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      A new hope for dragons. A new danger for the world…

      Ophelia, High Queen of the Fae, is ecstatic when Sunny, her bonded dragon, announces that he and his mate are expecting a new egg. After all their trials and tribulations, a dragonling is more than welcome in the realm of Charassi…until a prophecy reveals that the new hatchling may bring about the end of the world.

      Other dragons demand that the egg be destroyed. And some within the fae kingdom agree, including a mysterious sect determined to capture the egg at any cost. When they succeed, Ophelia will do anything to get it back. Even if it means putting her safety on the line by infiltrating the Wild Hunt.

      But Ophelia’s fierce determination puts her at odds with her co-ruler, King Corrin. And their relationship is not the only thing showing cracks. A sinister power is rising that threatens to tear a rift in magic itself. With enemies and disaster looming on all sides, can Ophelia protect both her friends and her kingdom, before it’s too late?
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      Ophelia Monroe had faced down dragons, zombies, and evil queens in her eighteen years—in fact, she had done all of that in the last few months—but in retrospect, none of those things seemed as terrifying as walking in High Fae boots.

      “Are they really meant to be this shape?” she asked Brina, the meadow nymph who was helping her dress. Brina had been spawned in the palace gardens of Dominion, and her long hair was the same soft pink of the grass there. She looked up from where she was valiantly trying to squeeze Ophelia’s foot into the torturous contraption of silver mesh with a ridiculously high, spiky heel, her pale lilac eyes widening.

      “But, Your Majesty, this is what all the High Fae are wearing this season!”

      Ophelia arched her brows and muttered that she hadn’t seen Corrin hobbling around in anything like this. Her fellow ruler wore whatever he wanted, which was usually short tunics or shirts of a light, silky material and well-cut pants that fit him just right… Ophelia jumped as her reverie was cut short by a loud barrage of knocks on the bedroom door. Brina leaped up to answer it.

      “I can get it, Brina,” Ophelia called, even though she realized as soon as she tried to stand that walking was not really an option with just one of these blasted boots on. Still, she tried. She had been High Queen for only a few months, and having other people do things for her made her uncomfortable.

      The door opened and a small explosion of purple ruffles erupted into the room, words already tumbling out before the whirlwind skidded to a stop. “Ophelia, why are you not ready yet? Everyone is here. I want to give you your present, but Luis said I had to wait for the party, but I told him it’s a ball, not a party just like Cinderella, and look at my dress, isn’t it so pretty?”

      The blur stopped moving for a second to hold out her tiered skirts for Ophelia’s approval. The beaming face of Amelia, more commonly known as Cricket, made Ophelia’s heart swell with love. Her little sister was a force of nature, a fizzing ball of energy, joy, and chaos. “Come and give me a hug, and then I’ll try to hurry up, but I don’t think I’m going to look as beautiful as you,” Ophelia said, opening her arms for Cricket to jump into them for a quick, fierce embrace. Then the little girl stood back and regarded her solemnly.

      “Ophelia. This is the Queen’s Ball. You are the Queen. And it’s your eighteenth birthday. How can anyone look more beautiful than you? Duh.” Cricket shook her head in world-weary dismay. “Anyway, just look at you!” Cricket pointed at the full-length mirror, and Ophelia obediently turned to regard her reflection.

      She had to admit, she’d looked worse. Her gown was made of a soft, satiny, dove-gray material that flowed like liquid silver over her body and complimented her lean, athletic build. Brina had applied silver eyeshadow to Ophelia’s eyelids and a light dusting of metallic powder to her cheeks, highlighting her gray eyes and smooth brown skin. Her light-brown hair, which she usually kept pulled back in a messy ponytail, was carefully braided and pinned up in an elaborate pattern, with a simple silver circlet holding it in place.

      Normally, she would have worn the Bone Crown to such a formal event, but she shared the Artifact with Corrin, and he had needed it today to perform the Royal Rites for the pixies out in the Wildling Moors. Even though she knew the rites were an important duty of the monarch, part of Ophelia selfishly wished that Corrin hadn’t had to go today. She hadn’t realized how much she would miss his steady presence.

      “Why are you making that weird face?”

      Ophelia laughed and put her hand on Cricket’s shoulder. “I was just wishing that Corrin was here. I’m a little nervous about tonight.”

      Cricket rolled her eyes. “Ophelia, seriously. It’s your ball. And we’re all here: Dad and Luis and me and Abuela Lucia and Grandpa Alvin and Nana Rose and Papa John and Lane and, and, everyone! And Corrin will be back too. Don’t worry!” She picked up a bottle of perfume and sprayed it enthusiastically on herself and Ophelia, making them both cough. Luckily, it was a light fragrance, or they would be choking everyone they met, thought Ophelia. Still, the enthusiastic gesture did its job—it reminded Ophelia that she wasn’t in this alone.

      Speaking of which… She reached out through her telepathic link to contact Sun in the Black Sky, her bonded dragon. She could feel his presence in her mind immediately, powerful and reassuring even at a distance. Are they back yet, Sunny? she asked, receiving an impatient huff in reply.

      Not since the last time you asked, approximately five minutes ago, said his gruff voice in her head. I flew out to the land bridge to check for them, but there is no sign yet, he added.

      Ophelia smiled. Sunny liked to appear tough, but since he became soulmates with Shadow on the River—the dragon bonded to Corrin—he’d gotten much worse at hiding his softer side.

      Cricket tugged impatiently on Ophelia’s arm. “Uh, you are going to wear two boots, right?” she said and laughed, pointing at Ophelia’s lopsided stance.

      “Yes, you little rascal, if I can just get the other one on!” With much help from Brina and some hindrance from Cricket, she finally managed to tug the other boot into place. Gingerly, she stood up and teetered a few feet, about as gracefully as a newborn deer. A drunk newborn deer. Brina and Cricket exchanged a glance.

      “Perhaps, Your Majesty, you would like me to escort you to the ballroom?” Brina offered, extending her arm. Ophelia took it gratefully. Together they descended a wide marble staircase to the entrance hall outside the Throne Room. Ophelia could see a crowd gathering through the tall double doors, which were flung open to admit guests: large groups of High Fae, most of them dressed in the metallic shades that were currently fashionable, their hair teased into elaborate spikes and whorls that reminded Ophelia of punks back on Earth; smaller knots of nymphs, including her old friend Garander, his massive bison-like form taking up most of the space before the buffet table; and scattered Unseelie, generally more reserved, bearing the wings, tails, or other features of various species. Pixies hovered above everyone’s heads, their bright wings and high-pitched squeaks making Cricket clap her hands in excitement, and water sprites frolicked and splashed in the large fountain on one side of the room.

      Ophelia took a deep breath and stood up as straight and steady as she could in her uncomfortable boots. Corrin or no Corrin, these were her guests—more than that, her subjects—who had gathered to honor her. It was her duty to greet them and make them feel welcome. Just then, Cricket let out an ear-piercing shriek and darted into the crowd, returning with their father, Jason, and older brother, Luis. Ophelia’s shoulders dropped in relief to see their familiar faces. Her father wrapped her in a warm embrace, and when he stepped back, she saw that his eyes were shining with tears.

      “Are you okay, Dad?” she asked anxiously.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to alarm you. It’s just that you look so beautiful. I wish your mother could have been here to see it. She’d have been so proud of the woman you have become.”

      Ophelia swallowed, overcome—a feeling that grew more intense when he handed her a black velvet box. “I think she would have wanted you to have this.”

      Ophelia opened the case to reveal a silver chain with five hearts suspended from it: her mother’s favorite necklace. “One for each of us,” she whispered, her own eyes filling up as she remembered her mother saying the phrase. Jason fastened the chain around Ophelia’s neck. The weight of the hearts against her collarbone felt like an embrace, a physical reminder that her family was always with her, no matter what.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, leaning over to kiss her father’s cheek.

      Luis stepped up next. “Now, I had no idea what to buy a High Queen who’s turning eighteen, but I did remember how much you like to listen to music when you go for a run, so…” He watched as Ophelia ripped the shiny blue paper open to reveal a small music player and headphones. “I figure there’s no reason for it not to work here, as long as we download the music in Texas and bring batteries when we come to visit.”

      “That is so thoughtful, Luis!” The idea of going for a long run with her favorite music playing made Ophelia feel calmer already, and knowing that her family understood her completely was an even better gift. “I’m so glad you were all able to be here tonight, especially with Corrin not back yet.” Luis looked at her keenly, picking up on the tremor in her voice despite her best efforts to hide it.

      “He’ll be back soon, I’m sure of it. No way your ‘betrothed’ is going to miss your eighteenth birthday!” Luis said, punching Ophelia affectionately in the upper arm and almost knocking her over.

      The effect was exacerbated by Cricket bowling into her legs, carrying a box that she had clearly wrapped herself. “Now me, now me!” she demanded, thrusting the gift at Ophelia.

      “All right already!” Ophelia laughed, trying to undo the approximately six miles of tape wrapped around the box. Cricket, after hopping from foot to foot for as long as she could contain herself, eventually grabbed the present to help.

      “Look! Just like mine!” she said, lifting one foot in the air to display her purple canvas sneakers, a smaller version of the ones in the box. “Next time I visit we can match. Purple is my favorite color,” she said, deadly serious now, and Ophelia struggled to maintain a straight face in order to treat the moment with as much gravitas as it demanded.

      “I know that,” she said, bending down to look Cricket in the eye. “I will always think of you when I wear them. I’m honored.”

      Cricket grinned, delighted, before dragging Ophelia into the ballroom to see the rest of the family—and the rest of her many, many guests.

      The next hour passed in an exhausting blur as Ophelia greeted what seemed like thousands of well-wishers. It was one thing chatting with friends, but making small talk with an endless procession of dignitaries from all corners of Charassi and the cream of Dominion high society was incredibly draining. She’d always chaffed under any instructions to be “on her best behavior,” but she didn’t have the option of acting out anymore. She was queen. There were expectations. She couldn’t let her people down—and she especially couldn’t let Corrin down. This all would be worlds easier if he was there at her side…but even on her own, she was determined to do him proud…if she could just figure out what that entailed.

      There were so many aspects of Charassi culture and etiquette that she was still learning. Sometimes it felt as if she would never know enough. Occasionally, when Corrin was taking the lead yet again in a land dispute or a question of crop allocation, one tiny part of her missed the way the war had allowed her quick decision making and bold approach to leadership shine. In wartime, she could lead. In peacetime…she had absolutely no idea what to do.

      Ophelia, I am outside. Come join me.

      Sunny’s voice in her head brought Ophelia back to the present. She excused herself from a conversation with a hawk-winged Unseelie and walked as quickly as she could to the courtyard outside. Just seeing the magnificent golden-scaled dragon prowling there, his long, spiked tail lashing the ground as he waited, filled her with an awe she didn’t think she would ever lose.

      “Are they back, Sunny? Did you see them approach? Or was there something else you needed?”

      Sunny turned his massive head to Ophelia and blinked. “You look…different. Impractical clothing for any useful activity, though. No, they have not yet returned. And there is nothing I require. I summoned you because I thought you might need a respite from the…festivities.”

      Sunny said “festivities” in the same tone someone might use to describe raw sewage. Ophelia couldn’t help laughing. “Are you sad to be missing the spectacle?” she teased. “We could have found some way to get you into the Throne Room for tonight, you know. We do have magic at our disposal.”

      “How kind,” Sunny replied, tone dry as dust. “But we both know that I would find it nothing short of torture to be squashed into a room with hundreds of preening Fae. I would have to eat several of them just to take the edge off my irritation.”

      Ophelia smiled at his theatrics, but she couldn’t refrain from sighing. “Surely they should be back by now. Aren’t you worried about River?”

      “No, I am not. I knew there was a chance they might not be back in time. It is not cause for concern.” Sunny blew a puff of warm air from his nostrils over Ophelia as if that settled the matter.

      “What do you mean? Why is it not cause for concern? What could have delayed them?” Ophelia tried to look Sunny in the eye, only for him to start examining one of his enormous, curved talons. It was extremely unusual for a dragon to be evasive, especially one as forthright as Sunny. “What are you not telling me? Is there something wrong with River? Or with Corrin? Are you all hiding something from me?”

      Sunny finally turned his head to fix her with his gaze. His reptilian eyes flickered with some emotion that Ophelia could not identify, shimmering like a pool of amber flames.

      “I—I mean we—that is to say, River…” He shook his head in frustration and then spoke quickly. “We are expecting an egg.”

      Ophelia reeled, tottering on her precarious heels. All the worrying possibilities that had been racing through her mind faded, replaced first by shock and then a roaring, thundering rush of joy, love, and excitement. She stumbled closer to Sunny and threw her arms around as much of his snout as she could reach. Through their bond she felt his pride and happiness, and she knew he could feel hers. After a moment, he rumbled in his throat and gathered himself.

      “So, given River’s condition, she might be flying a little more slowly if she is tired or experiencing some physical discomfort. Which may account for their delay in returning. But they should be here shortly.”

      Ophelia smiled up at his fearsome-looking face. “Thank you, Sunny. And thank you for telling me. This is just the best news.”

      Sunny looked down at her with the closest thing to a grin that a dragon face could muster. Then he took off into the sky like a golden firework, Ophelia’s heart soaring for joy with him. With a happy sigh, she headed back inside, feeling like she could handle anything with this wonderful secret bubbling inside her.

      As Ophelia stepped through the door from the courtyard, she got a bit tangled in the light, gauzy drapes. While she was extricating herself, she caught a snippet of the conversation between two High Fae by the buffet table, positioned with their backs to her.

      “Looks like the queen has gone missing now too. At her own ball!” said an elderly man whose dyed hair stood out from his head like a blue sunburst. The woman he was with, dressed in a bronze toga-like garment, gave a derisory snort. “I’m more intrigued by the fact that High King Corrin couldn’t be bothered to show up. Perhaps he’s finally tiring of her novelty.”

      The man turned his head to reply and glimpsed Ophelia from the corner of his eye. She had the momentary satisfaction of seeing the look of horror that crossed his face, but she managed to smile at him sweetly as she swept past, fighting not to cry. She tried not to let the words hurt. Those Fae, whoever they were, didn’t know her or Corrin, didn’t know a thing about the relationship they’d built or the feelings they shared.

      Head held high, she glided away from the buffet table, but one of her heels had snagged in the drapes and it tugged her off-balance. Ophelia felt as though she were suspended in honey as she lurched, managed to free the caught foot, but then stumbled forward. Don’t fall, don’t fall, don’t fall, she thought, her jaw clenching with effort. Her long hours spent running and hurdling as a member of the high school track team came to her aid, the muscles in her legs bracing to somehow stop her from falling to her knees. At the very moment she regained her balance, however, her flailing left arm caught the side of a tray of drinks borne by a nervous young palace servant, a water nymph with long strands of seaweed hair, and the entire tray crashed to the floor.

      Everything stopped. Ophelia had the sensation of ten thousand bugs crawling over her skin as all eyes turned to look at her. Ophelia refused to look at the High Fae couple by the buffet table, but she could only imagine what they would say about her now. Then she noticed that drops of water were falling from the nymph’s skin beside her as he shook with distress.

      “Your Majesty…I am so sorry. This is my first time serving at the palace. I cannot believe I have let you down like this.”

      His blue, limpid eyes were full of remorse. Ophelia placed her hand on his arm. “Don’t worry. Your name’s Loren, isn’t it?” The nymph nodded, looking amazed that the High Queen knew who he was. “This was all my fault, Loren. In fact, you probably saved me from landing on the floor. If anything, you’re the hero here.”

      Her grin was a little forced, but Loren didn’t seem to notice that, smiling shyly in return. A couple of the other servants were already cleaning up the broken glass and spilled liquid, and the hum of conversation had resumed.

      “You know what, Loren? Back on Earth we say it’s not a party until something gets broken, so I guess we’ve kicked off the celebrations! Now, do me a favor, please.”

      Ophelia got Loren to guide her to the nearest chair and then fetch her birthday present from Cricket. Focusing on the nymph after her embarrassing gaffe had reminded her of what was important. She might not be the elegant monarch that some of these guests expected, but she cared about the welfare and happiness of every last one of them, even when they were being nasty. And that, she thought, as she tugged off the excruciating silver boots and replaced them with the purple sneakers, is all that really matters.

      Able to move freely at last, Ophelia spent the next couple of hours circulating and chatting. She still missed Corrin, but whenever she started to feel a little lost, she concentrated on the feel of the necklace’s silver hearts against her skin and remembered the love and support right there in the room with her. Before she knew it, there was a pixie whispering in her ear that it was time to bring out the birthday cake, so she should ascend the dais to the throne.

      Ophelia did as she was told and took a seat on the rather uncomfortable dragon-bone throne. The servants had dimmed the biggest lights in the room, leaving it softly illuminated by candlelight. She tried not to think about the empty chair next to her on the dais, searching out her family’s faces in the crowd instead.

      Just then she felt a surge of relief through her bond with Sunny. Her heart racing, Ophelia tried to peer out to the courtyard. The gauzy drapes that had been her nemesis earlier parted, and in stepped Corrin. He was still in his traveling clothes, rumpled and dusty, and his chestnut curls were tangled from the wind. His brown eyes looked tired as they surveyed the room, but as soon as they alighted on Ophelia, the golden highlights in them seemed to dance. He strode towards the dais as Ophelia ran down the steps to meet him, and everyone and everything else faded into insignificance as he swept her up in his strong arms and whirled her around.

      “Ophelia, I’m so sorry for the delay. I can’t believe I nearly missed your birthday, I⁠—”

      “Shhhhh,” Ophelia said, gazing up into his foxlike eyes. “You’re here now.” Their lips met in a soft, gentle kiss, Ophelia’s feet not touching the ground as Corrin held her against his strong chest, pressing her to him like he would never let her go. A sound filtered into Ophelia’s consciousness, and as she realized it was applause and cheering, her eyes snapped open at the same time as Corrin’s. With a sheepish grin, he returned her to the ground and waved around to acknowledge the crowd, who laughed and cheered more loudly.

      Hand in hand, they walked up the steps to the dais and sat side by side. Corrin took from his travel bag a package wrapped in large, soft leaves and tied with a garland of orange daisy-like flowers.

      “This is what took so long. The pixies had to finish some last details, and it is such delicate work, it couldn’t be rushed.” He placed the package on Ophelia’s lap. “I hope you like it.”

      Ophelia smiled at him. No gift could compare to having him here by her side, looking even more handsome than he was in her daydreams. She gently untied the blossom ribbon and opened the leaves. Inside was a fabric softer than anything Ophelia had ever felt. Wonderingly, she held it up and saw that it was a hooded cloak, lighter than air, silvery in color but with an iridescent sheen.

      “The pixies wove it from spiderwebs,” Corrin explained. “It’s light and soft but it’s also incredibly strong. Like you,” he added softly. They both stood, and Corrin fastened the cloak around Ophelia’s neck. “Beautiful,” he said, with a smile that was just for her. Ophelia had to restrain herself from kissing him again.

      “Corrin, I love it. Thank you so much. I’m just happy you’re back. I was so worried—oh!” Her eyes widened as she remembered Sunny’s news. “You know about Sunny and River, right?”

      Corrin frowned. “I sensed she was acting strangely recently, but she got evasive when I tried to ask her about it. Are they okay?”

      “Just a second,” said Ophelia, reaching out through her link to Sunny. She could feel his happiness at having River back by his side. Sunny, can I share the news with everyone? she thought. After a moment, during which Ophelia figured he was checking with River, Sunny sent back his agreement.

      Ophelia clapped her hands in delight. “Corrin, assembled guests, palace staff, everyone—I have wonderful news!” she stated, raising her voice to catch everyone’s attention. They all turned to face her expectantly, the pixies zipping back and forth in excitement. Even the four High Fae who were carrying in the cake—a multitiered extravaganza decorated with flowers—stopped in the middle of the room to listen.

      “Sun in the Black Sky and Shadow on the River, our bonded dragons, are expecting an egg!”

      The whole place erupted into cheers, stamping and clapping. Laughing with delight, she turned to see Corrin’s reaction. She saw the same emotions sweep over his face that she had experienced a few hours ago: shock, followed by joy, love, and pride. He got a faraway look in his eyes for a moment, and Ophelia knew he was communicating with River. Then he grabbed Ophelia’s hand and held it up in the air, cheering along with the crowd. Ophelia felt like her heart would burst with happiness.

      Later, when the initial euphoria had died down, a group of High Fae musicians set up in a corner of the throne room.

      Corrin stood and offered his hand. “Let’s dance, shall we?”

      Ophelia was out of her seat and halfway down the steps so fast she almost pulled him off balance. He laughed and ran to keep up with her, then pulled her close to swing her around the floor in a complicated series of steps. Ophelia gave herself up to his direction, flushed and breathless and incredibly thankful that she had changed into sneakers. Around her she got momentary glimpses of her family and friends, all beaming at her as they danced. Corrin twirled her out to the end of his arm and her cloak gleamed like dewdrops on spiderwebs, throwing off prisms of light so that she was wreathed in rainbows.

      She twirled back close to Corrin’s body and reached up to whisper in his ear. “This is the best night of my life. Thank you for everything.”

      He nuzzled her neck, making her shiver, and whispered back. “Thank you, Ophelia Monroe of Tipton, Texas. I’m very glad that you were born. I don’t want to think of my world without you in it.” He leaned down and kissed her before spinning her out again. They danced for hours, until the stars paled in the dawn sky and even Cricket fell asleep in Luis’s arms, her face sticky with cake. He had to carry her through the portal back to Texas when the human guests left, smiling and waving to Ophelia until the portal closed behind them.

      She squeezed Corrin’s hand as they said farewell to the last stragglers. “I feel so lucky to have had a night like this.” She sighed, leaning her head against his shoulder. “How often does someone get to be so happy?”

      He stroked her cheek and smiled, his eyes lighting up the way they always did when he looked at her. “Let’s just see what tomorrow brings.” And then he kissed her until she had no words left.
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      Ophelia stretched and tried to turn over in bed, wondering why her legs ached like she had run twenty miles the day before. Then the memories of her magical birthday celebration flooded into her mind, and she smiled. Too giddy to sleep any longer, despite her tiredness, she jumped out of bed, wincing as her sore feet touched the floor. She bathed and dressed quickly, opting for loose-fitting, comfortable clothes.

      There was a knock on the door, and Brina entered carrying a breakfast tray. She looked surprised to see Ophelia up and about.

      “Your Majesty! I had expected you would be sleeping in this morning considering how late you got to bed, so I brought you breakfast. Would you like me to bring it down to the dining hall?”

      “That’s okay, Brina, I’ll have it here,” Ophelia said, unable to wait any longer for the delicious-smelling coffee from the grounds that her family had brought for her. She sat on the wide stone windowsill to eat, looking out over the palace grounds. Much work had been done to repair the damage inflicted during the war, and the building was almost back to its previous glory. Ophelia loved to gaze at the graceful skybridges that connected various levels and wings, some of them single-file vine bridges, others wide carven ramps of wood or metal. The castle also boasted creamy stone towers and turrets, not to mention the many gardens and pockets of plants scattered in every nook and cranny. Sometimes it was still hard to believe that she truly lived in this fairytale-like palace.

      There was another knock, and Ophelia turned to see Brina admit Loren, who ducked his head shyly at her, his seaweed hair falling over his eyes.

      “Good morning, Your Majesty. I have a message from the head administrator. A delegation of nymphs is waiting to speak to one of the monarchs regarding an issue with their crops. I was going to fetch King Corrin, but his manservant said he was still sleeping. Should I tell the administrator to schedule the meeting for later?”

      Ophelia drained the last of her coffee and hopped down from the windowsill. “No, Loren, I’ll handle it. Let’s allow Corrin to sleep in for once!” She thanked Brina for bringing her breakfast and then followed Loren into the hallway. After a quick stop in Corrin’s room to fetch the Bone Crown from his bedside table—tiptoeing in quietly to let him sleep—they headed down to the room where the business of the realm was generally handled. It was the Charassi version of a conference room, Ophelia supposed, although its tapestry-covered walls and padded velvet chairs gave it far more character than some anonymous-looking office back on Earth.

      A meadow nymph and a water nymph sat at one end of the room’s long wooden table, looking a little nervously at the head administrator, a stag Unseelie named Merrin with an impressive set of antlers branching out from his forehead and well-polished hooves that he tended to stamp loudly on the stone floor when negotiations were not proceeding to his satisfaction.

      “Your Majesty!” said Merrin, standing and bowing as Ophelia entered the room. She saw him glance over her shoulder, no doubt looking for Corrin.

      “Good morning, Merrin,” Ophelia replied with as much confidence as she could muster. She was determined to handle whatever this issue was on her own to prove that she could be just as good a ruler in peacetime as she was during war. “The king is resting after his extensive travels yesterday. I will be handling the nymphs’ requests.”

      “Very good, Your Majesty.” Merrin bowed again and waited until Ophelia took a seat at the head of the table before sitting back down himself, halfway between her and the nymphs. “Let me sum up for you what the nymphs have told me so far. They live on a stretch of farmland on the edges of the Nymph woodland, an extremely fertile region that is considered the breadbasket of Charassi. A large percentage of the grain supplied to the entire realm is grown there.”

      Ophelia nodded, wondering if Merrin’s lecture would continue for long. She could see that the nymphs were tired, having no doubt traveled through the night, and when Merrin paused to draw breath, she beckoned Loren over and quietly asked him to bring refreshments for them.

      “The soil there is, unfortunately, also very hospitable to a particular plant known as burnweed. It grows quickly and chokes the roots of the grain, and it is difficult to root out because its sap is highly acidic and can be quite toxic to nymphs.”

      At this point the water nymph gestured to his companion. “Show them your arm, Pasha.” Merrin cleared his throat, and the water nymph sat up straight, his green eyes widening in alarm. “Oh, excuse me, your administrator-ship. I did not mean to interrupt.”

      Ophelia smiled kindly at the nymph. “What are your names? Pasha and⁠—?”

      “Globus, Your Queenship,” responded the water nymph, bowing repeatedly where he sat. The meadow nymph bowed too, her wheaten hair spilling across the table.

      “And you wanted to show me Pasha’s arm?” Ophelia prompted, hoping to stop the compulsive bowing. Globus nodded eagerly and nudged Pasha with his elbow. She held out one of her pale-yellow arms across the table, and Ophelia gasped at the angry-looking red boils that spread across it. Seeing anyone in pain always spurred in Ophelia an immediate desire to help. Her mother, who had been a paramedic, had called it a healing instinct and used to tease Ophelia about following in her footsteps. Of course, none of them could have anticipated “High Queen of the Realm” as one of her future job prospects back then. But becoming queen hadn’t dampened her commitment to easing pain and suffering. If anything, it had strengthened it.

      “That looks so sore, Pasha!” Ophelia left her seat and approached the nymph, who looked at her worriedly. Merrin sighed and tapped his hooves on the floor, impatient with anything that interfered with what he saw as the proper course of proceedings.

      “We have an appointment scheduled with a physician after this meeting, Your Majesty. The nymph’s arm will be seen to.”

      “Oh, but it will only take a moment to heal. There’s no reason for Pasha to be in pain for any longer than necessary,” Ophelia replied, already gently holding the nymph’s arm and working out the best magic to use for a healing spell. She reached for a thread of Dawn, healing and refreshing, and intertwined it with a thread of Earth’s rejuvenation and a touch of the calming energy of Death to bring the inflammation to an end. She pictured laying the spell over the rash like a shimmering cloth.

      Globus drew in his breath sharply and looked in amazement from Ophelia to Pasha’s arm. The boils had already faded in color and were shrinking before their eyes, leaving the skin smooth with a soft golden hue. Pasha smiled up at Ophelia, the drawn lines of pain and weariness around her eyes falling away.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she whispered. Ophelia returned her smile and went back to her seat, gesturing at Merrin to continue. Inside she glowed with satisfaction at having healed Pasha, happy on a deep level to be continuing her mother’s work, even in a way neither of them could never have foreseen. The ability to heal people directly was one of the best things about having magic. As pleased as she was, however, she reminded herself that the issue at hand was larger than one nymph’s injuries.

      “Yes, well. To continue,” Merrin resumed. “There is an animal that consumes these weeds, a barrelhog I believe it is called, but the nymphs report that the barrelhogs have all migrated to a neighboring region recently, and the burnweed is quickly getting out of control. The situation is critical. If the nymphs cannot harvest enough grain, and do it safely, we risk food shortages across the entire realm.”

      Ophelia sat back and exhaled, turning the problem over in her mind. “Back on Earth people tend to use toxic chemicals to kill weeds, but that leads to a whole mess of other problems. I love that there is a natural way to do it here in Charassi. So it seems to me that the main thing is to get the barrelhogs back into your region, right?”

      Globus and Pasha nodded. Merrin tilted his head at her, and Ophelia suppressed a sudden urge to laugh at the way the movement made his antlers look askew.

      “What about an attraction spell to draw the barrelhogs? I can put it on a flower from the palace gardens and you can plant it in your field to get them back. That would do the trick, right?”

      Merrin thought for a moment and then dipped his head in assent. “I believe it would, Your Majesty.” The nymphs murmured their agreement, and Ophelia once again beckoned to Loren, who had returned with the requested refreshments.

      “Could you please fetch us a talatha blossom from the gardens? If there is a garden nymph there you can reassure them that we need it for a noble purpose and that we intend to keep it alive. Thanks, Loren. I’m sorry for running you ragged.”

      While Loren fetched the flower and the nymphs enjoyed the refreshments, Ophelia concentrated on weaving an attraction spell. That way, it would be ready once the flower was delivered. She searched first for Earth energy, its freshly turned soil and tomato vine smell helping her as always to find it among the magic, then threaded it through with ribbons of bright Sun to give a clear sense of direction, and finished with a sprinkling of Ocean, with its connection to the pull of the moon. She had never made an attraction spell before, and it took all her concentration to knit the various strands together, guided telepathically by Sunny. By the time she laid it over the plant and felt it be absorbed into the leaves and petals, she was trembling with effort but pleased with her hard work.

      The two nymphs could hardly express their gratitude, and even Merrin gave a quiet “well handled, Your Majesty,” so Ophelia left the meeting room on a high. She decided to go and see was Corrin awake yet so she could fill him in on everything and, she hoped, win his approval for her problem solving.

      As she made her way along the corridor to his room, however, she felt a strange sensation. It was as though something was wrong, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was, like entering a familiar room to find all the furniture in different positions or falling asleep in the middle of the day and waking up groggy to darkness, not knowing what time it was.

      Ophelia stopped and looked out of the nearest window, which was open to the fresh summer air. Everything looked normal, but there was something different… Suddenly a door slammed on another floor of the castle, and Ophelia realized what it was that felt so off. All she could hear was silence. Not a single bird was singing; in fact, all the bustle she could usually hear in the distance, from the various Fae going about their lives on the streets of Dominion, was quiet. A shadow fell across the grounds, despite there not being a cloud in the sky, and the bright sunny day abruptly darkened to an eerie twilight.

      Unnerved, Ophelia began to reach out to Sunny in her mind, but then Corrin’s door opened and he emerged into the corridor, dressed, though still pulling on his boots. He hurried up to Ophelia and stood behind her at the window to look out.

      “I was coming to find you. I think it’s an eclipse,” he said, peering up at the sky. He put his arms around Ophelia, and she leaned back against his chest, feeling safe now with him beside her even though the stillness continued to leave her uneasy. To her relief, the darkness was already starting to lift as the eclipse passed, going from gloom to bright sunshine in the space of just a few minutes. Birdsong filled the air, sounding strangely loud after its unaccustomed absence, and the world resumed its rhythm.

      “My goodness, look at that! Over there, to the right of the sun.” Ophelia squinted in the direction Corrin was pointing. A huge red planet hung in the sky at around the same height as the sun but looking more distant.

      “You know, I think I remember now that there were predictions of a celestial alignment this year. The exact timing hadn’t been pinned down yet last I heard of it, and then with everything that happened, I suppose I forgot all about it. The priestesses probably knew, though.”

      “Are eclipses common on Charassi?” Ophelia asked, remembering making a pinhole device with paper to observe one back in Texas when she was in school.

      “Not exactly common, but not particularly rare either,” Corrin said. “But this one is not your run-of-the-mill eclipse. You can’t usually see that planet without a distance glass.”

      “Oh, like a telescope? So do you know what that planet is?”

      “Yes, it’s called Senta. I don’t know if it’s ever appeared like this before. I’ll have to consult my books and maybe send for the priestesses…” Corrin trailed off, clearly already deciding which books he would need to check. Ophelia was about to suggest that he get some breakfast first, but Sunny’s voice spoke urgently in her mind.

      Ophelia. Come to us.

      She looked at Corrin and saw that he had received the same message from River. They turned as one and hurried towards the stairs that would lead them down to the converted stables. The dragon quarters had been among the areas damaged in the battles of the last war, and there had not yet been time to repair them—and expand them, since they had only ever been designed to accommodate one dragon at a time. Ophelia had promised Sunny that the stables were just a temporary measure, but he had been highly offended by the choice of venue and given in with great reluctance after declaring emphatically that he was “not a horse.” Ophelia smiled at the memory, even as an icy trail of anxiety began to prickle down her spine.

      “Do you think something could have happened to them during the eclipse?” she panted, running to keep up with Corrin’s long strides.

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “It’s odd they would call us there without telling us what was wrong. I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”

      As they raced through the castle, Ophelia and Corrin encountered several groups of servants clustered at windows, exclaiming at the red planet and wondering what it portended. The monarchs reassured everyone as best they could, slowing their own headlong rush to reinforce the message that there was no need to panic, even as they ached to reach their dragons and see that they were okay. There were a couple of minor signs of disturbance caused by the unexpectedness of the eclipse—mostly the result of people being startled—but the only damage seemed to be an overturned cart of eggs in the courtyard. Ophelia told the servants to fetch Shadow, her giant shadowling pet, knowing he would make short work of gobbling up the mess.

      At last they reached the stables. One entire side of the building had been removed to allow for easier access by the dragons, so Ophelia could see that Sunny and River were both there and that neither bore any obvious signs of injury. In fact, as Sunny turned his head to greet them, he actually looked quite pleased with himself.

      “What is it? Are you guys okay?” Ophelia asked, her eyes raking over Sunny’s body. Next to her, Corrin was doing likewise with River, who was sitting very quietly, her scales shading from sapphire to azure in gentle waves in time with her breathing.

      “We’re fine,” River said, although even her voice seemed softer than usual. “We just wanted to show you something.”

      Slowly, she raised the wing that was tucked along her left side. All the breath went out of Ophelia at once, and she grabbed Corrin’s hand to steady herself. Nestled against River’s body like an incongruous jewel was a large, gleaming, silver egg.
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      Corrin laughed as Ophelia squealed in delight and ran closer to hug the dragons. He followed her and placed his hand on River’s snout.

      “You like surprises, don’t you?” he asked, and River arched her neck in a way that looked half-shy, half-proud—and more than a little smug. He could sense the full force of her emotions through their bond: a flood of excitement and joy, with a dash of anxiety about the prospect of becoming a parent. You will be wonderful, he said telepathically, and River sent him a pulse of gratitude.

      “How long does it take to hatch? Is it a boy or a girl? Do you have a name picked out?” Ophelia, now examining the egg in wonder, started firing off questions.

      “It will take somewhere between one and two months to hatch,” Sunny said, huffing importantly. “And we will not know if it is a boy or girl until another few weeks have passed, when its bond with us will be strong enough for it to communicate. As for the name⁠—”

      Sunny stopped in mid-sentence and looked around. Corrin was about to ask what was wrong when he felt it too: a tremor underfoot, as though the ground was trembling. Ophelia looked at him, eyes wide.

      “Okay, time for my second science question of the day: Do we have earthquakes in Charassi?”

      “I think they sometimes occur out in the Tribal Territories and the Scorched Lands, but not usually here in Dominion,” he replied. The shaking was getting stronger now, the ground feeling like it was bucking and rippling below them. Corrin grabbed Ophelia’s hand and pulled her over to stand under a supporting beam, where the structure was strongest. They huddled together, holding onto the beam and each other as the ground heaved. River tucked the egg back under her wing, and Sunny spread one of his own wings over her protectively, using the other one to help shield Corrin and Ophelia. Bits of loose wood and dislodged roof tiles clattered down around them, and outside Corrin could see pieces of masonry coming loose from where the castle had been repaired. Someone screamed, a terrified shriek that cut off with a sob.

      The full force of the quake only lasted about a minute, though it felt longer. The huge rolling shudders gradually gave way to smaller, rippling aftershocks. “We should fly up and see if anyone needs help,” Ophelia said, already moving to mount Sunny, staggering a little as she crossed the floor. Corrin jumped on River, who was pushing the egg into a pile of straw on one side of the stable.

      “Will the egg be okay?” asked Ophelia, worried, but River assured her that dragon eggshells were incredibly hard—almost nothing could crack them. Then the two dragons took off and soared upwards. As soon as River had gained some height, she flew in a tight circle, giving them a view of the palace and its immediate surroundings, and Corrin could see Sunny doing likewise. His keen foxlike eyes quickly spotted dangerous situations already developing all around them, with several of Dominion’s taller and older buildings starting to list alarmingly.

      “Ophelia, use magic to prop up the buildings,” he shouted, and she waved to indicate she had heard him before getting Sunny to hover over the nearest target, a bell tower just outside the palace gates.

      River, let’s fly a bit further out over the city, Corrin sent, and she was about to oblige when a scream pierced the air from behind them. He swiveled around to scan the walls of the palace and spotted figures flailing around, waving frantically in midair. With a shock, he realized they were passengers on one of the elevators that transported Fae from one level of the castle to another. The earthquake had caused the platform to swing out wildly from the chute it normally occupied, and, worse, the rope from which it was suspended looked like it was fraying.

      “Quick as you can, River,” Corrin called, and the dragon responded, cleaving the air like a blue arrow. Corrin was already weaving a reinforcement spell from strands of Sun and Earth, but before he could send it at the rope, the last strand snapped, and the platform plummeted. River tucked her wings and shot straight down after it, Corrin holding on with every muscle of his arms and legs, trusting that River would be able to pull up in time.

      He managed to quickly craft a cushion of air and place it under the platform, just as River grabbed the top of the elevator frame in her talons and slowed its drop. The force of the fall was too far advanced for the dragon to halt the platform altogether, but the cushion of air slowed its momentum until she was able to set it down gently on the ground.

      Several of the passengers were sobbing, and they all looked pale and shocked. One wood nymph had shed all the leaves from the twigs that stood up from his head, but Corrin could see no physical injuries beyond cuts and bruises. He told everyone to move away from the castle walls in case of falling debris, and then River pumped her wings and took them back up and out over the streets of Dominion. There was no time to rest—they needed to help Ophelia and Sunny in their attempt to shore up as many unstable buildings as they could.

      Thankfully, no large craters had opened up in the streets, and the land bridge that connected Dominion to the rest of Charassi remained intact, so if they could just stop any more buildings collapsing, they would hopefully avoid any casualties. River darted from street to street, hovering beside the taller structures to allow Corrin to scan them quickly for damage and then lending her magic to his to help him fill in cracks and bolster foundations. It was exhausting work that rapidly depleted their magic as well as their strength, and Corrin was starting to wonder how long they could keep up their pace when he noticed that the aftershocks were becoming weaker, giving way, finally, to calm.

      People slowly made their way out of their houses and into the streets, walking tentatively as though not trusting the ground beneath them. The air was full of clouds of dust, creating a strange, hazy atmosphere through which people stumbled and coughed.

      “Sunny says they are heading back to the castle to regroup,” River said, receiving a message through her bond to her mate. “Their magic is quite low too, and Ophelia thinks it would be wise to send out scouts to find if anyone is seriously injured.”

      “That’s an excellent idea,” Corrin agreed. “Let’s meet them there.” River wheeled around and flew back to the palace, Corrin scanning the city below them as they went to try to assess the extent of the damage. They landed beside the stable and River immediately went to check on the egg, only to find Sunny already there.

      “It’s fine, just as we said it would be,” Sunny called, his bravado belied by the relief in his voice. Corrin exhaled in relief himself and put his arm around Ophelia, who was hollow-eyed with exhaustion.

      “Here,” he said, leading her over to a nearby swing bench crafted from a branch of a living tree. It swayed slightly as they sat on it, the movement of air welcome after their exertions. Songbirds flitted through the leaves above them, their high, fluting music soothing and restful, and for a moment Corrin could scarcely believe that all had been pandemonium just a few minutes ago.

      He leaned back in the swing and looked up at the palace walls, shading his eyes with his hand. A number of substantial cracks had opened up on the walls, some of them snaking right down into the earth. They would have to do a full survey of the building to make sure it was structurally sound.

      “What was that?” Ophelia asked, leaning back alongside him. “I mean, I know it was an earthquake, but did something set it off? Are there volcanoes nearby or something?”

      Corrin shook his head. “Dominion is not on any fault line or near any geographical features that would explain why that happened. I can’t help wondering about the celestial alignment, though. The fact that the disturbance started so soon after the eclipse…”

      Ophelia chewed on her lip. The color was returning to her face, Corrin was pleased to see, but she still looked tired. “It really seems too much of a coincidence,” she said. “I know the moon affects gravity and the tides, so I guess the appearance of a whole planet in the sky could have an effect on stuff here, right?”

      “I would certainly think so. And here’s someone who might be able to help shed some light on the matter,” Corrin said
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