like the one she saw sparkling in the sunlight. Her father would have fun experimenting with the different types of pasta. Her little sister, Cricket, would probably think that violently mauve cloak was the best dress-up costume ever. A dart of longing shot through her at the thought of them—she had no idea when she might be able to see any of her family members again—but it faded quickly. This place, Charassi, it was her home now. She belonged to it and it belonged to her. It was part of the reason why she was willing to do anything to save it.

      She scanned the market more purposefully and quickly spotted a little, pale-skinned boy with pointed ears—a High Fae, then—darting in and out around the tourists’ and shoppers’ legs like it was second nature. He was so flecked with dirt and stains that she couldn’t tell what was dust and what was freckles. As she watched, he bumped into an elderly Unseelie woman, apologized profusely with wide, innocent eyes, and then cut her coin purse as soon as she turned away.

      Ophelia snorted. There was a boy who knew his way around if anyone did. She reached inside herself to the spot where threads of magic lay coiled, like spools of yarn. Dawn magic glowed softly, feeling warm and refreshing as she mentally grasped one of its threads. The magic of Death was its opposite: like a cool summer night flecked with stars and fireflies. She knitted the two threads together in a simple pattern—a spell for holding or binding something—and then threw it out like a lasso to encircle the little boy.

      He froze mid-step, the stolen purse dangling from one hand. His cocky grin turned to confusion as he struggled against his invisible bindings. When Ophelia approached and plucked the purse out of his hands, the confusion turned to panic.

      “Don’t worry,” Ophelia said, taking pity. “I’m not gonna turn you in. Although I am going to return this purse,” she added, giving him a stern look. “I need some info from you.”

      The boy’s body trembled and tensed as he tried to free himself. “How are you doing this?” he panted. “Let me go!”

      “Hush,” she chided, and pulled her hood back just far enough to let him get a peek at her crown. At the sight, his eyes first flew wide in shock and then narrowed in a scowl.

      “Lemme go,” he grumped. “I’ll give you whatever information you’re looking for.”

      Ophelia released the spell. The boy shuddered all over and shook himself like a puppy. “Ugh,” he said, spitting. “That spell leaves the taste of dragon magic in my mouth.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “What exactly does dragon magic taste like?”

      He screwed up his face in distaste. “Lizard.”

      Sunny rumbled an irate growl. “Tell him I’d be happy to find out how he tastes.”

      Ophelia mentally rolled her eyes at him, exasperated but fond. Her dragon was always threatening to bite or eat people. Fortunately, he lacked the means at the moment. His body was technically dead, with only his spirit living on through his connection with Ophelia. Corrin had created a special Artifact earring for her that could grant him a magical body for an hour at a time, but she was not about to pay the Artifact’s price of an hour of her life just so he could nibble on this miscreant. “Save it for someone who actually needs biting,” she murmured to him, then turned her attention back to the boy.

      “First,” she told the little boy, holding the purse out to him, “you’re going to return this to that nice old lady. Then I’m going to buy you a hearty meal. Then you’re going to tell me where to find what I’m looking for here.”

      The fox-tribe boy brightened a bit. “Free food? Sure, lady—er, Your Majesty—whatever you want.” He snatched the purse and trotted off, offering it up to the elderly woman as if she’d simply dropped it, before returning. True to her word, Ophelia led him and Corrin over to a stall that was selling some sort of grain balls impaled on thin reeds like kabobs. She bought three sticks for the boy and, impulsively, one each for her and Corrin. When she put the stick in Corrin’s hand, the corners of his mouth pulled down in a questioning frown, but when she guided it to his mouth and he took a bite, the look of delight on his face made her feel like she’d won a prize. He swallowed the mouthful, his eyes still distant and unfocused, and said aloud, “My favorite.”

      The sound of his voice was a balm. He spoke too rarely lately, knowing that Emalda could overhear anything he said and use it against him. It made Ophelia all the more furious at Emalda; not only had the woman stolen Ophelia’s home and harmed the people under her protection, but she had even managed to put a wedge between Ophelia and Corrin.

      But that wouldn’t be the case for long. Ophelia turned to the little High Fae boy, who had already demolished two sticks worth of grain and was working on his third. “I need some of the dissolving dust that Unseelie priests use for funerary rites,” she told him. Sunny had told her that the special dust had a sort of affinity for magic and could help focus and anchor some of the more difficult spell patterns.

      The boy spoke around his mouthful of grain. “It’s two levels up and three platforms trunkward,” he answered, waving toward the front end of the elephant, where distant tusks swayed with the creature’s footfalls. “Look for the stall draped in flower-printed canvas. He won’t trade with you, though. He never trades with non-Unseelie. Hardly anyone here does, and those who do charge sky-high prices. Why do you think I have to steal so much coin? Got to get food in my belly somehow, don’t I?”

      “You shouldn’t have to resort to thievery to feed yourself,” Ophelia said, wishing she could spare more of the meager coin her allies had scraped together for this mission. If she had any money left afterwards, she promised herself she would track down this boy again and—no, wait. The vendors here freely sold food and water to outsiders at fair prices; after all, she’d just bought them all grain kabobs without a hassle. Which meant this little miscreant was trying to con her out of her money. She slanted him a look, letting him know she’d caught him out, and he shrugged and laughed.

      “Got to try, don’t I?” He snarfed down another grain ball.

      She shook her head and tried not to smile.

      “But I was mostly telling the truth,” the boy continued. “Anything other than food and water is as out of reach to non-Unseelie as the sun itself.”

      “You let me worry about that,” she said, trying to hide her worry. She had a few plans for how she might get the vendor she was looking for to sell to her, but none of them had great chances. “One other thing,” she told the boy. “I’m looking for someone who I’ve heard might be around here. She’s from the cat tribe, has a long jaguar tail and squarish black patterns on her skin. She’s older. Probably she’s trying to avoid attention.” Ophelia couldn’t provide a name—the elder Priestess’s name was a closely guarded secret. But she probably wouldn’t be using it anyway. The current theory was that the woman was on the run, trying to keep whatever vital intel she had away from Emalda. Whatever it was that the woman was protecting, Ophelia had to find it, and her, before Emalda’s forces did.

      But the boy only shrugged one shoulder, gnawing the last bits of grain ball from the final stick. “Dunno. Doesn’t ring a bell. Good luck anyway, Highness.” He paused, an oddly serious look briefly flitting over his face. “I mean that. My family isn’t keen at all on what the Undying Queen is up to. Some of the merchants here are rooting for you over her, too.”

      Warmth suffused Ophelia to hear she might have potential allies here after all. And if she could just find a way to make her detractors see—and believe—what Emalda was truly up to, she was certain far more of them would be willing to side against her. “Thank you,” she told the boy. “And thank you for your help. Try to only steal from people who deserve it.”

      He winked. “Whatever you say, miss.” Then he tossed the sticks in a nearby trash bucket and darted away into the crowd.

      Ophelia shook her head with a slight smile as she watched the little miscreant flounce off, probably to immediately pickpocket someone else.

      Something touched her shoulder. She flinched, but it was only Corrin, his expression questioning and hesitant. The now-bare kabob stick was in his other hand. She took it and threw it away for him.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, with a note of frustration in his tone that she knew meant he was all too aware that he wouldn’t be able to help either way.

      In answer, she took his hand and squeezed it. The feel of his strong, slender fingers in hers grounded her as she led him toward the platform the boy had spoken of. As she went, she kept an eye out for the elder priestess, though she knew the chances of randomly spotting her in the crowds had to be abysmal. She saw plenty of cat-tribe Unseelie and a few with jaguar spots, but no one who looked familiar. There were guards milling in the crowds, but Ophelia couldn’t risk asking them. They were deep in the Tribal Territories, Emalda’s ancestral home. Despite what the boy had said, she had to assume that most here were loyal to Emalda—or at least unwilling to cross her. Given her cunning and caution, she’d probably seeded the market with her own soldiers, as well. Caution was necessary, which was yet another thing that chafed Ophelia about this mission. She hated sneaking around. She was much more suited to rushing in and punching things, even if she’d long-ago learned that was usually not the best course of action.

      Ahead, she spotted the colorful tent that the boy had described. Manning it was a heavyset Unseelie who had shiny black eyes and slender, wicked-looking horns sprouting from his head like a giant beetle. He presided over tables stacked with rows of small fabric pouches, unintelligible signs perched in front of each. He seemed to be in a good mood. As Ophelia watched, one of his departing customers slapped him on the back and said something, and the merchant laughed a big, belly-jiggling chuckle. She felt a bit more hopeful. Maybe this could work after all.

      She approached. “Excuse me, sir,” she said.

      He looked her up and down. His mirth dimmed a bit, but he still looked kind enough. “Welcome, miss,” he said, probably mistaking her for a child or an abnormally short High Fae girl. “Did you have a question?”

      Ophelia smiled back in what she hoped was a winning way and waved a hand at the table. “Yes. I would like to buy one pouch of funerary powder, please.”

      All traces of mirth wiped from the man’s face. He glowered at her. “Surely you knew before you came that the wares here are only for the Unseelie.”

      She held up her coin pouch—which she was canny enough to keep tucked securely into an inside pocket rather than jingling at her belt for any wandering miscreant to steal—and shook it so the coins inside tinkled merrily. “I’m willing to pay handsomely,” she started, but the man cut her off.

      “Not for any amount of money will I break my people’s sacred traditions.”

      She took a deep breath. Time to go all in, then. She pulled her hood down and let him get an eyeful of the Bone Crown. An ancient Artifact crafted from dragon bones, it was completely unique in the realm of Charassi, and it could only be worn by the true High ruler of the Fae. Anyone who saw it on her would know her instantly, even if they didn’t recognize her face—as of course they wouldn’t, this far away from Dominion.

      She watched as the seller’s gaze flitted to her crown. His eyes widened and his brow furrowed as realization hit him. She waited, breath held, to see if he would be like the pickpocket—if he was one of the people who supported her claim to the throne. But as she watched, the man’s eyes narrowed, and a scowl tightened the corners of his mouth. Her heart sank even before he spoke again.

      “If I am unwilling to trade with normal Fae who are not my kin, I am only all the more unwilling to trade with a human,” he spat out, “who as good as stole the throne from Greater Prince Corrin.”

      Ophelia blinked. Well, that was new. Most Fae who felt allegiance to Corrin knew that he was her ally and greatest supporter, but she couldn’t fault this man or anyone else for their loyalty to him. Corrin had ruled Charassi along with the trio of Holy Priestesses for a century before she’d arrived in the realm, and there were plenty of people—including, sometimes, Ophelia herself—who wondered whether he might be better suited than her to take the throne as High Ruler of the realm.

      But in this case, the Unseelie vendor’s loyalty might actually work in her favor. Corrin was loitering a few steps back, his own hood pulled up, shoulders hunched and hands in his pockets. Ophelia moved toward him, and then hesitated. If she did this—if she removed the blinding spell and the noise-blocking headphones—they would immediately be vulnerable to Emalda. Best-case scenario, they might be able to get away before Emalda could scramble whatever nearby forces she had to intercept them. But there was always the strong possibility that some of the soldiers already here were on her side. Was Ophelia truly willing to risk him falling under his mother’s power again? She remembered how agonizing it had been to watch him be captured during their failed first attempt to retake the castle. Emalda had put him in the crystal walls of the catacombs, had left him helpless and afraid. If not for the magic he’d been able to use as a result of his unexpectedly successful bond with Shadow on the River, he would still be trapped down there, fully conscious and helpless.

      She squared her shoulders and turned back to the seller. She would figure something else out, something that didn’t put Corrin at so much risk. Maybe she could find another Unseelie willing to buy the stuff on her behalf if she paid a high enough fee. That plan was likely to make her enemies in the market, but if it kept Corrin out of his mother’s grasp, it would be worth it.

      But then she caught a glimpse of motion from the corner of her eye and heard a soldier’s shout—and turned, and spotted none other than the elder priestess running from a group of guards.
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      Ophelia froze in place for a half second, watching the woman fleeing, her jaguar tail lashing as she glanced over her shoulder and briefly caught Ophelia’s eye. A delicate ivory earring swung against the woman’s cheek at the motion, brushing against the square dark patterns on her skin. Then the priestess paused at the base of a rope ladder, crouched down, and leapt the impossibly high distance to the next platform. As she vanished out of sight, Ophelia jolted into action.

      Her heart thundered in her ears as she whirled back to the powder seller. “Greater Prince Corrin will bargain with you,” she said quickly. “But the usurpers have leveled significant threats against him that have temporarily placed great limitations on him. If you value his life, you must not give any indication of where we are or what he is trading for as you haggle with him.”

      She whirled back to Corrin, yanked the headphones from his ears, and brought her focus inward long enough to loosen the blinding spell. She didn’t let it dissipate completely, though, only allowed it to sag a bit so that Corrin’s vision would be blurred.

      She felt the nudge of Sunny’s approval. “Well done,” he said, sounding only a bit grudging, as he always did when he meted out any of his rare praise. “Your magical control and your instincts for modifying spells have improved much.”

      She sent him a brief return nudge of acknowledgement and then looked up at Corrin. Those beautiful brown eyes were focusing for the first time in days, his gaze immediately locking onto her face as he blinked and squinted. “Ophelia?” he said, sounding alarmed as he reached up to touch one of his ears. “What’s wrong? Are you in danger?”

      God, she’d missed the sound of his voice. “I need you to haggle with a merchant for some vital supplies,” she told him, pressing the coin purse into his hand. She glanced over her shoulder at the platform where the priestess had disappeared. Several soldiers were clambering up the ladder after her, while another one peeled away, shouting and gesturing at a winged hawk Unseelie to help them in their pursuit. Time was short. She glanced back to Corrin. “Get it from him if you have to turn him upside down and shake it out of his pockets.”

      “While you do what?” he demanded, looking even more alarmed now. Then he gritted his teeth and shook his head, realizing that of course she couldn’t answer without giving away her plans to Emalda.

      Impulsively, Ophelia leaned forward and brushed a kiss on his cheek. “I will fix this,” she vowed. “All of it. I swear.”

      He lifted a hand and touched the backs of his fingers to her cheek. He tried for a smile, but his eyes were still troubled. “I know you will.” Then he straightened his coat, lifted his chin, and stepped forward to deal with the merchant.

      “Go!” Sunny urged, and she turned on her heel and dove into the crowds.

      Half a dozen of the soldiers had already reached the top of the ladder and were plowing through the gathered shoppers on the next platform. Ophelia curved away from the ladder, both because she didn’t want the soldiers to spot her and also because she doubted she would catch up to the priestess if she took that route. Instead, she grabbed onto the crisscrossed straps laid against the “wall” of an elephant’s ribs and began climbing up them. The next platform straight up from this spot was a good two stories, and she felt a thrill uncurl in her belly as she climbed higher and faster. She used to love rock climbing back in Texas. She’d always been athletic, plus it was so good now to be able to actually do something to pursue an actual solid lead. They’d been casting around blindly for any advantage without any real intel for far too long.

      She reached the bottom of the next platform and climbed sideways beneath it, gaining a vantage point from which she could look down on the platform where the priestess had disappeared. From here, she could just spot the flash of a jaguar tail. The person it belonged to—who was now clad in a cloak of a completely different color—leapt a dozen feet to the next platform over, then vaulted over a ramp to climb to the next platform. Ophelia marveled at the older woman’s agility. The priestess had been an assassin before she’d taken her position as one of the joint rulers of the country, and her training definitely showed. Ophelia leaned back, glancing up to try to follow the priestess’s path. She seemed to be headed toward a big tent near the elephant’s shoulders. Soldiers were clamoring below the priestess, trying to catch up, spotting their quarry at intervals before seeming to lose sight of her again. Ophelia clambered up onto the platform she’d been beneath and mentally mapped a separate path up to the tent.

      Then she was sprinting again, dodging through vendors and shoppers and tourists and a few more bold pickpockets, scrambling from platform to rope bridge to ladder to ramp, climbing ever higher. The crowds thinned as she rose. Fewer sellers were up here, and the things they sold looked more esoteric and specialized.

      She slowed as she neared the tent. Her legs burned, but in a good way. She used to be on the track team in school and her athletic background was serving her well here. She leapt to the final platform and crept toward the tent. The soldiers were several platforms below, milling around, having apparently lost their quarry. Still, they’d tracked her a good distance and without wings, there wasn’t many places for the priestess to escape to from here. Ophelia might have to completely blow their covers to call up Sunny’s body so he could fly them all to safety.

      Carefully, she had just reached out to pull the tent’s flap aside—when a hand shot out, latched onto her wrist, and yanked her inside. Ophelia stifled a yelp and started to weave her fastest defensive spell, a fireball, before she saw that the person who had ahold of her was the priestess. Before Ophelia could say anything, the woman lifted Ophelia’s hand, rotated it until it was palm-up, and placed something in her grasp. It felt papery and cylindrical. Ophelia’s eyes were still adjusting to the dim light inside the tent, but she thought she could make out a scroll-like shape.

      A sudden energy tingled out from the scroll, sinking tendrils into her palm. She yelped and nearly dropped it. She could feel the scroll’s disgruntlement, its displeasure at being put into her hand. She wanted to drop it and wipe her hand on her pants as if its dislike might have left a physical residue. She kept ahold of it, though, and frowned at the priestess. “Hello to you too,” she said, choosing to trust that whatever the scroll was, it wouldn’t actually hurt her. The priestess hadn’t been Ophelia’s biggest supporter at first, but after Ophelia had rescued her from Vie’s soldiers, the woman had admitted that Ophelia might make a good ruler after all. And whatever she might think of Ophelia, she certainly wasn’t a fan of Emalda—the priestess had been the one who’d attempted to assassinate the queen a hundred years ago when her terrible experiments had first come to light.

      “Oh, I apologize,” the priestess said archly. “Of course I should offer you the proper greeting before giving you the vital information that could save not only your life but also the entire Fae realm.” She swept her robes out and curtsied neatly. “High Queen Ophelia, welcome to my abode.”

      Ophelia smiled a bit at the priestess’s tart tone. It was kind of reassuring. If she had time to be snarky, it had to mean the situation wasn’t as bad as Ophelia had feared. “Thank you,” she said with mock gravity. “It’s good to see you too, but the soldiers aren’t that far behind me and your abode smells like elephant, so I’m fine with skipping the proprieties.” Then she looked down at the scroll in her hand. “This is vital intel? What is it? I don’t think it likes me,” she added with a grimace. She could still feel the waves of displeasure emanating off the scroll. It made her feel like it would be glaring at her balefully if it had eyes.

      “That,” said the priestess, stabbing a finger at the scroll, “is what I came all this way to find. It is an incredibly ancient and priceless relic known as the Sacred Map.”

      Excitement began to tingle in Ophelia. “What’s it a map to?” she asked, unrolling it. The parchment creaked and crackled ominously, but it sounded more like grumbling than brittle paper.

      “The First Artifact,” the priestess responded. “Or so the ancient legends of my order claim.”

      Shock vibrated through Ophelia’s bond, emanating powerfully from the corner of her mind where Sunny resided. She flinched at the unexpected strength of the emotion. “Sunny?” she murmured, a bit concerned, but he retreated, refusing to answer her question. Fully worried now, she looked back up at the scroll in her hands, wondering if it might have something to do with why her dragon had reacted so strongly.

      The scroll was blank.

      Frowning, she turned it over, but the back was blank too, and nothing appeared when she held it up against the light either. “What is this?” she asked, uneasy. Surely the priestess wouldn’t be trying to trick or trap her.

      The priestess only rolled her eyes, looking unworried. “It is a bit temperamental, I’m afraid. You must unlock it in order for it to show you how to find the First Artifact.”

      “And I unlock it how? No, wait,” Ophelia said, thinking better of it, “first, you should probably tell me exactly what the First Artifact is and why I need it.”

      The priestess nodded approvingly. “Yes, that is the question you should be asking—but alas, I have no answer for you. Allegedly, only those in the royal family know. They pass it down through their line.” A shout drifted up toward them from what sounded like a few platforms down. The soldiers were gaining ground. Impatience and worry tightened in Ophelia’s gut as the priestess continued.

      “You don’t know what it is? Then why come all this way to get a blank map that supposedly leads to it?”

      “Because this,” the priestess said, reaching out to tap the parchment with one finger, “is what Emalda is after. Those soldiers pursuing me are loyal to her; they have been searching for this map, and the Artifact it leads to, on her behalf. I only just barely managed to snatch it away from under their noses once I reached the market.”

      Cold realization washed over Ophelia. They’d known Emalda was searching for an Artifact that would allow her to steal life energy from all the realms, but they hadn’t known which Artifact or where to even start looking for it. But from what the priestess was saying, this map could take Ophelia—or, God forbid, Emalda—straight to it.

      First, though, they had to unlock it. She tilted it back and forth in the trickle of light coming from the gap between the tent flaps. “So how do we read it?”

      “There is no we,” the priestess said in a no-nonsense tone. “I came here to steal this map for you before Emalda could get it, and now you must figure out how to unlock it on your own. As far as I know no one has ever succeeded in that quest, though legend says some have died trying.”

      Surprised, Ophelia raised her gaze back to the priestess. “What? You mean you won’t help us anymore?” Ophelia couldn’t blame her if she preferred to go to ground now until it was all over, but the woman had been their best chance at finding a way to defeat Emalda. No one in the realm was more knowledgeable.

      A gentle look came over the priestess’s face then, at odds with her usually stern features. “I cannot go any further on this journey with you, child,” she said. “I have given my all to obtain this secret for you, and now I must finish one final task on my own before I rest.”

      That sounded a bit ominous, but before Ophelia could question her further, she nodded at the scroll and went on.

      “To answer your question, I am not entirely sure how to unlock the map. I do know that it will likely be quite difficult. I have faith in you, though.”

      Ophelia rolled the disgruntled map back up and frowned, hesitating. “Is there…any advice you might give me?” she asked, feeling very young and foolish. The woman before her was centuries older, a trained Fae assassin, a person who had stood shoulder-to-shoulder with past kings and queens. If the priestess had no idea how to read the scroll, how was Ophelia supposed to figure it out?

      The woman paused for a moment. In that span of a few seconds, more shouting drifted up toward them from several different directions below them. They were being surrounded. Ophelia tensed, ready to pull out her earring Artifact and call up Sunny’s body to get out of here.

      “I can only advise you to trust your instincts,” the priestess said at last, seeming to measure her words carefully. “They will guide you to do the right thing for the people who are depending on you.”

      “I will never forget how many people are depending on me,” Ophelia said in a low tone, tension winding through her at the reminder of just how much responsibility was resting on her shoulders. She tugged her earring free and held it out, getting ready to activate it. “You should come with us,” she said. “Whatever task you have, my allies and I can help you complete it. You’ll be safe at our new base.”

      The woman laughed, though not unkindly. “Safety is not for women like me,” she said with a smile as fierce as a bared blade.

      Foreboding filled Ophelia. Whatever the priestess’s plans were, it was starting to sound like she didn’t intend to survive them. Ophelia decided to push the issue. “You could make such a difference. We could use a general like you on our side, and you could help keep Liana in line. Please, come back with me.”

      But the priestess shook her head. “I am an old woman, and I can feel the end in my bones already. We Unseelie come from Death and we are meant to go to it willingly once again when it is our time. All that is left for me is to make my last moments as meaningful as possible. Don’t look so distraught, girl,” she added, laying a hand on Ophelia’s shoulder. “I have begun to have faith that you may yet make a capable ruler. You can manage without me. Go fetch your prince; I have more information to give the two of you before we part.”

      Ophelia set her jaw and held up the earring. “The soldiers are between us and Corrin now,” she said. “I wouldn’t be able to get to him on foot. I’ll activate Sunny’s body so we can fly down to get him and then get out of here. You can tell us whatever information you have on the way.”

      “Stubborn little queen,” the priestess said, sounding surprisingly fond. “You know as well as I do that we are not yet completely surrounded. We have a bit of time yet before their search reaches us. And also, there is the matter of the new, large, and very dangerous weapons that Emalda has stashed nearby, which are likely to prevent you from easy escape, even on your dragon.” She held up her hand as Ophelia tried to question her further on that topic. “Go and do as I said,” the priestess said, sounding implacable. It was clear that Ophelia would be getting no further information out of her until she followed orders.

      “Promise me you’ll stay safe while I go get him.”

      The priestess held up a hand like she was making a vow. “I promise I will not go gallivanting to my death until after you return with Prince Corrin.”

      Ophelia hesitated, torn—but she was already growing nervous about leaving Corrin on his own for so long, especially now that she knew Emalda’s soldiers were here already. Though she had not seen any of Emalda’s Unmade zombie Fae around, it would only take one to convey her orders and rally the soldiers to attack.

      And also, she realized, once she brought Corrin and the funerary powder back to the priestess, there was a chance the woman might be able to help her enact the spell to block Corrin’s bond. Being an Unseelie priestess, she was certain to have tons of knowledge about how the powder worked, how much of it to use, and any pitfalls Ophelia might need to be aware of. Plus there was the chance that Ophelia and Corrin together might be able to convince the priestess to join them—and also, Ophelia had to admit that she was anxious to ask him whether he knew what the First Artifact was, and why mention of it had seemed to shock Sunny so much.

      Reluctantly, she nodded. “We’ll be right back,” she told the priestess, and slipped away to retrieve the Fae Prince.
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