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Аннотация
Although she�s still stuck in the magical world of Nerissette, Queen Allie is finally ready to build a relationship with the half hottie, half dragon next door, Winston. But all isn�t really fair in love and war. Unrest is quickly forming at the borders and soon Allie realizes that the Fate Maker wasn�t the only one who wanted her crown. When her trusted aunt Bavasama sends her troops into Nerissette on a campaign of murder and mass destruction, Allie has a tough decision to make. She can�t take the chance of letting more people die or letting those she�s lost disappear from memory, but there is more at stake than even she knows. Still, Allie has to do something. And in the process she�ll discover what she�s truly made of when faced with a series of options�each more horrible than the last.
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To Ainsley:
May your world always be the stuff of really great fairy tales


Prologue

I was sitting in front of the mirror at my dressing table in the Queen�s Tower. That�s how I knew it was a dream. My tower had been burned during the Fate Maker�s last attack against the palace, but right now, in my dream, it was still standing. It looked the same as it did the first time I�d ever set foot inside it.
�The End is coming,� my reflection announced, and my eyes widened as I stared back at the girl in the mirror.
�What?�
�The End is coming,� my reflection said again. �The Last Rose is on her throne, the relics have been found, and the land is free of the Fate Maker. The time of the Prophesies has come.�
�Wait. What? No.� I shook my head, and the girl in the mirror arched an eyebrow at me. �No, that�s not true. I don�t have all the relics. The Mirror of Nerissette has been destroyed, the Dragon�s Tear is hidden, and we�re searching for the last one, the First Leaf, but I haven�t found it yet. We haven�t found it yet.�
�You have found it,� the girl in the mirror argued. �The First Leaf was never lost. It�s always been with you. Because of it life flows through you. The ability to keep this world�and its people�alive lives inside you.�
�I don�t��
�The Last Great Rose is on her throne with the relics. The dead will rise, the lost will be found, and our world will be free again. The Prophesies command it.�
The girl in the mirror in front of me dissolved, and when I looked into the glass again, nothing stared back at me. The room behind me was reflected as if I weren�t even there. �Wait!�
�She�s right,� Esmeralda said, suddenly appearing. I gaped at the sorceress, still trapped inside the body of a small black-and-white housecat, sitting on the reflection of my bed in the mirror. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that she wasn�t actually there; even in my dream, she was just an illusion. �The time of the Prophesies has come.�
�But the Prophesies are made up. Make-believe. You should know�you�re the one who made them up.�
�The things I wrote, I never meant for them to come true. But now they have. Fate, or whatever it is that truly guides us, has made the nightmares I wrote about come true, and you�re the only one who can save us. Save our world, Allie. Save us. Before it�s too late.�
�Save you from what? The Fate Maker is trapped in the Bleak, and I�m signing a peace treaty with Bavasama in the morning. Our world is safe.�
�Death is coming, my queen. A world of death and nightmares, and if you�re not prepared, they will destroy us all. The nightmares I unleashed upon this world will destroy us all,� Esmeralda said.
�I don�t know how,� I said. �I don�t know what to do. Tell me what to do.�
�When the time comes, you�ll know,� Esmeralda said, bringing her brilliant green eyes up to meet mine in the mirror.
�No, I won�t.�
�There�s only one thing that can defeat nightmares,� Esmeralda said. �Only one thing stronger than fear.�
�What?� I asked.
Instead of answering the cat in the mirror began to fade away.
�No!� I slapped my hand against the mirror. �No, don�t leave. You have to tell me what I need to do to keep us safe. What I�m keeping us safe from. You can�t leave me.�
The cat disappeared, her eyes the last thing to go, as I stood there, watching her. �Don�t leave me,� I whispered. �Please don�t leave me. I can�t do this alone.�

Chapter One

�Are you ready?� my boyfriend, Winston, asked in my ear as he came to stand beside my throne later that morning. I felt my heart flutter. We hadn�t had the chance to spend much time together in the past year because of the war we had been fighting, but the boy who could turn into a black dragon still made my knees weak. �All you have to do is sign your name and it�s all over. We�ll finally be at peace.�
I swallowed as the rest of the nobles started to filter into the room, all of them quiet, their faces drawn. It couldn�t be this easy to arrange a truce with the empress of Bathune. Aunt or not, she had tried to kill me. My people were all waiting for the other shoe to drop, and I didn�t blame them. I was sort of waiting for the exact same thing.
After all, waiting for the next disaster was how I�d spent all my time here in Nerissette. Biding my time until the next attack. The next person to die. For the past year I�d been stuck, waiting to hear that it was Winston who had been killed. Or my best friend Mercedes. People I cared about. People trapped here because they�d had the bad luck to be with me the day I was pulled through the Mirror of Nerissette between the World That Is and the World of Dreams.
�Allie?� I glanced up at my boyfriend and saw that he was staring down at me. �It�s almost over.�
�Over�� Somehow I knew better than to believe that. We�d been in Nerissette for a year, and every single moment of it had been spent fighting. Or preparing to fight. Or cleaning up after a fight. An entire year of war. Which, if you asked my former history teacher, wasn�t much of a war, but I was pretty sure he�d never actually been in one, so he wasn�t an expert. Not that anyone back in the World That Is could have been an expert in a war like this one. No one there had ever fought on dragonback or had to deal with angry, fireball-throwing wizards for that matter.
�It�s never going to be over,� I whispered.
Winston looked down at me. �What?�
�My aunt and I will sign this treaty, and then we�ll all pretend that we�re friends, but that�s what it will be. Pretend. We can�t trust her, and we all know it.�
�I know.� He swallowed. �But we don�t have a choice. We laid siege to the border for nine months. We spent a winter burning the coal from our own mines and everything in reserves. We don�t have enough coal to keep all the homes in Nerissette heated if we cut off trade for another winter. People will freeze to death.�
�I know. We need trade with Bathune, we do. But that doesn�t change the fact that her army killed Timbago and Brigitte�that maid who came from Sorcastia because she wanted a glamorous life in the palace�and so many others. My aunt helped the Fate Maker try to take my throne.�
�She says�� Winston started.
�I don�t care what she says!� I snapped. Everyone in the ballroom fell silent, staring at us.
�My queen?� Rhys Sullivan, one of our best friends and the lord general of my army, hurried forward.
�I�m fine.� I sat back on my throne and glared first at my boyfriend and then at Rhys. �Perfectly fine.�
�Good.� Rhys nodded, his eyes understanding. �We�ve had a messenger. Your aunt has left the fort at Neris, and she�s on her way toward the palace. She should be here within the hour.�
�How many people are with her?� I asked as the rest of the nobles went back to chatting, all of them glancing from me to the door from time to time, waiting for the next volley to begin in a war that was meant be over.
�Just the former ambassador, Eriste,� Rhys said. �He�s coming to offer you a formal apology, in front of the entire court, for his role in the Fate Maker�s uprising against you. Otherwise, she�s coming alone, as you requested.�
�And the rest of the wizards she tried to bring with her?� I asked, thinking about the fifty men she had originally rode across the White Mountains with.
�Still under guard at your father�s estates in the Leavenwald,� Rhys said. �Enjoying the hospitality of the Woodsmen.�
My father. I�d almost forgotten about him. Not that it was hard. I only found out who he was ten months ago, and he hadn�t been around much since. First he�d volunteered to help lay siege on the border with Bathune and then hosted the peace talks inside the Leavenwald. We�d only seen each other a few times since the day I�d banished the Fate Maker into the Bleak, trapping him in the space between worlds, a gray nothingness where monsters stalked the landscape and there was no escape.
My mother had been in a coma since a car accident on my thirteenth birthday, and I�d thought finding my father would give me a chance to have a parent again. A family. Stupid me. Turns out my father was happier keeping his distance. And if that was how he wanted it, then fine, I�d been on my own long enough�I didn�t need him anyway.
�And what about John of Leavenwald?� I asked quietly anyway. �Is he coming to the treaty signing?�
�He showed up this morning,� Winston said. �He went to rest and clean himself up.�
�And you just happened to see him when he got here?� I asked.
�No.� Winston swallowed, looking guilty.
�He met with me and your Prince Consort here��Rhys pointed a thumb at Winston��at the aerie. He wanted to discuss the palace�s security plans before the Empress Bavasama arrived.�
�Her Ladyship Bavasama,� I corrected. We�d all specifically agreed not to refer to my aunt by her royal title while she was here. She had lost the war against us, and that meant while she was here she was just another noblewoman. Second in line for my throne. The would-be queen of Nerissette.
�Right,� Rhys agreed. �Sir John wanted to make sure that all of our security was in place, in case the Lady Bavasama decided to try something. Like murdering you and then climbing over your body to take the Rose Throne for herself.�
�I�d like to see her try,� I said, looking pointedly around the room at the soldiers in their red coats, positioned shoulder to shoulder around the ballroom.
�I�d rather not,� Winston said. I looked up to see him staring down at me grimly. �If she moves fast enough, she could kill you before any of those soldiers get to you. They�ll kill her, but you�d still be dead so we�ve won the battle but lost the war. Lost you.�
�Not going to happen. We�ve already won the battle, and I�m still here. That�s why my aunt is being forced to ride in the back of a hay wagon all the way to my palace so she can apologize for invading us.�
�And the people of Neris have all turned out to scream at her,� Rhys added. �We had to put a guard around her for her own safety.�
�Really?� I asked.
�People are still angry,� Rhys said. �The army she and the Fate Maker built burned the city of Neris, left the residents without homes. Not to mention all the people they killed trying to overthrow you. The people of Neris want to see her hurt�or dead.�
�I don�t blame them,� I said as I thought about all the people we�d lost, all the people who had been injured, both physically and otherwise, because of my aunt�s greed.
�They were throwing rotting fruit,� Rhys said. �One wrong move and it would have turned into a riot. They�d have killed her before she ever made it here to sign the peace treaty.�
�I�m not sure that would�ve been a bad thing,� I said. �If she died, I�m next in line for her throne, and I wouldn�t need to sign a peace treaty with myself.�
�No,� Winston said. �We�d just have to fight a hundred wizards to win you that throne, and if this falls apart, there�s no way we�ll be able to fight them into a truce. You�ll have to burn Bathune to the ground to conquer it.�
�You make that sound like a bad thing, too,� I muttered.
�Because those of us who actually have to set things on fire for you do think it�s a bad thing,� Winston snapped.
�And that�s why we�re signing a peace treaty. Because some people have lost the will to fight,� I argued bitterly. I�d agreed to the peace treaty because we didn�t have the resources to keep the siege going, but I knew that my aunt wouldn�t honor it and then more people would get hurt, more people would die, and it would be because I hadn�t kept them safe. Again.
�Anyway,� Rhys tried to cut in.
�I�m not�� Winston started.
There was a sharp rap on the floor, and everyone around us fell silent as we turned to stare at Kilvari, the goblin who had taken over as butler and head of the palace household after Timbago had died during battle with the Fate Maker.
Kilvari brought his heavy staff down again, the crack of its wood hitting the marble floor echoing through the quiet ballroom. �Your Majesty,� the tiny goblin announced, his long, green nose quivering and the rings in his trembling beagle ears clinking together like tiny bells. �Sir John, Head Woodsmen of the Leavenwald.�
I clenched my fingers against the arms of my throne as my heart started to pound. The father who had told me we had sixteen years to make up for and then had taken off on me. Sure, he�d been securing my position as queen and then hammering out the peace agreement that would keep me on the throne, but you�d think he could manage to come for at least one father-daughter visit in ten months. Even if it was just for one day.
Kilvari stepped aside, and I watched John step into the doorway. He was tall and lanky, his shoulders ramrod straight, and his chin lifted as he stepped into the ballroom and started toward the throne. He looked straight at me the entire time, not even glancing at the other nobles who filled the ballroom.
�Your Majesty,� he said. He reached the stairs that led to the dais my throne was on and knelt down on one knee, his hands on his sword.
What was I supposed to call him? Sir John? That seemed a bit too formal considering I was talking to my dad. Then again, we barely knew each other, and I wasn�t even ready to call him dad. I didn�t think he was ready to hear it, either.
�John.� I nodded as he stood and came forward, taking my hand and pressing a kiss across the back of it.
�Allie.� He smiled up at me. �You look tired.�
�Yeah,� I said bitterly. �It�s been a rough year. I�m sure you know that, though.�
He swallowed and didn�t meet my eyes. �Thankfully, all that will be over soon. Once this treaty has been signed, we�ll finally be at peace. All of this behind us.�
�And then what?� I asked.
�Your Majesty?� He looked at me, confused.
�Will you be going back to the Leavenwald once the treaty has been signed?� Will you be leaving me again? was what I really wanted to ask. Bailing out again. Just like he had my whole life.
�I was going to stay at the palace, actually,� John whispered. �If that pleases you, Your Majesty� So we could get to know each other better.�
�Sure,� I said quietly. �I�d like that.�
Sad as it was, it was the truth. The man hadn�t been there my entire life, and then in one day I�d found out that I had a father and a half brother, and then seen that same brother double-cross me and get himself killed. John had taken off the next day to mourn, and I�d barely spent any time with him since. But even with all that, I still wanted to get to know him. To have him in my life.
�I�ve also brought you a gift,� John added softly. He reached inside his coat and then pulled out a small, dark-green package. �To celebrate your birthday.�
�Thank you.� I took the gift from him and put it in my lap, staring at it for a moment before I pulled its brown ribbon free and slowly unwrapped it. Inside lay two small, wooden hair combs with delicate butterflies carved into each of them. �They�re beautiful.�
John smiled at me as I ran my finger over the carving on one of the combs. The wood began to sing. �They belonged to your grandmother. My mother. The last Grand Lady of the Leavenwald. They aren�t the Great Relics of Nerissette,� he said. �But they do have a quiet magic all their own.�
�I�� I went to hand them back, unsure if I had the right to such a family heirloom.
�She would be so proud of the young woman you�ve become,� John said as he brought his hand up to close my fingers around the combs. �So proud of the queen you�ve become. Just like I am.�
�Thank you,� I said quietly as he squeezed my fingers.
Kilvari banged his staff on the floor again, and we both quit staring at each other and turned to look at the goblin. �The Lady Bavasama and Ambassador Eriste have arrived.�
John moved aside to stand on my right as Rhys moved to stand beside Winston on my left. The rest of the ballroom fell silent. I started to stand, but John put a hand on my shoulder, keeping me seated.
�Make her come to you,� he said out of the side of his mouth.
Kilvari stepped to the side again, and I stared at my aunt as she stepped into the doorway, her ambassador behind her. Her red hair was escaping from its elaborate bun, and her face was pale. The emerald-green dress she was wearing was smeared with splotches of dark brown mud, and I could see more than one splatter of red. Even from across the ballroom I could smell the lingering stench of rotting fruit that seemed to cling to her.
Bavasama looked from side to side, watching as the people she had once considered her friends�before my grandmother had banished her to Bathune to rule there and given the throne to my mother instead�all glared at her. She swallowed, and I could see her throat working as she looked around her, obviously searching for even one kind face. Not that she was going to find one�not after she�d declared war on us.
�Lady Bavasama,� I said, trying to keep my voice ice cold. �Come forward.�
�Allie.� She stepped toward me and held her hands out. �My darling��
�The proper way to address me,� I snarled as I stared at the woman who had tried to murder me all those months ago, who had sent her army to help murder my friends, �is as Her Majesty, Queen Alicia Wilhemina Munroe the First, the Golden Rose of Nerissette.�
�Of course, Your Majesty,� she said as she came forward. �But as your aunt, your only remaining family, I had thought��
�We are here to negotiate your surrender,� I said stiffly. �Not have a family reunion.�
�My surrender?� Her eyes widened. �I thought we had negotiated a truce?�
�We have.� I nodded, trying to act tough so that she wouldn�t realize how weak I truly felt, that I was still making it up as I went along and hoping that no one noticed I had no idea what I was doing. �You surrender, and I promise that we�ll resume trade with Bathune so your people won�t starve to death.�
�You need this treaty as much as we do,� she said quickly.
�You want to bet?� I asked, raising an eyebrow at her.
�Without the fuel from our mines��
�We�ll get by. At least for as long as it takes for us to starve you out and then take over Bathune.�
�Your Majesty,� John said quietly.
�Right.� I glanced up at him and then back at my aunt. �Enough catching up. Kneel. Beg for forgiveness. Swear that you�ll never try to take over Nerissette again.�
I watched as my aunt�s shoulders tensed and her face twisted with rage. For a second I thought she might walk away. Might tell me to take my peace treaty and stuff it. Not that I would be surprised�I was egging her into losing her temper, after all. I wanted to make her sweat. Make her suffer for all the pain she�d caused me and everyone else here in Nerissette. For all the nights I�d spent worrying about my friends, camped out on her border, waiting for war.
�I�m waiting,� I taunted.
Bavasama dropped to her knees, her back straight and her eyes on mine. Eriste knelt just behind her, his own head lowered. �Please.�
�What?� I raised an eyebrow at her again.
�Please,� she said, louder this time, but her voice trembled. �Please forgive me for my actions, Your Majesty. It was a mistake. I had thought you were in danger.�
�Enough,� I snapped. �I don�t want to hear your lies today. I don�t want to hear about��
�The Fate Maker told me��
�The Fate Maker is a liar. A murderer. And if you don�t want to join him in the Bleak, then I suggest you never, ever, try to raise an army against my people again. Because next time? Next time I will march my army across your borders, and I will burn Bathune to the ground. And once I�m done with that, I�ll lock you and every single wizard I find in the Bleak, and we can see how long you last against the nightmares that call the realm between worlds home.�
�I will never raise an army against Nerisette again,� she said quietly.
�And everything else?� I asked. �The money that you�ve agreed to give us to pay for the damages your army caused when it marched through my country?�
�The reparations agreed upon have already arrived in the Leavenwald,� John said. �The wagons will leave for Neris as soon as we send word that the treaty has been signed. Each month a Woodsmen battalion will meet with the lord general of Lady Bavasama�s army to collect the tribute she�ll owe you, as well.�
�Fifteen percent of my taxes and tributes each month,� Bavasama agreed. �And my court will pay the expenses for your ambassador, Tevian, and the two hundred soldiers that will travel to Bathune to act as his personal guard.�
�Good.� I nodded and then glared down at my aunt. �If you ever try to raise an army against me again, there will be no treaties. No peace. Do you understand me?�
�Y�y�yes.� Bavasama nodded once, her eyes never leaving mine.
�And you, Eriste, what do you have to say for yourself?� I asked as I turned my attention to the silver-haired wizard kneeling behind my aunt with his head lowered.
�I apologize,� he said, his voice tight. �For my actions all those months ago.�
�Good. Now, Kilvari.� I motioned to the goblin, and he hurried forward, a large scroll tucked under his arm. When he reached the stairs to the dais, he unrolled the scroll and held his hand out, an elaborate silver quill shimmered into existence on his open palm, and he offered it to my aunt.
�Lady Bavasama.�
She took the quill from him, without saying a word, and quickly scribbled something along the bottom of the scroll.
�Thank you,� Kilvari said and then dipped his head to her once before turning toward me, leaving her holding the quill in her hands.
�Your Majesty.� He started up the stairs toward me and then knelt down less than an inch from my toes. �The Lady Bavasama has formally surrendered by signing the Treaty of Leavenwald. All it awaits to be binding is your signature.�
Kilvari handed me the scroll and then clasped his hands together in front of him, raising them above his forehead. I watched as an even more elaborate golden quill shimmered into existence.
I took the quill from him and then put the scroll on the armrest of my throne, using it as a desk as I scrawled my name on the scroll next to my aunt�s. The second I had finished signing, the scroll began to glow a bright blue, and flames licked along both my and my aunt�s signatures, a spell meant to signify that our peace was binding, even though there was nothing in place to force us to stick to the treaty�s terms.
�And as a gift,� Kilvari said, �to celebrate your newly formed peace, the Lady Bavasama has brought to you the Great Orb of the Nymphiad, which was given to her by your grandmother when her ladyship ascended the throne of Bathune.�
�You mean when my grandmother banished her,� I said. I watched as my aunt�s shoulders tensed.
�Your Majesty,� John whispered. I glanced up to see him staring down at me as his hand tightened on my shoulder. Right. Less taunting and more finishing the formalities so that we could get my aunt the heck out of Nerissette.
�I mean, thank you.� I nodded to her. �I�m sure it will be a great addition to the royal jewels.� I paused and looked around. �So where is it?�
Everyone stood there, watching my aunt stand. �I had thought to present it to you at tonight�s ball.�
�There is no ball,� I said quickly. �No celebrations.�
�Even though today is your seventeenth birthday?� Bavasama asked.
My birthday. I hadn�t even remembered that it was my birthday until someone mentioned it this morning. We�d been too busy hammering out the treaty and finishing up the last of the work needed to rebuild my palace before my aunt�s arrival. Something as silly as a seventeenth birthday seemed unimportant compared to the fate of an entire world.
�Well�� I sighed as I looked at the nobles surrounding us. �I guess since everyone is already here, we can have a small party.�
Yeah, like anything that involved three hundred nobles was ever going to be considered small.

Chapter Two

Three days later�as we made our way to the formal ceremony to see my aunt back off toward her own kingdom�I stared at the glass ball in my hand as the royal carriage, with its flying white horses, soared over the forests between my palace and Neris, the capital city of my country. The leaf inside it rotated slowly, blooming from a small curled ball of green to a fully formed leaf before it browned, the edges withering and curling in on themselves before the leaf crumpled into ashes at the bottom of the orb. Over and over again the leaf appeared, bloomed, and then wilted.
�So what does it do?� Winston asked. I turned to look at my boyfriend. Things had been tense between us since he�d come back to the palace. There were things that he hadn�t wanted to tell me, things he didn�t want me to know. And I had secrets of my own�nightmares that I didn�t want to worry him with.
�I don�t know.� I shrugged, trying to find some way to breach the distance that seemed to have grown up between us. �And since Darinda and the rest of the dryads aren�t here, I don�t have anyone to ask.�
�Have you looked in the library?�
�Yeah.� I huffed as I thought about my worthless trip to the library the morning before. I�d asked the map�a piece of living Tree Folk furniture that had the ability to answer back by writing on its own parchment�and all it had done was send me to books on horticulture. Like that was helpful at all. Then again, I wasn�t surprised.
The map could understand when you made a request, but sometimes�okay, most of the time�she tended to get stuff scrambled. After all, I�d asked her once to see if the library had a copy of Pride and Prejudice, and she�d sent me to a section on how to talk to your children about not bullying pixies while still embracing your own magical legacy.
�Nothing?� Winston pressed.
�Not unless you want to know how to grow healthier ferns,� I said.
�I think I�ll pass. I spent enough time in the woods this year that I don�t want to see another plant for a while.�
�Right.� I winced. �It�s probably better if I wait for Darinda anyway. After all, my guess is this orb actually belongs to the dryads.�
�So you going to give it back to Darinda if she asks for it?� Winston asked cautiously.
�Of course,� I said. �It�s not mine. Besides, I can�t use it. Whatever magic this orb has, I can�t feel it.�
�Right, magic,� he said slowly, his tone guarded.
I narrowed my eyes at him. �What?�
�Nothing,� he said, his eyes fixed out the window of our carriage.
�Win, talk to me. Come on.�
�If you could feel the magic of the orb, would you still give it back?� he asked and turned to look at me, his eyes guarded.
�Yes. Like I said, if it belongs to the dryads, then the dryads should be the ones to keep it. Why?�
�Well, it seems to me,� Winston said, glancing out the window again and not meeting my eyes as he pulled his hand away from mine, �that you don�t have too much trouble taking things from people that don�t belong to you these days.�
�What do you mean?� I asked, stunned. What was he trying to say? That I�d been stealing from my people?
�Fifteen percent of your aunt�s tributes every month? Two wagonloads of coins and treasure as reparations are even now making their way into Neris.�
�Those wagons of gold are meant to pay to fix all the damage my aunt�s army did. To rebuild Neris after they destroyed it.�
�And the increase in our people�s taxes?� Winston asked.
�I didn�t have a choice in that, either,� I protested. �We needed that money to keep the army fed. To keep supplies going to the White Mountains while we were laying siege at Bathune�s border.�
�And now that the siege has lifted?� he asked. �Now that we�ve signed a peace treaty and the army is no longer necessary? Will you cut the taxes back down?�
�You really think the army isn�t necessary?� I asked. �Really? You think we�re completely threat-free just because my aunt decided to come here and beg for forgiveness?�
�I think that you�re so busy preparing for war that you�re becoming the very ruler you fought so hard against.�
�What?� I snapped, stunned. �I�m nothing like my aunt. Or the Fate Maker.�
�What you did to her was cruel, Allie. Humiliating her that way in front of all the nobles. You bullied her just like Heidi and Jesse used to bully you.�
�That was different.�
�How?�
�She deserved it. She brought an army into our country and tried to take my throne. She killed our friends. Or did you forget about how Heidi and Jesse died in that forest?�
�The Fate Maker killed our friends,� Winston said. �And you banished him for it.�
�She helped him.�
�And you humiliated her. What do you think happens now?�
�What do you mean?�
�You embarrassed her in front of all those people. Do you think she�s just going to accept that? Or do you think she�s going to go home and let that fester like some kind of open wound? Sit there and think about it for months, getting angrier every single day until she decides that she�s got to have revenge.�
�And then what?� I asked. �You think she�s going to try to march across the border again? After we�ve already beaten her?�
�I think you humiliated her enough that she might be willing to take her chances.�
�Whatever,� I said with a turn to look out my own window.
What made him think he had the right to question my decisions? I was supposed to be the queen�the one in charge. They�d left me here in Neris, abandoned me, to lay siege to the border of Bathune. Winston and Rhys and my father had left me here alone to make decisions, to be queen, and now that they were back, they wanted to second-guess everything I did. It wasn�t fair. They�d left me with no one to lean on. They didn�t have the right to come back and complain because they didn�t like the decisions later.
Besides that, Winston was my Prince Consort�the guy who was supposed to have my back. And even if I had gone a little too far, been a little too harsh with my terms on the peace treaty, it was because I was trying to keep him safe. I was trying to keep him alive the only way I could.
The carriage began to make its descent, and neither of us said anything as it bumped to the ground, the bottom of the carriage scraping against the stones that acted as its resting place in front of the Hall of the Pleiades.
�Her Majesty,� I heard a loud male voice announce. �The Golden Rose of Nerissette. Queen Alicia Wilhemina the First. Long may she reign.�
�Long live the queen,� the crowd roared as the doors to my carriage opened, and I stepped out of the carriage. When I landed on the platform, the people began to cheer louder, and I lifted my hand, waving at my subjects.
�Your Majesty?� The red-coated soldier at the bottom of the stairs held out a hand, palm down, and I put my hand on top of his, letting him help me down the stairs. I heard Winston get out of the carriage behind me, and the crowd continued to cheer as he followed me down the steps and then up the cramped center aisle that had been roped off.
When we reached the stairs to the Hall of the Pleiades, all of the nobles in the front row bowed, and I started toward the podium where my aunt was waiting with her white-haired ambassador in the long, silver robes that denoted his status as a wizard.
�Thank you,� Bavasama said quietly, between gritted teeth, �for coming to tell me good-bye.�
�I wanted to make sure you actually left,� I said under my breath.
�You know,� she whispered as we both stood staring at the crowd and waving, fake smiles plastered on our faces. �Everyone says how much braver you are than your mother. What they�re really saying is how much stupider you are. And that�s pretty amazing considering your mother was a nitwit.�
�My mother��
�Let me trap her on the other side of the mirror with barely a fight.�
�What?� I turned to look at her, completely forgetting about putting on an act for the crowd. �Esmeralda told me��
�You think that stupid housecat is the only sorceress in this world?� Bavasama grinned at me. �The only one who can change people�s perceptions of what really happened?�
�You��
�I helped the Fate Maker imprison your mother in her tower, and I took on her face, sat on her throne, and pretended to wear her crown. As it should have been from the very start.�
I stared at her, wide-eyed.
�And when people started to question why strong, brave Preethana was letting herself get walked on, I ensorcelled the cat so that she remembered helping your mother through the mirror. When, in reality, I was the one who forced your mother through at the point of a sword.�
�You��
�What are you going to do, darling niece of mine?� Bavasama said under her breath so that only I could hear. �Kill me? Sink your kingdom back into war? Risk the lives of all these people who you love so much?�
�Get out of Neris,� I said as another carriage, this one black and much shabbier than my own with its paint chipping and its horses on hoof, pulled up. �And don�t ever come back. Because if I see you again, I will kill you.�
�You can try,� she said before starting toward the carriage. �But I don�t think you�ll succeed.�
�Watch me,� I said, my jaw clenched. I watched her get in the carriage, smiling and waving all the while so that the crowd wouldn�t notice just how angry I really was.
�Your Majesty?� John came over to me and gripped my free elbow. �Are you okay?�
�Fine,� I grit out. �Why?�
�Because you�re grinding your teeth,� John said.
�Everything�s fine,� I repeated. �But if I were you, I�d tell the army not to get too comfortable. I suspect we�ll be going to war again very, very soon.�

Chapter Three

Winston came and found me later that afternoon as I sat in the back garden of the palace, looking over reports from the dryads. Most of the fields that had been damaged last year during the Fate Maker�s and my aunt�s invasions were blooming again, and those that weren�t would be ready for the next planting season. Which was good. Our farmers would be able to provide enough food, not just for our people, but for trade with Bathune as well.
�Hey,� he said softly.
I nodded at him without looking up as I scrawled my name across the bottom of the reports. I was afraid to look up. Afraid that he was here to fight with me again. �Hey.�
�You busy?� He sounded cautious.
�A bit.� I looked up at him and then glanced over at the pile of reports I still had to go through. I wanted to spend time with him, but I had to be responsible, to be an adult. The running of an entire world fell on my shoulders, after all.
�Think you could take a break and go for a fly with me?� Winston asked, his voice cautious and unsure.
�I don�t�� I trailed off and stared up at him. I wanted to go hang out with him, I really did. We had barely had any time together this year, with the war and all, and I knew we needed to reconnect. I wanted to reconnect. But I had so much stuff to do that I wasn�t sure that I had time right now. We�d let too much stuff slide while we were hammering out my aunt�s surrender.
�Come on. I promise you�ll have fun. You need to get outside for a bit. Take a break. Now that your aunt is gone, you can take a little time off.� Winston grabbed my hand and gave it a tug, not pulling hard but still trying to get me to follow him. �We can spend some time together.�
I looked back to the pile of reports. I really shouldn�t go out. I had responsibilities. I needed to meet with the goblins that were finishing the last of the repairs on my palace. I�d told them to finish my tower last, to restore the rest of the palace first, and they were almost done with everything now. I was looking forward to finally getting back in my own bed again. Then, after I met with the goblins, I needed to start laying down firm plans for what we were going to do for the memorial we had planned but had never gotten around to starting. Not to mention all the reports I needed to review. I glared at the pile next to me. I had a lot of stuff to do and none of it was what I�d have called fun, but I still had to do it anyway.
I didn�t have time to go out for a flight with the big black dragon I called my boyfriend�no matter how much I wanted to do exactly that. I was a queen, and I had responsibilities. Lots of responsibilities. Probably more responsibility than anyone with any brains would normally give to a seventeen-year-old girl.
�But�� I started.
�Go,� I heard a deep voice say from behind me. I turned to find John of Leavenwald standing behind me, his hands on his hips and a smile on his face.
He was another thing I needed to deal with. After all these months of avoiding each other, we really did need to figure some stuff out. Like how to deal with the fact that he was my father. Or how we were going to come to terms with the fact that the Fate Maker had killed his son�my half brother, Eamon�before I managed to banish the wizard into the Bleak.
To be fair, if my brother hadn�t kidnapped me and then tried to sell me to the Fate Maker, he would probably still be alive, but I figured it was better if we all tried to forget about that part.
�Go on.� John waved toward the remains of the forest where the dragon�s aerie was located. �You need to get out of here for a bit. You�ve been working yourself to exhaustion each day. You deserve a small break. Both of you do.�
�There�s work still to be done, paperwork to go through. Military dispatches. I need to meet with the��
�I�ll handle it.� John of Leavenwald waved at the doorway again.
�But��
�Allie,� Winston cut in, and I turned to see him staring from me to John.
�All of these things are supposed to be my responsibility. I�m the queen. Keeping everything running smooth is my job,� I insisted.
�I said I�ll handle it.� John stepped close and tapped his finger against my chin. �I negotiated a peace treaty with your aunt in your stead. I think I can handle the construction workers and a meeting about the war memorial.�
�Then there�s the��
�The briefings from everyone else can wait until you return,� Winston said.
�Exactly.� John nodded. �Now, as one of your royal advisors, I�m advising that you get out of here. Go have fun for a bit. Quit worrying about running the world and go be seventeen for a few hours. And while you�re out clearing your head, maybe you can think about the festival next week. The work will be here when you get back.�
�Festival?�
�To celebrate your birthday. We delayed it because of the peace treaty talks, but the people will want to do something. Now that the war is over, they�ll want to celebrate, and your birthday is a good reason for everyone to do that.�
�I don�t��
�People need to see that we�re getting back to our normal lives here in Nerissette,� John said. �And celebrating our holidays is a way of doing that.�
�He�s got a point,� Winston said. �Everyone could use a good party to show them that things are safe and stable again.�
�Besides,� John said. �It�s tradition to hold a festival to celebrate the Golden Rose�s birthday. Before the Fate Maker�s reign, the festival for the Rose�s birthday lasted a week each year. Some of the happiest memories of my own childhood, those festivals were. I won my first archery contest at one when I was only eleven years old. Your grandmother�s fiftieth birthday.�
�Right.� I tried not to sound disappointed that the only reason my absentee dad wanted to hold a birthday party for me was because there was a shooting tournament attached to it.
�Now, go on.� He nudged me toward Winston. �Leave the responsibilities of running this place to me. I can handle it.�
�Okay,� I said, grudgingly conceding the point that John of Leavenwald could probably do my job better than I could while standing on his head.
�When I get back, we�ll go over everything again,� I said as Winston started to lead me away.
�Of course Al�Your Majesty.� John nodded at me, and I could see the side of his mouth twitching upward in an indulgent smile.
�Oh, and Prince Winston?� John called out as Win started to tug me away. We both stopped to look back at him.
�Yes?� Win asked.
�Have we ever talked about sparrow hunting before?� John of Leavenwald said evenly, his face blank.
�No�� Winston shook his head, a confused look on his face. �Do you want to talk about sparrow hunting?�
�Not really.� John smiled at him, but his eyes were still flat and emotionless. �I just thought I�d mention how good I am at sparrow hunting. I can kill a bird on the wing no bigger than your dew claw from over a thousand paces.�
�That�s�� Winston�s voice cracked, and he coughed, trying to clear his throat. �Rather amazing, sir. I�m impressed.�
�Thank you. Now, like I was saying about the sparrow hunting,� John said smoothly, as if Winston hadn�t even opened his mouth. �I can kill a bird on the wing from a thousand paces, so just imagine what I could do given a larger target.�
Winston�s ebony face drained of blood, and I felt his hand begin to tremble in mine.
�John!� I snapped. What made him think he had the right to threaten Winston? He hadn�t been around for years, and now he was just going to start making trouble with one of my friends? With my boyfriend? Like Winston and I weren�t already having enough problems with him being gone all the time and the war and everything else?
�Allie.� Winston squeezed my fingers and gave me a pointed look. �It�s fine.�
�No it�s��
�Have a good flight,� John of Leavenwald said before turning on his heel and walking back toward the remains of my palace.
�Wait a second.� I started toward him, but Winston kept his hand in mine, holding me close. �You can�t just��
�Allie,� Winston said as we made our way down the stairs. �It�s fine.�
�No, it�s not. John just threatened you. You�re the Prince Consort. He doesn�t have the��
�He�s your father,� Winston said, tugging me closer and then letting go of my hand. He wrapped his arm around my shoulders instead and pressed a kiss against the side of my head, just above my ear. �He has every right. Threatening your boyfriends is part of his job. Besides, it could have been worse.�
�Worse?� I leaned my head on his shoulder, and we started to meander toward the aerie. �How could that have been worse? He basically threatened to shoot you.�
�When we were back in Bethel Park, my uncle Carl pulled a gun on my cousin Amelie�s first boyfriend,� Winston said.
�What?�
�The poor kid wet himself and then ran off down the street. Amelie didn�t go out with anyone else until she was in college. All the boys were too afraid to come around to pick her up.�
�I bet she was furious.� I snickered at the thought of Winston�s portly Uncle Carl, with his sweater vests and wire-rimmed glasses, holding a gun on anyone. �Was it even a real gun?�
�Of course it was a real gun. Dad wouldn�t have given him a fake gun. That would have been beside the point.�
�Your dad gave your uncle a gun so he could scare off your cousin�s boyfriend? Isn�t that, I don�t know, against Marine Corps regulations or something? Not to mention being dangerous.�
�Uncle Carl wasn�t actually going to shoot the guy,� Winston said. �I mean, yeah, probably still not a good idea, but it did keep Amelie from dating, so I guess they figured it was worth Dad possibly getting court-martialed over it.�
�I bet Amelie didn�t agree.�
�Well, aren�t you glad your dad didn�t do that? He could have actually pulled out a bow and pointed it at me. Or shot me�by mistake, of course. There�s no one here that would actually stop him. Even the dragons would have understood the �Dad protecting his long-lost daughter from going out with her boyfriend� defense.�
�Yeah,� I said as he let his arm slip away from my waist once we reached the clearing with the tall, stone tower where the dragon�s had built their aerie. �I guess he could be worse.�
�He could definitely be worse,� Winston said.
�Whatever happened to the guy Amelie was trying to date?� I asked. �After he ran away, I mean?�
�He ended up becoming the grade-school choir teacher. Now keep your back turned, and I�ll be right back.�
I felt my face flame, and I closed my eyes tight, trying to ignore the sounds of my boyfriend stripping all his clothes off so that he could shift from human to dragon without destroying anything in the process.
I heard the thunk of his sword belt landing next to his boots, and then there was a sharp crackling sound. Suddenly it felt like I was standing with my back to a bonfire. When I couldn�t stand it any longer I spun around, my own green tunic flaring around my waist and my long brown hair whipping against my face. It tangled in the vines and thorns that decorated the crown I�d taken to wearing pretty much all the time now, and I tried to calm it. But, there, only a few feet in front of me, Winston, in full dragon form, arched up on his enormous back legs and flapped his wide, pitch-black wings, his claws so close I could almost touch them.
Winston threw his head back, and I watched as smoke curled out of his muzzle before he let out a quiet roar. Well, quiet for a dragon anyway. The black flames burned hotter, and Winston stood up on his hind legs, his wings beating faster now, and opened his mouth again, letting out a small burst of fire that he promptly swallowed before it could light anything accidentally. I watched, sort of sickeningly fascinated, as he sucked in the black flames that had been surrounding him and then let out a rather large, fiery belch.
I�d seen Winston transform probably a dozen times, but except for the first time when the Fate Maker had controlled his change, I had never been close enough to really watch. It was beautiful. Absolutely terrifying to suddenly find yourself face-to-face with a ten-foot-tall dragon with scales the size of dinner plates but still amazing.
Not that I was going to tell him that. God knows he and Rhys didn�t need anyone else helping inflate their egos.
�Was that supposed to impress me?� I put my hands on my hips and shook my head, trying to act like I was anything but awestruck by what I�d just seen.
Winston lowered his head toward me in what I thought was supposed to be a nod. Or possibly a �yeah, obviously.�
�You�re seriously going to have to up your game, Carruthers, if you think that little display got you anywhere with me. I�ve seen hatchlings manage a more graceful transformation than that one. Weak. Totally weak.�
My dragon just snorted before he dropped down in front of me and stretched his neck out, giving me a way to scramble up onto his back without needing a boost. Not that climbing up the spikes on my boyfriend�s back like some kind of kid on a jungle gym was any less mortifying or anything.
I grabbed one of said spikes and started trying to climb, balancing my feet on one spike while I used the next as a handhold to lever myself upward. When I finally reached his shoulders, I shifted my body to turn and sit, using the space between spikes like a weird sort of saddle.
Winston looked back at me, and it didn�t matter that he couldn�t speak. I could tell he was trying to figure out if I was done wiggling and whether or not we could go.
I narrowed my eyes at him and squirmed once more before lifting my heels and giving him a not-so-tender thwap with my heels. �Giddyap.� I thumped my feet against his shoulders again.
Win glared at me, then huffed once, his forked tongue flicking out to blow the dragon version of a raspberry before he turned his head, stood up, and launched us both into a straight-on vertical, which meant, if I was going to stay on his back, I had to throw myself forward and cling onto his neck, careful to avoid the blunt-tipped spikes.
�I�m sorry! I�m sorry! I�m sorry!� I yelled, tightening my grip and hanging on for dear life as we flew higher. Instead of leveling out though, Winston kept climbing, still stretching for the sun. Just when I thought we couldn�t go any higher before we ran out of air, he stopped, letting himself tilt forward, flattening. No� He wasn�t leveling out�
�Oh crap!� I screamed as his nose dropped, and we fell into a dive. It would have been scary enough if we�d been over water or something, but considering we were over a big, hard expanse of bare dirt, it was downright terrifying. �I hate you so much!�
Instead of answering, Winston tucked his wings into the sides of his body and continued to dive, leaving me clinging to his neck and afraid to close my eyes because it might�ve made the ground seem like it was coming at us even faster than it really was.
The instant his snout passed the top leaf of the nearest tree he pulled himself back up to a flat position, and instead of falling, we were gliding just over the tops of the forest. Leaves brushed against my toes, and when I looked down, birds stared up at us, almost looking confused by why a dragon with a queen on top was disturbing their nests.
Winston glided us into a smooth turn that put the sun to our backs and then opened his wings, letting the wind lift us higher as we soared across the skies of a kingdom that was somehow mine.
I shook off the thought, sat up, and threw my head back, bringing my hands out to the side and letting the wind rush through my fingers. My heart pounded , and all I wanted to do was laugh like a kid on a Tilt-A-Whirl spinning too fast.
I was riding on the back of a dragon. A dragon! My boyfriend the dragon, in fact, and for the first time since we�d opened the Chronicles of Nerissette back in the normal world and tumbled through that magic portal the book had opened in the library, I wasn�t flying because we had an army to fight. We were just hanging out for once. Flying and having fun. Like going out for a drive, Nerissette style. Like nothing bad could happen to us.
I dropped forward and wrapped my arms around Winston�s neck, a hug this time instead of a desperate attempt not to fall to my death. �Thank you for this,� I said into his side, unsure if he could even hear me. �For everything. I know the past year has sucked. Thank you for sticking it out with me.�
He turned his head to look at me, and I watched as his mouth opened slightly, curving upward at the sides in what I thought looked suspiciously like the dragon version of a smile. Then he swiveled his head to the side slightly and nuzzled against my hand. He shifted his gaze forward again and started to flap his wings, taking us higher before turning us south, flying us toward the forests and villages near Wevlyn Lake.
Maybe, if we were lucky, we�d be able to find the dryads, including my best friend Mercedes, as they started to make their way back to Neris. Sorcastia, a farming community on Wevlyn Lake, was the last place the dryads had planned to stop before they came back to the palace. I hadn�t seen Mercedes, or her mentor Darinda, the head of the Dryad Order, for almost a month, and I missed them both. But as we neared the village of Sorcastia, I saw smoke coming from the trees.
�Win!� I pointed at the smoke.
He dropped his head and started to flap his wings harder, going up but at the same time moving us toward the trees.
Smoke was not good. Smoke meant fire, and the dryads never used fire. It could have been smoke from a farmer�s chimney, but I knew that none of the farmers in Sorcastia made their homes outside the village, preferring to cluster together instead�an age-old defense against the trolls who used to hunt these woods.
The closer we got to the trail of smoke, the more I saw that it wasn�t one tiny curl of smoke�it was a plume. A big plume. And underneath all the smoke I could see the red-gold of crackling flames.
I nudged Winston with my knees and then leaned closer so that my mouth was pressed against his ear. �Take us lower. We need to find Mercedes.�
There was nothing left, nowhere for them to hide, nowhere safe where they could have escaped the flames without us seeing them already. I clung to Winston�s neck as he dropped lower and watched as miles of burning trees passed by underneath us. He shifted direction, going toward Wevlyn Lake, and I kept my eyes peeled, looking for the green women down below. They had to be in there somewhere. We just had to find them.
Winston shifted again, toward the mountains this time, and flew lower, both of us staring down at the nightmare below. The closer we moved to the mountains, the more damage we saw: whole swaths of forest gone, the trunks of trees black with a gruesome orange glow emanating from them. It was like looking down at every horror movie I�d never been allowed to see as a kid but had snuck off to watch anyway all combined together in one big nightmare of flames.
My heart was pounding, and I had to fight the urge to gag from the mixture of smoke and fear. Whoever had done this had turned the entire forest into a blazing inferno, destroying everything in its path. Somewhere down there was my best friend, and I didn�t know how to get to her.
Someone had attacked one of my settlements. No, not just someone. My aunt. It had to be her. We�d been at peace for less than a week, and already she�d broken our treaty. She�d waited until we thought we were safe, that things were going to go back to normal, and then she�d attacked.
Winston had been right. I�d pushed her too far, demanded too much, and now she was making my people pay for it. She was making Mercedes pay for it.
There was a muffled pop, and I whipped my head around, my eyes widening as a tree to our left exploded, bits of bark shooting toward us like tiny daggers. Something stung the side of my neck, and I swiped at it with my right hand while clutching Winston tightly with the left. My palm started to burn as I beat it against the places on my green cotton tunic where bits of flaming bark had hit me and burned holes in my clothes. I flicked off the last of it from my still-smoldering trousers and turned back to Winston, dropping lower against his body to protect myself from more exploding trees.
Then I saw it, a gap in the trees where nothing was burning. Not a very large gap but dead center of what would have been the fire, what should have been the hottest part of the blaze, and there was no smoke, no fire. A great big hole of nothing.
�There!� I said, pointing to the target. �Look!�
Winston nodded his head up and down once before he shifted his weight, turning us toward the empty spot where I was sure the dryads would be�where they had to be, since there was nowhere else they could have run.
Winston dropped lower on his next pass, and I craned my head over his shoulder, still clinging to his neck. There, around the edges of the circle, were shapes. We flew lower so I could see them better in the smoke. The dryads I�d sent out to Sorcastia�it was definitely them. The only problem was they were scattered around, lying on their backs on the ground, and none of them were moving.
Winston must have recognized them, too, because before I could say anything, he took another pass, going lower this time, before circling again and arching upward, letting himself hover over the space in a graceful descent.
He dropped his front legs to the ground, and then I slipped off his back, dangling for a second before letting go and landing in a heap underneath him. Not bothering to worry about the fact that I was going to have a bruise the size of Connecticut on my butt, I pulled myself to my feet and looked around quickly, trying to find someone, anyone, as I unsheathed my sword and held it in trembling fingers.
Winston roared, and I turned to see him standing on his back legs, beating his wings as he scanned the forest. He dropped forward onto his front legs and began to stalk around the outside edge of the clearing, searching for enemies in the inferno.
What had happened here? The fire hadn�t touched anything inside the circle, so it hadn�t been what caused the dryads to collapse. Had it? Could the smoke have knocked them all unconscious? Was there some sort of poison in the air? I brought my arm up in front of my face, trying to cover my mouth and nose with the material from my shirtsleeve.
I hurried over to the closest woman and knelt beside her, reaching for her shoulder to turn her over rather than keeping my makeshift fire mask up. When my hand landed on her back, I felt the sticky wetness of blood and pulled away for a second, looking at my now-red hand before I dropped my sword.
�Win!� I held my hand up for him to see the blood on it.
�Your Majesty?� I heard a faint croak, and my heart clenched even as I started to look around. �Your Majesty?�
�Darinda? Darinda! Where are you?� I coughed, gagging on the smoke as I brought my hand back up in front of my face to block the smoke. I tried to scan the clearing through the haze and snatched up my sword again.
�Here, I�m here, Queen Allie,� Darinda called out from somewhere inside the smoky cloud.
I saw a flutter of movement on the other side of the clearing and sprinted toward her, trying my best to avoid the burning branches that were starting to crash down around us. I bolted across the space, my head tucked to avoid the flames, and dropped to my knees beside the green, heavily muscled head of the Dryad Order. The gnarled tree branch she used as a walking stick was clutched in her right hand.
�What happened? Where are you hurt? Where�s Mercedes?� I coughed again.
�She�s gone.� Darinda shook her head, her tight-cropped silver curls brushing against the leaves around her, making a low, quiet, crinkling noise that I could barely hear over the roar of the fire around us.
�I told the Sapling to run. I told her to run, to go to�� Darinda coughed, her entire chest shaking from the force of the air coming from her lungs. �We stayed to fight them, the soldiers. We stayed to give her a chance to escape. I don�t know if she made it, though. There were soldiers�so many soldiers. So much iron.�
Dryads like my best friend were allergic to the common metal. The merest touch of iron against a dryad�s skin would cause her to break out in blistering burns. The smallest wound made by iron would cause her to sicken and die within minutes. Whoever had come after them had been planning to murder an entire race of magical beings. To kill my best friend�
�We�ll find her.� I wrapped my arm around Darinda�s shoulders to help her sit up, my hands trembling, but I didn�t meet her eyes, knowing she�d see just how worried I was.
�What about you?� I asked quickly, my voice high pitched and panicky. �What happened to you and the other dryads? Who sent the soldiers with the iron into the forest? Was it my aunt? Was it her soldiers that came here? That did this?�
�Yes,� she said, hissing in pain, and I quit trying to maneuver her to a seated position, just letting her head lay in my lap instead. �The soldiers were wearing the broken crown of Bathune on their shields and armor.�
�Crap,� I groused. �Why would she do this? Why sign a peace treaty and then do this less than a week later? Didn�t she know I would send troops to her border again?�
There was no answer, and I looked down to find Darinda�s eyes empty, the silver doing nothing more than reflecting my own image back at me.
�Win!� I shrieked, panic clawing at me. �Win!�
The fire around us crackled, and I watched as sparks dropped across the trench the dryads had managed to carve out before they�d been attacked. Another branch fell into their circle, and the leaves of the tree to my left started to smolder.

Chapter Four

The fire roared around me, smoking branches crashing to the ground as the forest burned, flames licking the grass near my feet. I sprinted for Winston, who was still stalking the perimeter, standing guard in his dragon form. Once I reached him, he dropped his head onto the grass so that I could clamber up onto his back, and I quickly sheathed my sword so that I didn�t accidentally stab him as we made our escape from the burning forest.
The minute my butt landed on his shoulders, he launched himself in a vertical lift that left me scrambling to keep hold of his neck. He roared in rage as we flew heavenward, flames pouring from his snout.
�Mercedes is still out there somewhere!� I yelled in his ear, in case he hadn�t heard Darinda. �Soldiers as well. Bavasama�s army. We need to find Mercedes before they do.�
God and the Pleiades and anyone else who might be listening, I pleaded in my head. Please let us find my best friend before my crazy aunt�s army does. Please let us find her before they kill her. She�s only stuck here because of me. Because I didn�t find her a way home. I failed her then. Please don�t let me fail her again now.
We broke through the top of the tree canopy, and Winston immediately leveled out, turning toward the mountains and swooping low enough that we�d be able to see without taking the chance of being burned by a random spark. I leaned over as far as I could and peered over his outstretched wings, searching for my best friend. She had to be here somewhere. The others had stayed to give her time to escape. She had to have gotten away. She had to.
Now, we just had to find her. It would help if I�d known which way she�d run or how long she�d been out there. There had to be some way to track her.
We reached the foot of the mountains and soared over them, giving me my first glimpse of the notorious Borderlands where my army had laid siege to Bathune for nine long months. It was desolate and cold. A land of rocks and snow and general nothingness.
This far north, the Borderlands was nothing but a hostile range of snow-covered mountains known for trapping any man and beast caught by an early freeze or drowning them in a sudden flood brought on by melting snow. Farther south, near Dramera where the dragons lived, it was said that the Borderlands was a parched, barren desert where the Sea of Gallindor had once stood.
Winston circled, skimming over the top of the mountain range and flying farther north, where we could see Bavasama�s men in their snow-white coverings, their shields with my aunt�s silver crest�a broken crown�worked into the center. If it weren�t for the sunlight reflecting off the metal, they would have blended in perfectly with their surroundings. Completely disguised as they scurried over the mountains like cockroaches, trying to get away from the fire they�d set. To get away before someone realized that they�d murdered an entire race.
�Look at them.� I balled up one of my fists and hit Winston in the back of his shoulder. �Just look at them.�
Winston snorted as he dipped into a sharp dive. We swooped over them, and Winston let out a long, steady stream of fire, scoring a long line of flame into the earth in front of them, blocking off their retreat. Then he climbed again and dropped into another dive-bomb, blowing more fire into the path behind them. He went high again, and this time circled twice before lining himself up parallel to the column full of screaming men and made for them, his mouth closed this time as he dived low enough that he could touch the tops of their heads with his claws but not cause damage.
�Enough.� I beat on his shoulder as I searched the group of soldiers, looking for a green young woman among them. The flames had forced all of the soldiers to clump together as the snow crackled and hissed around them. If she was with the soldiers, we�d have seen her when they huddled together.
She wasn�t there, though. There was no dark brown hair, no green skin. No sign that my best friend had ever been with them, which meant she hadn�t been taken prisoner. �Winston, enough.�
He roared angrily as he jerked himself back up, still beating his wings in a furious display.
�She�s not here. Mercedes isn�t here,� I yelled. Which meant, while we were harassing my aunt�s troops, our friend was still out there, possibly still fighting her way out of that fire.
�They didn�t take her prisoner. Forget about my aunt�s soldiers for now�we have to find Mercedes. Let�s go back to the forest and search toward Neris. If she wasn�t captured, she�d have tried to get herself back to the forest road. That�s the fastest way for her to get help. Settlements, people who would take her in.�
Winston snorted and then turned left, back toward Neris, gliding as close as he could to the trees without the two of us getting burned. Once we reached the now-burning clearing where Darinda and the rest of the dryads had been, he looped north for the city.
I craned forward, looking over his shoulder as he dropped closer to the road, staying just above the flames. I scanned the surrounding forest, searching for my best friend. I couldn�t imagine that she would risk the forest fire when the road was mostly clear, but maybe she was trying to hide from any soldiers that might still be in the forest.
But, for whatever reason, Mercedes wasn�t on the road. Or in the flaming forest. There was nothing there�no dryad, no spot where she could have gone to ground, no funny bit of residual magic floating in the breeze that told us if she�d managed to find a portal tree or whether or not she�d had the chance to use it before the fire had reached her. All I could see was smoldering trees, smoke, and an empty road.
My heart started to pound, and my palms were covered in sweat. My best friend was inside a forest fire, and there was nothing I could do to save her. Queen of a stupid country and all I could do was fly around on a dragon�s back, trying to play the dryad version of Where�s Waldo. The problem was my Waldo was refusing to be found. It was like she wasn�t really�
�Where is she?� I asked as I looked around. �Where did she go?�
Please let her be all right, I thought to myself. Please. Please don�t let her still be inside those flames, trying to save a bunch of trees all on her own.
When I get back to my palace�
I tightened my grip on Winston�s scales in rage. When I got back, I was going to raise an army so big that it would fill the horizon, enough dragons to block out the sun, and then I was going to take them across the border to teach my aunt a lesson. I was going to burn her country to the ground all the way from the White Mountains to the Palace of Night. And when I got there? When I got there, I was going to cram that peace treaty we just signed down her throat so she knew never to hurt one of my friends ever again.
�If anything�s happened to Mercedes�� My hands started to tremble. I swallowed and had to fight to keep from vomiting as my stomach clenched at the idea of my best friend lying somewhere in the woods below, staring at the burning trees with empty eyes.
No, I couldn�t think like that. She had found a way out. She had to have found a way out. She wouldn�t have stayed and tried to save the forest. She was a smart girl, and Darinda had told her to run for help, which meant as soon as she could, she would have found a rune portal and used it to get back to the palace. Wouldn�t she?
We broke free of the burning forest, and I watched as the land around us turned to empty fields, stripped of their crops for the winter. I tried to scan the flat ground beneath us, looking to my left and my right, desperate to see some smudge of movement along the landscape, but there was nothing�just cheery green fields and tidy, white stone cottages and little bits of smoke rising into the air from people�s chimneys.
The plains below turned to more trees as the royal forest came into view, and I dug my heels into Winston�s sides again, silently urging him to move faster. She had to be here. I knew it in my bones. Mercedes had to be somewhere down there.
Winston dropped low, scanning the trees, and I kept my eyes peeled, too, looking from side to side for some signs of life. To my right I watched as a tree began to shake back and forth, as though it had been struck my something very, very big.
I leaned down, prepared to point out the shaking tree to Winston, but there was an earsplitting roar and then all the trees near the one I�d noticed began to shake, as well. Winston curved to the side in a tight turn and started toward the rustling trees, smoke curling out of his nostrils as he prepared to dive.
�Win!� I watched as a short, female figure broke from the trees, running as fast as her green legs could move while two ogres chased her. �Mercedes. There she is!�
I felt him growl underneath me, and the smoke that had been curling was now joined by tiny licks of flame along the side of his mouth. He shifted his weight, and his entire body vibrated with tension as he peeled away from Mercedes and started to climb toward the sun.
�Winston, what are you doing?� I yelped just as his wings faltered, and he let himself tip forward, his snout falling as his wings and tail canted higher into the air. Then I knew exactly what he was doing the minute he started to drop like a very large, very heavy stone.
�Please don�t crash,� I said as we continued to fall, perfectly angled to collide with the larger of the two monsters chasing Mercedes and swinging a club. �Pleasepleasepleasepleasepleasedon�tletuscrash!�
Winston�s neck began to tense, and he lifted his head�pulling his body upright but still falling�and like a gigantic reptilian seesaw, his claws came down and slammed into the ogre�s back, knocking him forward into an undignified heap. Winston snapped one of his wings out, and I watched, stunned, as the other ogre ran into it, moving too fast to stop at the last minute even though it meant he�d ended up with a face full of very tough dragon wing.
�Mercedes!� I held my arm out toward her as Winston dropped close beside her, gliding now and letting his claws skim across the ground. �Take my hand.�
�Gladly.� She grabbed for me as Winston slid to a stop, and I clasped my fingers around her wrist, grateful for the knowledge that besides being scared out of her mind, she was safe.
�Come on.� I tried to pull as she scrabbled onto Winston�s back. When she�d gotten halfway on�one leg and one arm were up along his back and the rest of her body dangled off the side�I let go of her hand, grabbed her knee and her elbow, and hauled her up behind me onto Win�s back.
�Those guys were going to eat me for lunch,� she said as Winston started to flap his wings again, picking up speed as he flew us toward the castle.
�I know.� I wrapped my arms around her neck and clung to her, relieved that she was alive�and whole�inside my arms.
�I was coming to tell you that the Forest of Ananth is on fire. Bavasama�s army��
�I know. We saw them in the mountains trying to escape.�
�What about Darinda and the rest of the Order? What happened to them? Did you see them?�
I pulled her closer and didn�t meet her eyes. I didn�t want to think about that right now. She was safe, and that was all that mattered. We�d deal with the rest of it when we got back to the palace.
�Allie, where�s Darinda?� Mercedes whispered. �I can�t hear her in my mind anymore.�

Chapter Five

�Allie?� Mercedes asked as Winston began to circle the top of my palace, bringing himself down slowly so that he could land without jarring us.
�Mer�� I swallowed and kept my face forward, not looking at her.
�No.� I could hear her sniffle behind me, and I reached back with one hand to wrap my arm around her waist, despite the awkward angle, trying to find a way to comfort her. She buried her head in my shoulder and started to sob. �No, no, no, no, no.�
�I�m sorry.� Tears begin leaking out the sides of my eyes. �If I�d known Bavasama was going to send troops out, I�d have never sent your sisterhood to Sorcastia. I wouldn�t have let you get so close to the border. I�d have kept you inside the palace. It�s��
�You didn�t know.� Mercedes�s voice sounded hollow, and she sniffled again. �You signed a peace treaty. You couldn�t have known she was going to start another war with you the minute she was back over the border.�
�I should have known.� I felt my stomach starting to knot with anger and guilt. �I should have known that she would try this instead.�
I knew that my aunt had something up her sleeve�she�d made that clear before her departure. She hadn�t meant a single one of the promises that she�d agreed to in our treaty. I just didn�t know what she was going to do about it�and I definitely didn�t think she�d act so soon. She wanted to become Golden Rose, be queen of the world we lived in and everything that it encompassed, empress of the lands of both light and dark.
I swallowed my rage as I thought about how easily she must have believed we�d be destroyed. How she thought she could just take my kingdom like it was nothing. That we�d be so unprepared that she could just send an army in and take us over less than a week after our truce.
Winston swooped low as he let himself glide across the back garden, narrowly avoiding the goblin workers who were relandscaping parts of my back garden before he reached the flat, green clearing near the aerie that the dragons used as their own sort of landing strip. Some of the other dragons raced toward us in their human forms.
�Come on.� I swung my leg over Win�s shoulders and grabbed hold of Mercedes�s hand, hoping to get her head off my shoulder long enough for us to get down. Instead of responding verbally, she let go of me and brought her legs together next to mine. She slid down Winston�s flank and into the waiting arms of Dravak, the youngest of the trainee dragon warriors that made their home at the aerie. Once she was on the ground and had moved out of the way so I could get down, I pressed myself close to Winston�s side before slipping down to join her.
Small, tentative hands grabbed my waist as Dravak moved to help me, and my feet hit the ground harder than they would have normally. Not bad enough to hurt but enough to know that the young dragon still wasn�t strong enough to handle even my weight.
Once I was free, Winston lumbered off to find somewhere more private to shift from his dragon to his human form. If it had just been him and his clanmates around, he�d have shifted where he stood, but he, and the rest of the dragons, was much more modest when non-dragons were nearby.
�Your Majesty?� Dravak asked. �What happened? We saw smoke in the far forest, and then one of the dragons flying patrol brought a message that the Forest of Ananth was burning.�
�Summon the elders for me,� I said quickly. �Tell them to send a messenger to Dramera. We need the entire Dragos War Council here as soon as possible.�
�Your Majesty?� Tietsien, a gold-and-red dragon hybrid whose hair�and scales�changed color in the sun, ran out of the aerie toward us. �What�s happening? The messenger��
�Bavasama�s army attacked the dryads in the Forest of Ananth,� I said. �Everything between Lake Wevlyn and the White Mountains is burning.�
�By the stars.� He brought his hand to his mouth, his eyes wide with horror.
�Send someone to get the Dragos War Council,� I said. �I need them. Now. We�re mobilizing for war.�
�I�ll go myself. Dravak and I will both go. We can say that we heard the summons directly from the mouth of the Rose and that they should come to you immediately. The minute the Prince Consort has returned, we�ll leave.�
�We�re fine.� I said. �Go now.�
Tietsien raised an eyebrow at me. �But��
�Mercedes and I can take care of ourselves. What we can�t do is summon the Council. Now, go.�
�Allie?� John of Leavenwald�s scream hit my ears, and I turned away from Tietsien to see my father racing across the backyard, Rhys hot on his heels. Boreas and Aquella�the heads of the Aurae, the wind nymphs, and the Naiads, the water nymphs�were following closely.
�We�re okay!� I held my hands up to show him, and Mercedes did the same. �We�re both okay.�
�Oh, thank the stars,� John said as he slid to a stop in front of me and pulled me into his arms, crushing my body against his chest and lifting me up so that he could bury his head in my hair. �We�d had a messenger about the fire, and��
�We�re okay,� I repeated as he kissed both of my cheeks and pulled me close again. He let go of me with one arm and immediately grabbed Mercedes, pulling her into a three-sided hug with us. I looked up and saw that Rhys was crowded close to Mercedes�s back, his nose burrowed into her hair.
�I was so worried about both of you girls,� John whispered, dropping his forehead down to meet mine. �I knew the dryad�s were in the forest and that you wouldn�t leave without her. I thought we�d lose you both�and the dragon.�
I reached around to pat his back as he just squeezed us tighter. �We�re both okay. Winston�s fine, too. We�re all back safe.�
�Thank the Pleiades,� he murmured into my hair.
�John?� Rhys asked. When I looked over, I could see that he�d melded himself against Mercedes�s back now, his arms tight around her waist as if to assure himself that she was still there�and alive�in front of him. Rhys tilted his head toward Boreas.
�While I agree with your gratitude, Leader of the Woodsmen��the man cleared his throat��there are other things we must be concerned about now. The first being the remaining dryads.�
I looked over at the silver-skinned man and swallowed. �Boreas, in the fire��
�Yes?�
�Darinda didn�t make it out. None of them made it out. Mercedes is the only one left.�
His pale face turned almost translucent, the edges of it green as his eyes widened. �All�?�
�That can�t be,� Aquella said, her own sea-colored skin paling as well. �You can�t mean that they�re all�gone?�
�How?� Boreas asked, his shoulders hunched and his hands pressed to his stomach like I�d punched him. �How could the leader of the Dryad Order��
�Bavasama�s army was waiting for us in the forests,� Mercedes said in a quiet interruption, her voice trembling. �We�d left Sorcastia an hour before, and we were hiking toward the resting grounds inside the Forest of Ananth. We�d spent the day coaxing life into one of the fields near Lake Wevlyn, and we were tired, so we decided to stop and camp for the night.�
�Mer�� I grabbed her hand and squeezed it tightly.
�We weren�t going far from the road, just to a place we could rest with our trees and be protected.�
�You don�t have to�� Rhys lowered his face down to the top of her head as John wrapped his arms tighter around me.
�They came out of nowhere,� she said, her voice cracking. �We didn�t know what happened. One minute we were walking and the next they were there. And they brought iron. Swords and spears. They brought iron into the forest, and they surrounded us.�
Rhys let out a choked noise, and I knew the lord general of my army was sickened at the idea that anyone had brought exposed weapons into the forest. Even though he was always armed, when he was near the dryads, he took extra precautions to keep the iron parts covered so no one would accidentally be harmed if he brushed against them.
Aquella gasped, and both she and Boreas looked ill.
�They drove us into a circle, poking at us with the weapons. They forced us back-to-back and then�� Mercedes shuddered.
�Mercedes, you don�t have to tell us anything you don�t want to,� I whispered.
�They brought out torches,� she continued like I hadn�t said anything, like none of us were even there.
�They had torches and iron, and they set fire to the trees around us. They stood there and set fire to our trees and they�� A tear slid down her cheek. �They laughed.�
I closed my eyes and swallowed, trying to force down the lump that had formed in my throat. �Oh, Mer,� I whispered.
Dryads were psychically linked to the things that came from the ground. The trees and the flowers and the plants that we ate. They mourned for every leaf when it fell. Mercedes had told me once that they felt the passing of everything, and now my best friend had been trapped in a forest fire, forced to feel that pain as everything around her died.
�We�ll find them,� Winston said. I turned to see him behind me, his shirt still in his hand and his eyes snapping with blue-black fire. �And when we do, I promise you, I�ll kill every single one of them.�
�Win?� Mercedes looked up at him and then pushed forward so she could wrap her arms around him. �I want to go home.�
�I know, Mer,� he whispered into her hair. �As soon as we solve this��
He looked over at me, his eyes wide and filled with pain. When we�d first come here, I�d promised to find a way home. I�d sworn to them, and then, the first chance I�d got, I�d backed out on that promise. I�d trapped all of us here, and now�because of what I�d done�my best friend had lost the new family she�d made for herself as well.
�As soon as we end this,� I said quietly. �I�ll find a way to get everyone home. I promise.�
�Your Majesty�� John said from beside me.
�Rhys, call up the army,� I said, not skipping a beat. �Send men to all the villages to gather troops. Anyone they can spare. Rouse as many men as you can and bring them here. Get them into fighting condition.�
�Yes, Your Majesty.� He nodded once, curt.
�Allie,� John started again, but I just ignored him. He was the one who had pushed this peace treaty, and the instant Bavasama was out of my sight she had broken her word, attacked the dryads, almost killed my best friend.
�Win.� I turned to look at my boyfriend. �The War Council of the Dragos is coming. I sent for them while you were shifting. I need you to persuade them to commit every single dragon warrior to the aerie and the defense of Nerissette.�
�The warriors are yours.� He squeezed Mercedes again and then let go of her, letting Rhys comfort her instead. �I will make sure of it.�
�Allie,� John said, sterner this time, and I turned to look at him.
�Bring me an army.� I kept my eyes on his. �So we can end this once and for all.�
�They just laughed as it burned,� Mercedes said numbly. I turned to watch as the two remaining members of the Nymphiad stepped forward to take her from Rhys�s arms, encircling her in their own. �I don�t know what to do. It�s gone. They�re gone. All of them. They�re gone.�
�Shh, Sapling.� Aquella soothed her as Boreas patted her back. �Shh, come with us, and we�ll help you prepare the rituals.�
�I don�t know what to do,� Mercedes said, her voice sounding empty. �I�m the only one left. They�re all gone, and I don�t know what I�m supposed to do now.�
�We�ll help you, Sapling,� Boreas rumbled as he and Aquella led my best friend away. �Just trust us to help you now.�
I watched as the two nymphs helped Mercedes stumble away, their heads bent low over hers as they half carried, half dragged her between them. Winston tightened the grip of his fingers on mine, and I looked over at him again. He looked as lost as I felt. Rhys face was blank as well.
�Raise an army,� I said quietly, my eyes still fixed on my best friend�s hunched back.
�You�ve signed a peace treaty with Bavasama,� John said. �If you raise an army, then it will be seen as an act of war.�
�Good.� I swallowed. �Because it is an act of war. And you want to know something?�
�What?�
�I wasn�t the one who broke this peace treaty,� I said. �She already did that. I�m just the one who�s got to figure out how to make it right.�
�You can�t.� He shook his head, his free hand clutching the hilt of the sword on his hip, his knuckles white. �There�s no way to make this right. War will not make this right.�
�Then what would you have me do?� I snapped.
�We can send riders to detain your aunt before she reaches the border. Demand reparations. Find out if this is some rogue element of the army who is refusing to honor her peace agreement.�
�These weren�t rogues,� I said, my voice shaking as I pulled my hands free from both John and Winston. I looked at Rhys. �This was my aunt, showing you what she thinks of peace. Now, raise an army. That�s an order from the Golden Rose of Nerissette. Your queen.�
�Allie?� Rhys asked, watching Mercedes as the other two nymphs led her farther away.
�You once asked for my permission to chop a man to pieces for insulting her.� I kept my voice low, and he looked over at me, his eyes angry. �Now I�m giving you a country full of them. They killed her people in front of her. Her family. I suggest you make sure your sword is sharp. I have a feeling you�re going to be doing a lot of chopping before we make it to the Palace of Night.�
I stepped away from the three men and started toward the empty plain where the mermaid�s pool had once been, before my aunt�s army had burned it to the ground and the mermaids who had lived there disappeared. We had a memorial for the missing mermaids planned for the space but nothing had been finalized yet. Right now it was just an empty field where nothing could grow. I wished Talia, the queen of the mermaids, were there. She always knew what to say to give me strength.
�Allie!� I turned to see Winston chasing after me. �Allie!�
�What?�
�What are you planning? Our army is exhausted. We aren�t prepared for another long siege. We don�t have the soldiers or the weapons.�
�I�m not planning a siege,� I said. �I�m not going to fight her into a truce. This time there is no surrender that doesn�t involve me taking over my aunt�s throne and banishing her to the Bleak.�
�Allie��
�No!� I threw my hands up between us. �No! I�m doing this. I�m ending this now.�
�But��
�I�m ending this because I�m sick of it, of her. I�m fed up. Done with spending my nights pacing the floors, waiting to hear that you died. That Mercedes was killed or you were attacked and I was never going to see one of you again. I am done being afraid of losing the only people I have left. So I�m taking my army across that border, and I�m going to let my aunt feel what it�s like, the fear and the worry of knowing your people are under attack. The dread that comes from waiting to hear that the people you love are never coming home to you.
�I�m going to surround the Palace of Night, and when it finally falls, I�m going to take her crown, and I�m going to drag her to the top of the tallest tower and make her watch as her lands burn. Then I�m going to lock her in the nothingness between worlds and watch as Kuolema and the rest of the Dragons of the Bleak rip the flesh from her bones.� I paused for a beat. �You want to know something else?�
�What?� His voice was deep, and he flicked his eyes up to stare at me, not bothering to hide his sadness.
�I�m going to enjoy every single second of it.�

Chapter Six

Later that night, long after an almost silent dinner where we all barely ate, I found my best friend sitting in the back of the formal gardens next to the large Silver Leaf Maple that she�d bonded with. She was cradling the Orb of the Dryads in her hands, staring into it, her head back against the tree�s still-scorched trunk. �Mercedes?�
�Yeah?� She looked up at me.
�Are you�� I didn�t know what to say. I couldn�t ask if she was okay because none of us were okay. There was no way to be okay anymore; I didn�t know if we ever would be again.
�There�s nothing.� She rubbed her forehead back and forth against the blackened bark and didn�t look at me, letting her hands cord through the grass underneath her fingers, taking it from parched and wilted to a vibrant green with nothing more than a touch.
�I don�t know how to explain it, but there�s nothing there, in my mind. Before, there was always this, this knowing feeling at the back of my skull.� Mercedes pulled her fingers from the grass, and it withered again.
�A feeling? You mean like telepathy or something?�
�I couldn�t read the other dryads minds�I didn�t want to read their minds�but I knew they were there, that they existed. We were linked together, and we could touch everything, anything that was alive was open to us, its thoughts, its feelings, and the things that made it sing.�
�And now?�
�Now there�s nothing. There�s emptiness in my mind. I�m alone in my own thoughts, and I don�t know what I�m supposed to do.�
�We�ll figure it out.� I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed her to my side. �I don�t know how we�ll figure it out, but we will. Maybe there are dryads across the border. Once the invasion is over��
�No.� She pulled away from me, and I could see tears running down her cheeks.
�Mer��
�No. I don�t want to bond with another tribe over the border in Bathune. I don�t want to give up my connection with my tree. This is my home, and they were��she let out a small sob��they were my second chance at a family.�
�I know.� I looked down at my own hands, helplessly clasped together in my lap, unsure what to say. A new family�that�s what we�d made here in Nerissette. Mercedes, Winston, Rhys, Timbago, John, Talia, the dryads, and all the rest of the people of Nerissette. We�d made ourselves a family, and now outsiders were trying to tear us apart. They were picking us off one by one.
�I don�t know what to do. I mean, I thought we were safe with the Fate Maker gone. I thought we were finally going to get a chance to just, I don�t know what� But whatever we were going to become, it was supposed to be better than this.�
�It will be better.� I rested my head against her shoulder, taking comfort from the way her tree warmed in my presence. �I�m going to make it right.�
�How?�
�We�re raising an army, and when they�re ready, I�m taking them over the mountains to confront my aunt face-to-face. I promise, I won�t let anyone ever hurt you again. I can�t help Darinda and the rest of your sisters, but I promise you, Bavasama will never hurt anyone else that way. I�ll kill her before I let do that again.�
�You can�t kill them all. You can�t destroy an entire kingdom over me.�
�Why? Why can�t I do the same thing to them that they�ve been doing to us since we got here?�
�Because we aren�t them, and we can�t become them, either. We shouldn�t want to become them. You weren�t there. You didn�t see them. You didn�t see what they were like.�
�Winston and I found Bavasama�s soldiers when we were looking for you. I saw her men in the mountains, hurrying across the border, trying to escape.�
�In the forest.� She turned to look at me. �You didn�t see them in the forest, Al. They were laughing. They had us trapped, and all they could do was laugh and point. How evil do you have to be to know you�re going to kill people and laugh at them first? To them we weren�t even real. We were things. Animals.�
�You�re not an animal!�
�No, I�m not. I�m Mercedes Garcia, second daughter of Joseph and Rosalie Garcia, last Sapling of the Dryad Order of Nerissette. I�m best friends with a queen, I once dyed my hair green on accident, and I used to get my term papers on famous Olympians for gym class by copying from Wikipedia because I knew Coach Wilkie wouldn�t catch on.�
�I know you�re��
�I�m not an animal,� she said forcefully, �but today�in that clearing�all I was to them was a creature they�d been sent to hunt down. You can�t do that, Allie. You can�t become the type of person who�s so twisted inside that you can do those sorts of things. We can�t become those people. You want to know why?�
�Why?� I muttered.
�Because I refuse to be the type of monster that rounds up strangers and kills them for no reason, laughing the entire time, and I refuse to let you become that type of person, either. You�re my best friend, and I won�t lose you to that kind of darkness. I don�t care if you are a queen, you�re my best friend first, and it�s my job to protect you from that.�
�What are we supposed to do then? Wait for them to invade us? Hope that they decide to stop killing people? That we�ll be safe somehow?�
�No. We can�t be those people, either. We can�t pretend that we don�t see what�s coming. That would be worse because then it would be our people who were murdered in the meantime. We can�t pretend that nothing bad is ever going to happen. We just have to go out and meet it, and when we�re face-to-face with it, we have to be brave enough to be better than they are.�
�You think that�s going to win us a war? Being good? Being merciful toward our enemies?� I sniffled, feeling tears prickling at the back of my eyes.
�Aquella told me today that the Nymphiad can no longer sit back and watch as the world burns. We have to go out and face evil so that we can stop it, but the only way we could do that was if we didn�t become evil ourselves in the process.�
�What did Boreas say?�
�Nothing.� She shook her head silently. �He didn�t say anything at all.�
�So what am I supposed to do then? March the army to the border and then sit there? To lay siege to her border and just wait again?�
�No.� Mercedes lifted her head from the bark and stared, her silver eyes piercing me. �No siege. Take the army to Bavasama. March across the border and take the army directly to the Palace of Night. Tell her we�re not going to put up with her crap anymore, and if she doesn�t knock it off, you�ve got an army to stop her. A big army, full of lots of very angry soldiers.�
�Okay, how�s that different from my plan?�
�Before you give the order to attack the Palace of Night, give her the chance to surrender. No matter how angry she makes you, Allie, give her the chance to surrender to you peacefully. Make her give up her crown, if you want. Put her in her own dungeons. But before you attack, give her a chance to save her soldiers� lives.�
�She won�t.�
�That doesn�t matter.� Mercedes grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. �You�re not giving her the chance because she�ll take it. You�re the queen who holds the Great Relics of Nerissette. You can afford to be merciful. And if that�s not enough, give her the chance because it�s who you are.�
�I don�t know who I am anymore.� I leaned my head against her shoulder and tried not to cry. Sure, I was able to destroy the Mirror that gave a direct path into the World That Is, and I used the Dragon�s Tear to trap the Fate Maker in the Bleak�things that couldn�t happen if I weren�t the rightful queen�but that was just a title.
�You�re my best friend, who also happens to be a queen.�
�I�m not a very good queen, though, am I? Ever since I took the throne, all anyone has done is try to overthrow me somehow.�
�So what?� Mercedes bumped her shoulder against mine. �I�m green. Nothing you can come up with will ever top that. According to Dryad legends, I�m part plant. So take your whole, �poor me, everyone keeps invading my kingdom, and my boyfriend turns into a big, gorgeous dragon to protect me� and stuff it. I�m a plant woman. You can�t beat me in the freakstakes after that.�
�Well, at least you�re a pretty shade of green,� I said, nudging her shoulder. �Sort of a minty color.�
�Spring leaf,� she corrected. �I am spring-leaf green.�
�Whatever, at least you�re not the color of pond scum.�
�Yeah, thank the trees for small mercies, huh?�
�Yeah.� I leaned our foreheads together.
�Allie?�
�What?�
�I miss home. I miss Mr. Brinnegar and his stupid assignments that have no bearing on the real world, and biology class on dissection days when the cheerleaders would whine about how gross cutting something open was while you tried not to pass out or barf. I even miss gym class.�
�Me, too.� I pulled my best friend closer, staring out into the dark nothingness of the night surrounding us. �I miss it, too. Well, I don�t miss gym class, but the rest of it I miss. No one who ever actually had to play field hockey in gym class could miss that.�
�Are you really going to find some way to get us back home?�
�I�m going to try.� I squeezed her tighter. �Did you really copy all your gym class reports from Wikipedia?�
�Every single one.�
There was a crunch of leaves to our left, and I instinctively reached for the sword I�d gotten used to wearing at my hip after so many months of war. I wrapped my hand around the hilt, and shifted my weight, putting my body between Mercedes and whoever�or whatever�was coming toward us.
�Your Majesty?� Kitsuna called out a moment before the red-haired wryen, the daughter of two different types of dragons, melted out of the shadows. She�d been acting as my fiercest bodyguard this past year, even though she didn�t possess the ability to transform into the dragon inside her.
�Hey, Kit.� I took my hand off the sword and patted the ground beside me. �Come hang out with us.�
�I can�t.� She shook her head. �You�re needed.�
�Why?�
�Your Royal Council of War has arrived. The army is mobilizing, and the Town Watch for Neris has sent all their spare men to help guard the castle.� I watched as she shifted from foot to foot, not meeting my eyes. �You need to come.�
�That�s not all, is it?� I asked, my stomach filling with dread.
�Allie.� Her shoulders slumped.
�It wasn�t just the Forest of Ananth,� Mercedes said, her voice low. It wasn�t a question, and my heart clenched. �Bavasama�s troops, they didn�t just raid the border at the Forest of Ananth. That�s why the members of the War Council all came so quickly to Allie�s summons. Bavasama�s army didn�t just stop with us. They invaded somewhere else�. Didn�t they?�
�You need to come now,� Kitsuna said, her voice hollow.

Chapter Seven

In the ten minutes it took for me to get to the throne room from the back garden, the palace had filled with people. It sounded like a dozen high school pep rallies being blared through fifty-foot speakers at the same time.
�Everyone, please!� Rhys yelled over the screaming and the arguing and the general noise pouring out of the room. �Let�s all just settle down and talk about this!�
�There were ravens over Meridoc. They were carrying fire wizards. Meridoc is burning, and you want us to be calm?� Lady Arianna, steward of the Veldt, snapped, her face red and her normally sleek, blond hair standing up in tufts all over her head.
�The desert near Caradocia has ogres amassed on their borders,� Melchiam, the Rache of the Firas, said, his maroon robes rumpled and his long black hair hanging loose against his shoulders instead of tied back like it normally was. �We�ve had to strike our camps and go in search of water elsewhere. Lands we�ve held since the First Rose are no longer in our control.�
�We can address all of this�� John of Leavenwald began from near the throne.
�Shut up!� I yelled, letting my voice carry across the room as I swept out of the main doorway and through the rapidly parting crowd, trying to project my faux queenly confidence. I made my way to the huge, intricately worked throne. �All of you. That�s an order. I need all of you to just shut up for five minutes.�
�Your Majesty�� one of the men started and tried to reach for my arm. Instead of letting him grab me, I picked up my pace and kept moving.
�No bowing.� I stalked up the three steps to my throne and turned to plop down on it. �You all know how I feel about the bowing that takes place around here. We get nothing done if you spend the next half an hour bowing and �if you please, Your Majesty�-ing me. Now, someone�someone calm�tell me what we know. Where have there been attacks?�
Everyone looked at me, and then the room filled with a flood of noise. They�d decided to talk at once, and instead of listening to one another and going from there, they talked over one another.
�Wait.� I held my hands up in front of me. �Stop. Stop all of you. We won�t get anywhere like this. So, first, Rhys, have you heard anything from the troops we have stationed at the White Mountains?�
�There have been attacks all along the border. Our troops fought back where they could, but we only have a small force there, since we�re supposed to be at peace with Bathune now. They could only do so much.�
�Call them back to the palace,� I said. �We need to re-form the entire army. Volunteers and professional soldiers both.�
�I issued orders this afternoon for troops to come to the palace,� Rhys said.
�And how is that going?� I asked.
�Thirty thousand men are on their way to Neris to pledge their swords to the Golden Rose and the Rose Throne of Nerissette. Every noble family has sworn their troops to our use. Between the noble armies and the village militias, almost every able-bodied man in Nerissette will march with us,� he said.
�How long until they arrive?�
�They should all be here within two days. Most of the nobles brought their troops with them, and we�re sending dragons to ferry the volunteers who live farther away. By next week you�ll have the largest fighting force this world has ever seen, my queen.�
�Good.� I turned to stare at my father, trying to keep my voice calm. �John of Leavenwald?�
�The Woodsmen have all received the call, Your Majesty.� He bowed his head to me. �Our men are scouring every forest in Nerissette. If there is food there, it will be found and brought to the army. The first of the supply wagons have already left the Leavenwald and should be here in the morning.�
�Right. Winston, you�re next.�
�The Dragos Council has met. Our warriors will arrive in the morning with recruits from the villages near Dramera. The aerie is prepared for war. We�ve already begun flying patrols.�
�And what have the dragons seen from the sky?� I kept my eyes focused on him.
�The Borderlands is burning,� Winston said softly. �Bavasama has set fire to the White Mountains and any other land that wasn�t inhabited on our side of the border.�
�What about the places where there were people?� I asked, not really wanting to know the answer even as I asked the question.
�Six villages and the two largest Firas encampments have been invaded.� Winston turned to stare at Melchiam. �The encampments of the Lumeve and the Candelliere are gone. From what we can see, the people tried to flee from their campgrounds but didn�t have time.�
�Gone?� I asked a second before Melchiam let out a high-pitched wail, sinking to his knees with his head in his hands. Everyone turned silently to watch as the man dropped his head onto the floor and began to scream, long, terrible screams that sounded like a fire engine on a too-cold winter night. It was raw and primal, and it made the little slivers left of my heart feel like they�d been kicked by a bully in steel-toed boots.
�You mean they�re dead?� I asked, my eyes wide as I turned away from the screaming man and back to Winston. �All of them?�
�Yes.� He nodded, his eyes not meeting mine. �Everyone. They�re gone. I�m sorry. We were too late to reach them. We were lucky we escaped when we did today, Your Majesty.�
�No.� I shook my head as an all-consuming dread filled my stomach. �No, they didn�t��
�The village of Sorcastia is gone, too,� Rhys said quietly. �I�m sorry.�
Salvachio, the stupid farmer who�d been worried about the field of wheat that Dravak had accidentally burned last year, was dead. He�d been sure that someone would take over the village. He swore that the dragons would try to conquer them. He�d told me once that the dragons wanted to burn the world around them.
Now, it turned out he�d been right. Not about the dragons, of course, the dragons were on our side, but what was coming for our world. Someone was trying to burn it down around us.
�Why is the Empress Bavasama doing this?� Arianna asked. �Why, when we�ve signed a peace treaty, is she attacking us? Is it because you have control of the Relics?�
�No.� I shook my head. �This has nothing to do with the Great Relics. Not directly. This is about the throne. I have it, and she wants it. The Relics go along with that, but I don�t think that�s her primary goal.�
�So what do we do?� another man asked from the back of the throne room. �Your Majesty, what are we going to do? They�ll come here next. They�ll come here, and we�ll have nowhere to run. They�ll burn us out and��
�Where are they? Bavasama�s troops?� I asked, my voice sharp as I tried to hide my own worry from the nobles staring back at me. �Where are they now?�
�Back over the border,� Rhys said. �They burned everything they could on our side and then retreated over the White Mountains, setting fire to the forests there to prevent us from following.� Rhys kept his eyes on mine, and I could see that his entire face was tense.
�So this was what?� I asked, staring at the sea of scared faces in front of me. �Bavasama�s version of the pregame show? She just wanted to show us that she could do this and we couldn�t stop her?�
�She wanted revenge,� Winston snapped. �This isn�t about magic artifacts or thrones or anything else. You humiliated her, and this is how she got revenge. She attacked our borders to punish you.�
�Yeah,� I said with a snort of derision, �well, I can�t wait to see what she does when I march my army into her country and do the same thing to her that she did to my mother.�
�What?� John asked, his eyes wide. �What do you mean what she did to your mother?�
�Bavasama.� I swallowed. �She took my mother hostage and then disguised herself to look like my mom so she could sit on the Rose Throne. Then, when she thought she might be caught, she used the Great Relics to force my mother through the Mirror so the Fate Maker could rule Nerissette as regent.�
�By the stars.� John�s face paled. �How long? How long did she pretend to be your mother?�
�I don�t know,� I said, then shook my head. �But what I do know is that after these attacks, her days on the throne of Bathune are numbered.�
�Your aunt must have been willing to take the risk,� John said. �She tried this in the hopes that our behavior at the peace treaty signing was all an act, that in reality you were sick of war but just didn�t want to appear weak.�
If that�s what Bavasama thought, then she was right. I was sick of war. I was sick of blood and battles and the smell of the dead burning. I was really sick of that stupid, hollow feeling in my chest that came from watching my friends suffer and die. I was sick of feeling weak every time I was forced to make a decision that led to someone else dying.
What I was really sick of most of all, though? I was really, really freaking sick of people thinking that we were just going to lie down and die so that life could be more convenient for them. That was going to stop today. Right now, in fact. I was sick of being walked on.
�So what do we do?� a white-skinned nymph on the right called out. �What will the allies of the Aurae do to stop these attacks?�
�Aquella?� I searched for her in the crowd, and the blue-skinned naiad stepped forward from the cluster of nymphs near the windows on the left side of the room.
�Yes, Your Majesty?�
�Can you stop the fires? If we send you out with dragon scouts, can you stop the fire in the White Mountains and make it safe for our army to travel?�
�We can bring storms that will make the Pleiades tremble,� Aquella said, her pale blue eyes fixed on mine. �Darinda and her Order will feel the rains we bring here even inside the Summer Lands.�
The Summer Lands. The nymph version of Heaven. The place where the souls of those we lost were said to wait for us to come and find them again at the end of our own time in this realm.
�How long until it�s safe for the army to move through the forests and into the White Mountains?�
�Give us three days,� Aquella said cautiously. I could see the fear in her eyes at sending her people out to face a fire that had already killed all but one of the dryads.
�When will the army be ready, Rhys? Not just here, but ready to march. How long?� I asked.
He looked thoughtful for a moment. �Five days, a week at most. In one week we can make you an army the likes of which this world has never seen, an army that would make our own world tremble.�
�Do you think we can spare a week?� I asked. I could hear everyone in the room draw in a breath, waiting for his answer. Did we have seven more days before war came to Nerissette?
�If we can find a way to stall Bavasama from taking more action, it may give us enough time.� Winston cleared his throat. �Send her a message. Ask for terms. Apologize for how you treated her.�
�No. I�m not apologizing to that woman. She killed Darinda.� I turned and narrowed my eyes at him, gripping the handles of my chair. He had to be insane if he thought I was just going to send someone to her and try to negotiate more peace after what she�d done.
�We lie,� Winston said. �We send a fake ambassador to Bavasama and let her think we�re trying to prevent a war while, in reality, we�re preparing to march an army over her border.�
�If we send an ambassador, there�s a very good chance she would kill said ambassador. In fact, I�d expect her to. I won�t throw away someone�s life that way.�
�I�ll do it,� Gunter of the Veldt said from the back of the hall. Everyone fell silent, turning to look at the next Steward of the Veldt, his blond hair cropped short and the left sleeve of his jacket pinned up where his hand had once been. �I�ll go.�
His mother, Arianna�Stewardess of the Veldt�reached for his arm, tears in her eyes. �You can�t. You�re still wounded. If something��
He pulled away from her and lifted his chin higher. �I can do this, Your Majesty.�
�No.� I shook my head. He�d already lost enough in battle last time. I couldn�t ask him to risk his life in a fake-out plan.
�Your Majesty.� He came forward, his chin held high, and kept his eyes fixed on me.
�I said, no. She�ll kill you.�
�My life is a worthy sacrifice if it keeps you safe for even a minute longer. I can no longer fight, but I can do this. I can do my part to keep our home safe�to protect my queen, my lands, my people.�
�Gunter.� I swallowed.
�Let me act as your messenger, my queen,� he said quietly. �Let me do my part and buy you the time you need to raise an army.�
�Your Majesty�� John started.
�Fine.� I couldn�t meet Gunter�s eyes. �Stall her as much as you can while still staying safe. We�ll bring the army to you.�
�Yes, Your Majesty,� Gunter said and then stepped back.
�Meanwhile, the rest of you, start preparing your troops. Plus, anyone who needs to evacuate the Borderlands, tell them to go to the keeps of their nearest noble. I�ll expect all of your households to make the refugees welcome.�
�Your Majesty, the cost,� Arianna said, her eyes wide.
�Keep track of it. I�ll deduct it from your taxes. Now, we�re done talking about expenses and negotiations and fake ambassadors. From here on out the only thing I want to hear is how we�re going to go about conquering Bathune. Everything else is on hold until that�s over.�
�Your Majesty,� a high-pitched voice called out, and I watched as an older woman in blue silk hobbled forward. �The army is not the way to solve this. We have angered the Pleiades by rejecting the will of Fate. We must make amends. We must make offerings and beg for their forgiveness.�
�I intend to make amends. I mean to make amends to every person who gave their lives to keep us safe. Everyone who died today.� I narrowed my eyes at her before turning to look at all the other people in the room, my knees knocking together even though I was sitting down. What if they refused to fight? What if they wanted to surrender instead? What if they wanted to go back to letting the wizards run their lives for them?
Stop, I reminded myself. You�re the queen of this land. You are the Golden Rose of Nerissette, Queen Alicia, First of Her Name. That makes you responsible for these people�all of them. You�re the royal version of a parent, and like Mom always used to say, �Sometimes as your mom I get to ask what you think, but sometimes I have to tell you what to do, and then it�s just going to have to be my way, whether you like it or not.�
Today was going to be one of those days where they were going to have to do things my way�even if none of them�or even I�liked where it was going to take us.
�Forget the dead. How are we going to make amends to Fate when you�ve locked her own wizard inside the terrors of the Bleak?� a man shouted from somewhere in the middle of the crowd. �How will we rectify our mistakes?�
�You�re worried about how I�m going to explain to Fate that we�ve got a war going on?� I looked around the room, scanning the faces of the nobles who were stunned by what they saw as blasphemy against the creature they stubbornly still believed ruled their lives. Once I reached them, I let my eyes linger on Mercedes and Kitsuna, two of my closest friend who their make-believe deity �Fate� had not been kind to.
�Allie,� Winston said, his voice filled with warning.
�I�m not,� I said, my voice flat. �I�m not explaining myself to anyone. Especially some made up fairy-tale witch.�
Another voice called out, �Then what will we do?�
�Lord Sullivan is going to build Nerissette an army, and we�re going to take it over the mountains to fight. Then, when we�re done, no one, and I mean absolutely no one, will ever attack our homes and our families again.
�That is how we�re going to honor those who have died and how we�re going to please the stars. Not by begging for mercy or making sacrifices but by making sure that the sacrifices that have already been made are the last. No more men in this country will die from invaders trying to take our land. Not while I�m queen.�
�The will of the Pleiades�� someone shouted.
�Isn�t my problem. If your gods don�t like the fact that we�re going to save ourselves, then they can come down out of the sky and defend us themselves. They can stop letting people die for no good reason because, you know what?�
I watched as they all froze and stared at me, mouths open. Apparently, no one had ever seen a Golden Rose at the end of her rope before. Too bad. It was time they learned what a ticked-off queen looked like.
�I�m sick of waiting around and watching good people die while we wait for the Pleiades to give us a sign that it�s okay to quit getting the crap kicked out of us by every bully who can put together an army.�
�Your Majesty,� Lady Arianna said, her eyes wide with astonishment. �That�s��
�Tomorrow, I�ll be appointing a regent to handle the day-to-day running of Nerissette, and then you and I will be joining Lord Sullivan and the Crown Prince as we take an army to go visit the neighbors. Let them see what an invasion feels like for once. Anyone got a problem with that?�
The room was silent as everyone stared at me, still stunned.
�Good. War Council dismissed.� I stood up and looked around once more before stomping down the steps and leaving. Let the rest of them figure out how they were going to deal with the stars and Fate and all the stupid superstitions that kept getting my people into these predicaments.
I hurried across the hall and into the library, closing the door behind me and locking it before I sank down in one of the comfy wingback chairs near the fireplace, my head in my hands.

Chapter Eight

�Would you like to talk about it?�
I looked up to find John had appeared next to one of the bookcases, and I grimaced. �How did you get in here? The door is locked.�
�There�s a hidden door in the back corridor�the painting of the man in the blue armor who�s riding the gold dragon. It comes out here.�
�Great.� I waved my hand at him and sighed before turning back to the empty fireplace. �Make sure you lock it behind you when you go.�
�Allie.�
�John.� I rolled my eyes at him. How could he not be getting that I really didn�t want to talk right then?
�You could try calling me Dad,� he said.
I looked up at him, glaring. He had not actually just suggested that, had he? The guy had been part of my life less than three months, and suddenly he wanted to be �Dad� like nothing had ever happened? He wanted me to call him Dad after I�d been dumped in foster care for years? I mean, sure, I�d gotten lucky with Gran Mosely, but that didn�t change the fact I�d been alone, with a mother in a coma, while he was off running around the woods like an overgrown leprechaun. What sort of mushrooms had he been eating?
�Or not.� He held his hands up as he moved to sit in the chair across from mine. �But I�d really like to talk to you about what happened tonight.�
�What about it?�
�You can�t discount the Pleiades. The people here believe��
�You�re telling me that the people here believe that it�s the design of some invisible goddess for us to get the crap kicked out of us by everyone we meet? They believe that people are dead because Fate decided she was having a bad day?�
�Allie��
�No, John. You know what? This idea of Fate as a goddess? It sucks.�
�People here believe she�s real. You may not believe it but they��
�Well, if they�re right and I�m wrong, then Fate sucks and I�m sick of dealing with her brand of crazy, and you should be, too. From now on, Nerissette decides its own future.�
He tried to take my hand in his.
�No.� I pulled back from him. �You don�t get to do that. That�s not something you have earned the right to do. For all you talk about us being family and being worried about me like you were today, you don�t get to do that. You don�t get to sit here and pretend you care.�
�I know that things between us are strained right now, Alicia, but I am your father.�
�No, you�re not.� I stood up and stormed over to the other side of the library, grabbing books off the shelves and tossing them on one of the tables. �You lost that right a long time ago, and any chance you had of getting that relationship back ended when you took off on me for almost a year.�
�I know you�re upset with me, but I did what I had to do. Besides Allie, I loved��
�No!� I grabbed a heavy green book and turned on my heel, flinging it at him like a baseball. �I don�t want to hear it. I don�t want to hear about how you loved Mom! You left us there�alone.�
�Alicia, I never meant��
�My name is Allie! Not Alicia. No one calls me Alicia. No one ever has and don�t tell me what you meant to do. What you meant doesn�t matter. We were trapped there, and then I lost Mom, and we were alone. You left us there alone. You abandoned us. You abandoned me.�
�I would have come for you and your mother if��
�If what?� I threw my hands up. �If you weren�t too busy getting bullied by the Fate Maker?�
�One of these days, I would have��
�Would have what? Left the woods and found a way to save us? That�s great. Really. But the thing is, you left us alone, and when the Fate Maker tried to murder Mom, she was alone. All alone.�
�Sweetheart,� John started.
�No. She was alone. I wasn�t even there with her�I was at swim practice, and right now she�s still alone. If we die�if I die�then she�ll be trapped in that hospital, in a coma, all alone. No one will be there to take care of her.�
�You�re not going to die. I won�t allow it.�
�Why should I believe you? You left me alone. All on my own, Dad.� I spat the last word out hatefully. �Do you get that? I had no one but some stranger who agreed to take me in off the street. Where were you then? Where were you when I had nowhere else to go?�
�I thought your mother had left to protect you. To keep you safe. I didn�t know she�d been forced through the Mirror of Nerissette.� His shoulders slumped.
�Then you should have fought to make this world safe so that she could come back. So that I could come back instead of being trapped in the World That Is.�
�I never thought you would lose her over there, that you would end up alone. I never wanted to let you go, but I wanted you to be safe more. I know that I�ll never make up for all those years I missed but��
�Don�t. Don�t tell me you want to make this right. If you wanted to make it right, you wouldn�t have taken off on me for the past ten months. You�d have been here, trying to be my dad instead of hiding in the Borderlands.�
�Allie��
�You couldn�t leave the sieges and the peace negotiations to someone else?� I asked. �You didn�t think that I would need you? That I would need my father while I was trapped in the middle of a war in a world that isn�t even supposed to exist?�
�I was trying to secure you a kingdom,� he protested.
�Yeah? Well, great job with that. Turns out you suck just as much at negotiating a peace treaty as you do with getting to know your only daughter.�
I saw the latch on the painting he�d been talking about before and pressed it, watching as it swung open. Instead of waiting for him to say anything else, I slipped out of the library and closed the hidden door behind me.
I spotted the rune carved into the brick at the end of the hall and stomped toward it, my shoulders tense. All I wanted to do was use it to transport back to my room, so I could sleep and try to forget about the fact that this wasn�t a really bad dream.
I knelt down and brushed my finger over the portal key. �All I want is my bed,� I said. A curl of smoke enveloped me, and I felt myself being taken apart.
The world reassembled itself just outside my only half-finished tower, and I took a deep breath in, trying to shake off the sloshiness that came from being ripped apart at a cellular level and then being put back together somewhere else a split second later. Right. Time to find my pallet and try to pretend that this day hadn�t happened.
I made my way into the bedroom and wound through the various clusters of stuff that had been stored there during the renovations as I made my way to the small area in the back that we�d sectioned off. I needed some privacy while the goblins were still rebuilding the rest of the tower. I pushed the curtain back and stepped into the tiny cubby, my eyes focusing on the low fire in the fireplace and my two best girlfriends curled up in front of it, Kitsuna�s arms wrapped around Mercedes�s shoulders.
�I think she may finally be sleeping. She didn�t think she would, but she was so exhausted she couldn�t keep her eyes open,� Kitsuna said as she sat up and untangled herself from the dryad next to her. �Then again, the sleeping powder I gave her may have helped a bit.�
�You drugged her?�
�She needs to sleep.� Kitsuna stood and brushed her hands against the legs of her pants as I moved to the window, staring out at the back garden and the aerie beyond.
�Do you think she�ll ever be able to do it on her own? Sleep, I mean? Sleep and not remember?�
�No, she�ll always remember what happened this morning. Every day she�ll feel the loss of her sisters, but every day it will get easier for her to cope.�
�You think so?� I swallowed and then turned to look at Mercedes sleeping on a tattered blue cushion next to the fire. �That it will get better eventually?�
�We�ll win this war.� Kitsuna came over and grabbed my hand, squeezing it tight. �Then the fighting will stop. You�ll rule everything that both day and night touches, and we�ll have peace. Once that happens, she�ll cry and she�ll feel alone, but she�ll go on. And then one day it won�t be so bad and every day after that will get better.�
�How do you know?�
�Because that�s the way it has to be. None of us could keep fighting if we didn�t believe that somehow, one day, it�s going to start getting better. That�s what the dragons believe the Pleiades are for, to remind us that things get better. That Fate doesn�t control our destinies.�
�The dragons don�t believe in Fate?�
�No, we believe in Fate, but we don�t give her as much power as the others do.�
�Why?�
�Because the Pleiades don�t always shine constantly. They move and they shift, and sometimes they change. Stars are born, and then they die. And sometimes, if you�re very lucky, your stars will change.�
I turned to look back out the window at the very stars she was telling me about. The place where the people of Nerissette�my people�believed paradise resided. The stars were supposed to be the home of godlike watchers who would come to keep us safe. Not that any of them had ever bothered with that, except for Esmeralda. Then again, who knows what a sorceress turned into a cat was good for except catching mice and trapping us here in this alternate universe with no idea what we were supposed to do.
�Dragons believe that the stars aren�t meant to show us that our fates can�t be changed. Stars are meant to show you that they can. In dragon stories, it�s not Fate that you root for�you root for the guy trying to beat her.�
�I think I might like dragon stories,� I said.
�You will be the grandest of them all. One of these days, centuries from now, children will pretend to be us, and they�ll fight for who get to play you.�
�Nah, they�ll all want to be the brave wryen who took down a wizard all on her own and set fire to her own house to keep a queen safe. If this were make-believe, I�d want to be that girl�the most fearsome dragon warrior our world has ever seen.�
�I want to be that girl, too,� Kitsuna said. �The one who fought with honor beside the queen she was lucky enough to call a friend.�
�What if something happens and you get hurt? Taken prisoner? Bavasama knows how close we are. She�ll hurt you just to prove to me that she can.�
�If your aunt captures me, then I�ll fight my way free and have adventures all the way back here to Nerissette,� Kitsuna said, her voice quiet. �They�ll tell stories about my adventures for centuries. Besides, every hero has to have a black moment.�
�I�d rather let someone else have those sorts of black moments,� I said. �I�ll find you a nice, fluffy kitten to fight instead.�
�That wouldn�t make for a very exciting saga,� Mercedes cut in from behind us. We both turned to look at her, sitting in front of the fire, staring at us.
�You�re supposed to be asleep.� I glanced over at Kitsuna. �I thought you said you gave her something to make her sleep.�
�I did.� Kitsuna looked over at our friend, wide-eyed. �I gave her the strongest sleeping draught I could find.�
�A powdered infusion of griffin�s breath plant mixed with daffodil root?� Mercedes snorted. �Please, I�m a dryad. Plant-based potions don�t work on us. You�d have been better off trying some of the powdered emery fish scales Aquella always keeps on her. That would have at least made me drowsy.�
�Well, obviously.� I rolled my eyes dramatically and nudged Kitsuna with my shoulder. �We should have totally thought of that. Because, you know, we�re all experts on dryad medicine. Right, Kit?�
�Shut up, you idiot.� Mercedes stood up and came toward us, tucking the orb into the pouch that was tied to her belt. �You don�t even know what a griffin�s breath looks like.�
�Of course I do.� I shrugged. �It�s a plant. So it�s what? Green? With leaves? Maybe a flower or two?�
�You have no idea what you�re talking about. Do you?� Mercedes huffed and then rolled her eyes at me.
�Shut up.� I nudged her. �Or I�ll whomp you upside the head with a book and really put you to sleep.�
�Hey!� Mercedes pointed toward the window. �There�s Winston. I didn�t know he was out on patrol tonight.�
I bit my lip and watched as a huge black dragon with curling horns and the elongated body of a snake flew straight toward the aerie. �I�m pretty sure that�s not Winston.�

Chapter Nine

�What do you mean that�s not��
We watched in horror as blue flames shot from the dragon�s mouth, and the trees exploded. More dragons poured out from behind clouds, all of them long and snakelike, their wings shorter but wider than those of the dragons we were used to seeing.
�That�s definitely not Winston.� Kitsuna grabbed us both by the arms and tugged us to the ground, throwing herself down over our backs. �Get down. Don�t let them see you.�
�But�� I swallowed as we cowered low, underneath the window, and I heard the high-pitched, shrieking wails of dragons flying in the night. I turned to look at Kitsuna and could see that her eyes were closed and her mouth was twisted up in a way that made her look as terrified as I felt.
�Stay here.� Mercedes let go of my hand, and I watched as she scrambled across the room on all fours, snatching some things up into her arms and then turning to scoot across the floor on her knees back to us.
�Here.� She let her arms open, and both Kitsuna�s and my swords fell onto the floor between us. I looked up to see the thick red welts on her arms from where the iron had touched her skin. �We need to go,� she said.
�Go?� Kitsuna asked. I looked over to see her staring at Mercedes before she looked down at the swords at our feet. �Right, we need to go. Allie, you need to stay here and��
�Shut up, Kit,� I said as Mercedes huddled next to us, keeping her head low while we hurriedly buckled on our sword belts. My fingers slipped on the slick brown leather, and I couldn�t get it to fasten properly.
�Come on,� I snapped as the leather slid again in the dark, and I felt the heavy sword bang against my hip.
�Here.� Kitsuna took the ends of the belt out of my hands and fastened it, pulling it tight enough around my waist that it wouldn�t slide down my hips in the middle of a fight.
�You ready?� Mercedes asked as she grabbed her bow and slid it on her back.
�Are you going to be able to use that?� I asked. �Its pitch black out there.�
�Lucky for us,� Mercedes retorted. �Dragons like to breathe fire when they attack. Turns them into a nice, big target.�
�Yeah? Well, try to make sure it�s Bavasama�s dragons you�re shooting and not ours. We�re going to need them,� I said as we all scurried to the door, still crouched over and keeping our heads low.
�I�ll do my best,� she said when we reached the portal stone. I grabbed her hand with my left and felt Kitsuna grab onto my belt. �Now where do you think we should go?�
�The aerie,� Kitsuna said, her voice high and shaky. �If they�re attacking us at night, they�ll go to the aerie first. Take out our dragons so that they can attack us without worrying about them.�
�Right. Take me to the aerie,� I said, my voice a command, as I brushed my fingers across the stone.
The world shifted apart, and the only thing I could feel was my two friends pressed against me as we were transported. Then the world came back together again, dropping us into the thick grass that surrounded the large stone tower where the dragon clans made their home at the Crystal Palace.
�Where are they?� I asked, turning in a quick circle and looking around before pulling my sword. �Where are the dragon warriors who are supposed to be standing guard?�
�Your Majesty?� Dravak yelled, and I turned to see the boy standing in the doorway of the aerie. �What are you doing here?�
�Where are the rest of the dragon clans?�
�Most of them are on patrol.� Dravak hurried toward us still in human form. �They left me and Tietsen here to guard the aerie and rest our wings after our flight to Dramera while everyone else��
He looked up, and I let my eyes follow his into the sky. The rest of them were up there while he�d been left on the ground to keep watch, too young to fight. A child caught in a grown-up�s war.
�How many dragons up there are ours?� Mercedes asked as she scanned the dragons darting across the sky, shooting fireballs and screaming as they attacked one another.
�Six,� Dravak said. �Why?�
�Do you keep any bows in the aerie? An armory of sorts?� Mercedes asked.
�Yes.� Dravak nodded quickly, his floppy red hair bouncing in front of his face.
�Good.� Mercedes nodded. �Because I�m going to need a lot more arrows.�
�Right.� Dravak took off at a run as the three of us stood, back-to-back, and stared up at the night sky.
�Here!� he called out a few moments later as he ran toward us, two quivers of arrows in his arms and another slung across his back.
�Thanks,� Mercedes said as she took the arrows from him and dumped them on the ground beside her feet. She dropped to one knee and removed the bow from her back.
�Are you sure you know what you�re doing?� I asked as I pulled my own sword free of its scabbard and clutched it with both hands.
�Don�t worry, Allie, I can do this.�
�Sure you can,� I said, trying to sound supportive instead of scared out of my mind.
�Stay out of the way.� Kitsuna pushed me behind her, one of her own swords clutched in each hand. �Just in case she accidentally shoots one wide. Our best tactic is to stay back and let her shoot them down, and then when they hit the ground, we�ll finish them off.�
�And how are you supposed to tell which dragon is which?� I asked as Mercedes pulled back on her bowstring and aimed.
�Our dragons are big and bulky. Theirs are long and skinny.�
�And that�s how you�re telling them apart? Shoot the skinny ones and let the fat ones go? What if they have fat dragons, too?�
�Okay, so I�m guessing.� Mercedes grunted as she let an arrow loose and a loud shriek filled the night sky.
�Guessing?� I asked.
�If they�re dive bombing the aerie��Mercedes drew back another arrow and took aim again��I�m going to assume they aren�t one of ours. How does that sound to you?�
�Sounds like a plan,� I agreed as I scanned the skies above us, looking for where the next attack might come from in the darkness, waiting for Winston and the rest of our warriors to fly to the rescue before we found ourselves in another blaze like the one in the Forest of Ananth this morning.
�Dravak?�
�Yes, Your Majesty?�
�Winston? Where was he on patrol?� I asked.
�He�s part of the squad that flew northward, guarding Lord Rhys�s land near the White Mountains.�
�Good.� I nodded, still keeping my eyes fixed on the skies above us. �Let�s get this mess cleaned up before he gets back.�
�Allie!� I jerked my head down and over to see my father and his men racing into the clearing, Rhys and some of his men behind them.
�We�ve got men surrounding the palace,� Rhys said as he slid to a stop beside me.
There was a dull thwack and then the loud scream of an animal in pain. I turned away from him to see Mercedes still on the ground, another arrow in her bow as a large, red, snake-style dragon crumpled in midair, twisting so that he was facing upward and curling in on himself as he crashed down somewhere in the night.
�Woodsmen!� John snapped. �The dryad appears to have the first kill. Do you intend to let her do this single-handed or do you intend to help?�
Seven men hurried forward, slinging their own bows off their back and hurriedly loading them with arrows before lifting the weapons up and loosing arrows into the sky.
Rhys�s men started to circle the rest of the aerie, their swords drawn. �What�s your plan?� Rhys asked.
�We stay back and try to stay out of the way. If something comes down, and it�s not one of our dragons��I swallowed��kill it.�
�We can do that,� Rhys said as he pulled his own sword. �Why don�t you find somewhere safe to hide?�
�When have you ever known me to hide?� I asked. �Besides, this is my castle. I�m not going to run away while a bunch of flying lizards trash the place.�
�No, because running and hiding would have been the sensible things for a queen to do.�
�Oh, shut up, Sullivan. Before I decide to behead you or something.�
Instead of answering, he put his fingers in his mouth and let out a loud whistle that pierced the night. I heard another loud cry after that, this one more of a squawk than a roar as Balmeer�Rhys�s pet roc�flew into the clearing and then landed heavily on his shoulder, his sharp, knifelike talons curling into Rhys shoulder. �If one of those lizards land,� I heard Rhys say quietly to the bird, �do whatever it takes to kill it.�
The heavy, three-foot-tall bird let out a soft cooing sound and shifted on Rhys�s shoulder, Balmeer�s eyes dark and his wings tensed. The roc lifted his head, watching the sky above like he was just waiting for something to fall into his new hunting area.
I heard the stinging slap of Mercedes�s and the Woodsmen�s bows all releasing at the same time and then the sharp shriek of the dragons in the air howling in pain.
�Mercedes got another one,� Kitsuna said. We both watched the bright blue dragon above tearing at its own wing with its teeth, trying to pull the arrow free as it tumbled, end over end, toward us.
�Balmeer,� Rhys said sharply. The bird instantly launched itself upward with a battle cry of sorts.
�Watch out,� one of the soldiers said in warning. �It�s going to land close.�
Close, I thought to myself as the blue dragon Mercedes had wounded crashed into the clearing, was definitely the word for it.
The animal let out a low moan as it hit the dirt, and I felt my entire body trembling as the creature let out a long, low hiss before rolling onto its stomach, struggling to get to its feet.
The dragon lifted his head, but before it could move, Balmeer dropped from the sky in a graceful, predatory dive, his beak aimed straight for the other creature�s eyes. The dragon brought its one good wing up to swipe at the roc, and Balmeer dodged it at the last second, pulling himself away and aiming his claws at the dragon�s back. He raked his talons across the creature�s spine.
The dragon roared, throwing his head back and letting out a huge burst of fire, trying to incinerate the roc before he could do any more damage. But Balmeer shifted to the side, still flying low, and came in again, his claws ripping into the dragon�s good wing before he climbed the sky again, preparing for another strike.
The dragon, angry and in pain, managed to rear itself up on its back legs and let out another roar, this one loud enough that I could feel the stones of the aerie shake. The dragon beat its wings together as if trying to fight people off by waving in front of its face and hoping that no one would be able to touch them. Usually, for humans, it wasn�t a very good self-defense tactic, but when you�re the size of a dragon, it could shift a fight in your favor pretty easily.
Another arrow flew into the dragon�s side, and the creature lifted his head again, roaring in pain. The dragon extended one wing, making contact with the smaller roc and throwing him across the clearing before dropping back down onto all four legs. The dragon turned toward the archers who still peppered his thick hide with arrows, the ends sticking out of his side like bristles on a hairbrush.
The dragon took one lumbering step toward us, then another, his movements shaky and his head bobbing back in forth like he was trying to keep his balance. The creature roared again and took another step forward, not giving the archers enough room to take their shot before they had to flee.
�Men,� Rhys said. We all tightened our grips on our swords, ready to fight.
The dragon turned his head toward the sound and changed course, now moving toward the aerie and the men guarding it. Heading straight for us, in fact. A low hissing sound came from its mouth as it weaved from side to side.
�For Nerissette and the Golden Rose!� Dravak screeched as he ran forward, putting himself between me and the creature before his shape began to waver, shifting in the dim light from human to that of a small red dragon, without even the slightest bit of a moan from the child.
�Dravak!� I lunged toward him, but Kitsuna grabbed my hand, pulling me back.
�Let him handle it,� she snapped. �If you get in the middle of a fight between dragons, you�ll get stomped on. Besides, we need to stay back in case they bring anything else down.�
The blue dragon stood on his hind legs, roaring at Dravak, and the tinier, much younger dragon lifted himself higher, roaring in return and beating his wings together in a full-fledged, teenage-boy temper tantrum. Instead of dropping back down though, Dravak let his wings lift him, bringing him forward in what looked like a giant hop as he spread his wings and beat them against the blue dragon�s head, distracting him enough for Dravak to press the advantage. He gave the dragon what looked like a reptilian equivalent of a football tackle.
The young red dragon pulled himself off his opponent and spread his wings before throwing his entire body into the attack. There was a crack like a gunshot and then a wet, sickening sound that made my stomach turn.

Chapter Ten

There was a loud roar in the night and the sound of yelling from the Woodsmen before I heard the sharp snap of arrows being shot. Then the night went silent again.
I shivered and tried to convince myself that this wasn�t real. It was all some sort of dream. I was home, at Gran Mosely�s, and this was all just a really bad dream brought on by reading one too many fantasy novels or a late-night showing of Lord of the Rings on television. None of this was real. None of this could be�
There was another loud roar, farther away this time, and I opened my eyes to see Dravak with the other dragon�s head clutched in his teeth. My stomach lurched, and I tried my best not to gag as the enemy�s head began to shimmer, reverting back to its�his�human shape.
The frilly black crest that Dravak had been holding gently in his teeth turned to a long, silky, black topknot. The long snout pushed back in, returning to a thick, fleshy face the color of brown, dried grass with heavy black eyebrows that seemed to crawl across his face like caterpillars.
�Good,� I said as my knees start to shake at the sight of the young dragon with his opponent�s head in his mouth. Right now he needed me to be brave. No matter how much looking at a dead guy�s head made me want to throw up. �Very good job, Dravak. I�m proud of you. Now, if you�ll excuse me?�
�My queen.� One of the young soldiers standing near me stepped forward and grabbed my hand, stopping me from making my escape into the dark.
Instead of pulling away, I turned and dropped my head, vomiting all over the toes of what I�m pretty sure were exceptionally shiny black boots. My stomach clenched, and I was sick again. But this time the soldier was fast enough to step aside, saving his feet.
Strong arms wrapped around my waist, and I could smell both Kitsuna and Rhys behind me, her holding me up and him with a supportive hand on my shoulder. Kitsuna helped me stand upright again, and I looked at the soldier standing in front of me, his face a mixture of shock and disgust, his nose scrunched and his mouth turned up in a grimace, whether at the vomit or the body I wasn�t really sure.
Either way, it was probably better if I apologized. �Sorry,� I muttered, feeling my cheeks burn.
�It�s fine, Your Majesty.� He swallowed, and I could see he was trying not to look down. �Can�t say I blame you.�
�Right.� I nodded weakly.
�Men,� John said loudly. The soldiers all turned to him instead of staring at me as I tried to keep from vomiting again. �Find the wounded and finish them.�
�What about me?� Mercedes asked, her voice high pitched and sounding strangely excited.
�Do you have arrows?� John asked.
�No.�
�She can have some of mine,� another voice, rough-sounding but still young, said.
�And mine!� a second voice chimed in, older and deeper this time.
�I�ll share with the Dryad Sapling,� a third young man said, his voice cracking on the ing. The others all laughed softly.
�Fine then,� John said. �Hunt well, Sapling. You�ve earned your share of our meat.�
�Ugh.� I wrinkled my nose as my stomach roiled, and I tried to keep from losing my dinner again.
�Your Majesty?� Kitsuna gently took my elbow, and I had to fight not to flinch even though it was my best friend touching me.
�I know.� I nodded. �The ceremony.�
�The ceremony,� she said quietly as I swallowed.
Dragons had elaborate rituals when it came to war, and one of their most sacred were the ceremonies surrounding a dragon warrior�s first battle and his first kill. Both dragons were honored�the one that had done the killing and the dragon who had given its life.
Every time we�d had to fight the Fate Maker, I had taken part in ceremonies just like this one, but that didn�t make it any better. Every time someone showed me a dead body, I still wanted to run away and hide, pretend this was all some sort of insane, never-ending nightmare.
�Okay.� I took a deep breath before turning back to where Dravak was standing, shifting from claw to claw with the head still in his teeth. �Go for it.�
Dravak dropped the head in front of me so that it was resting at my feet and lowered his head, wings outstretched. I lowered my head in return, my eyes closed so that I didn�t accidentally catch a sneak peek at the lump resting against my toes like some sort of zombie soccer ball, and bowed to him.
�Thank you for protecting me,� I said as I tried my best not to gag. �I will never forget the things you have done in my name.�
There was a roar, and Dravak and I both jerked upright, watching as the six dragons that had been left to guard the aerie flew back into sight and swooped low, circling as they looked for a clear space to land. The first, a large, gold dragon, dropped down behind Dravak and the others, two green dragons, a blue, a red, and a smaller black dragon all landed behind him, clumping together.
The gold dragon peered down over Dravak�s shoulder and snorted once, smoke curling out of his left nostril, before he nudged the younger dragon�s snout with his own and looked at me.
�He fought bravely to protect me.� My voice wavered, and I could see understanding flash in the gold dragon�s eyes as he lowered his head to me once and then lifted it again, nuzzling Dravak�s pointy left ear. The dragon�s wings spread out wide and then wrapped around Dravak and the head, tucking them out of my sight. The gold dragon turned and hopped over to where the other dragons had formed a circle, herding Dravak along with him.
�What are they doing?� I asked Kitsuna as she let go of my shoulders and grabbed my hand instead, tugging me back toward the aerie. I�d been presented with heads before, but usually the dragons just let me say my lines and then they took the head and disappeared. They�d always performed the rest of these ceremonies in private�in a place where only other dragons could see.
�Allowing our enemy his final rest,� she said, her voice low, as we both watched the clutch of dragons drawing closer together, their wings outspread so that none of us could see what was happening inside their tight knot.
The gold dragon lifted his head and roared once, the sound this time a high-pitched wail rather than a scream. The dragons flapped their wings, joining together to let out a howl that made my blood turn to ice. I couldn�t help but shiver.
�Are they�� I didn�t know what I was going to ask. Are they celebrating? Are they crying?
�They�re waking the Pleiades,� Kitsuna said. �Calling for them to open the gates so that a fallen warrior can enter the hunting grounds of the blue dragon clan. They�re calling for the nestmates of his clan to come and retrieve him, to embrace him as one of their own.�
�Why?� I asked. �He�s the enemy.�
�He was the enemy.� Rhys reached over and took my other free hand, wrapping it around his own shaking one. �Now he�s just a dragon that�s died far from his home and his nestmates. This is their way of showing his spirit mercy, even if he did try to kill one of their own.�
The gold dragon howled again and lowered his head, a long, steady stream of flame pouring from his open maw. The other dragons joined him, and we watched as brilliant flames leaped into the air between them.
The flames crackled, and the dragons roared again, shifting, moving in a counterclockwise circle around the bonfire and the body in its center, all of them still breathing great bursts of fire into the blaze.
I heard a high, plaintive call from above and looked up, watching as Balmeer flew above them, keeping up with the gold dragon beneath him and crying out at the same time as the dragons, taking part as if he were one of them. The bird cried out again and then circled once before swooping low to land on Rhys�s shoulder again.
The flames burned higher, and from far away I could hear the matching cry of other dragons, howling as they approached, gliding around the aerie and taking stock.
�One of the patrols,� I said quietly.
�Black dragons,� Rhys said, looking upward. �I don�t think its Winston�s patrol, though. He was part of a mixed group of dragons that went north.�
�I know. He�ll be back soon enough,� I said. I tried to sound calm, as though I wasn�t worried about him even though I was terrified. �We�ll need to call together the nobles now. There�s no way that we can even pretend to negotiate after this.�
�So much for stealth.� Rhys shook his head. �Looks like we�re going to just have to use brute force instead.�
I heard another loud howl and looked up as more dragons poured into the sky around us, racing for the aerie. There, among the rest of the teaming mass of dragons, was a familiar black one, and I watched as he swooped down, scanning the ground, and I lifted my hand to wave.
The dragon let out a loud snort, smoke curling from his nose, and then jerked upward, pulling away and heading toward the landing area so that he could shift from one form to another.
There was a roar behind us, and I watched as the flames of the blue dragon�s pyre crackled, climbing higher as the blaze grew hotter. The dragons around him beat at the flames with their wings.
�How long will they�?� I asked, letting my voice trail off.
�They�ll stay with him until dawn,� Kitsuna said quietly. �Once the sun rises, he�ll have reached his final rest.�
�Should we�stay?�
�No,� she said as she led me away from the pyre. �We�ll leave this to the dragons.�
�Okay, then let�s go,� I said. �We�ve got a war to plan, and after tonight, I don�t think we have a week to plan it. We�ve got to make our move now.�

Chapter Eleven

�Allie?� Winston called out from the far side of the clearing, and I looked up, my eyes filling with tears. He was alive. There was a dragon body being burned to a crisp not ten feet from me, but I didn�t care because the dragon that mattered most to me was still okay.
�Winston!� I pulled away from Kitsuna and Rhys, sprinting for him. �I thought you flew north.�
�Oh, thank God, Allie.� He pulled me into his arms and pressed his lips against mine, not bothering to be gentle as he let his fingers tangle in my hair. �Are you okay?�
�I�m fine. I�m okay. We saw the dragons attack, and we came as fast as we could. There wasn�t much I could do. What are you doing here, though?�
�There are more fires in the White Mountains,� he said. �Bavasama�s soldiers are leading raids. Ardere and I came back to report it and get more soldiers. What happened here?�
�They just attacked us,� I whispered. �This dragon flew toward the aerie and started breathing fire, and then the sky was filled with dragons. Mercedes shot at them as quickly as she could but��
�Is she okay?� Winston asked.
�She�s fine.� I pulled him close, more to hide my own shaking than to comfort him. �She�s with the Woodsmen and John now, making sure that there aren�t any more dragons in the forest. But while they were shooting things, the rest of us just sort of stood there, waiting for something to attack from the ground. But nothing came and then Dravak��
Winston�s head jerked up, and I saw the flames from the dragons� fire glowing in his dark eyes as his shoulders slumped. �Oh no.� He winced. �Not Dravak. He�s just a��
�No, he�s fine.� I grabbed Winston�s shoulders and gave them a quick shake. �He�s fine. That�s not him. Well, it is him. Not the dead body, though. He�s just over there with the rest of them. He�s the one that killed the enemy dragon� Actually, Mercedes shot it in the wing and brought it down, and then Balmeer fought with it for a bit, but then it started for the aerie, and Dravak just went after it. He charged at this huge blue dragon even though it was at least three times his size, and Win��
My knees buckled, and he grabbed for me, pulling me up before I could completely fall apart, and wrapped his arms around my waist, holding me against him. �He ripped off the other dragon�s head. He ripped it clean��
�Are you okay?�
�I�m okay.� I took a deep breath and pushed away from him. �It�s just all the adrenaline. I�m fine.�
�You�re in shock.� Winston tried to tighten his grip on me, but I stepped back, steadying myself and then straightening my shoulders and lifting my chin.
�I�m a queen,� I said, �and someone just declared war on us. I don�t have time to go into shock.�
�Allie��
�I have to keep moving, Win.� I swallowed and looked up at him. �I can�t crumble right now. I can lose it in private later, but right now I have to keep going. People have to see that I can keep going.�
�Okay.� He nodded. �So what do we do?�
�I don�t know. Where are the rest of the dragons you were on patrol with?�
�They kept moving north. They should be back by morning. The thing is, we hadn�t made it any farther than the Forest of Ananth before Ardere and I turned back. We should have seen the other dragons as they came over the mountains. How did they get past us?�
�They came from the south,� Kitsuna said. I looked up to see her standing in front of us, her eyes hidden by the shadow of night. �The black dragon that we saw first, he came from the south. From Dramera.�
�No.� Winston shook his head. �Allie?�
�Yeah.� I nodded as he stepped away from me, and I felt my heart sink. �At first we thought it was you. That you had gone for the Dragos Council to bring them here. I thought it was you��
He pointed at me, and I could see his finger shaking. �You and Kitsuna stay here with Ardere. Stay with the others. Help them protect the aerie.�
�What about you?� I grabbed his arm and turned to look at him. �Where are you going?�
�Allie, we have all the dragon warriors that can fight here. The Dragos Council is here. All of them but Mysanthe��he nodded toward the gold dragon still circling with the others, flames pouring from their mouths as the fire between them rose higher��are on patrol with their clans. Dramera was left with only a small guard to protect the weak and those with hatchlings.�
�Oh God.� I felt my knees start to tremble. �You think they��
�I have to go check.� He let go of me and took a step back. �I have to check on the ones we left behind.�
�I�ll go with you.�
�Allie��
�I�m going.�
He opened his mouth to protest again.
�Don�t make me order you because I will. I�m going with you. I won�t let you go there alone.�
I wasn�t going to take that chance again. Not after Mercedes. I�d seen too much death since we�d arrived in Nerissette to send him out into the unknown alone.
I thought about the sound of Mercedes sobbing into my back earlier that day when we�d found her. I remembered the sound of her broken voice telling us that she was alone now, and I knew I couldn�t take the chance of Winston going through the same thing. I just couldn�t. �Please.�
�No. You have to stay here. You have to raise an army, and if Bavasama�s soldiers are in Dramera, I can�t guarantee that I can protect you.�
�But��
He shook his head and then brushed past me, making his way into the aerie so that he could shift in private. I watched him go with my arms wrapped around my own waist and tried not to tremble.
�Allie?� Kitsuna reached for my arm, and I stepped away from her.
�Take care of Mercedes for me,� I said, my voice no more than a whisper. �If something happens to me before all of this is over, I need you to take care of Mercedes. She�s not really there right now. I mean she�s not crazy or anything, but she�s not herself. Our Mercedes would have never��
�I know.�
�She isn�t a killer. She doesn�t hunt things. I can�t even believe that she knew how to shoot that stupid bow. I mean, I know she was learning but actually killing things?�
�She�s a dryad,� Kitsuna said. �They may love peace and nurture life, but they have been trained for war, Your Majesty. Mercedes would have been trained to defend herself and her tree along with her sisters.�
�We were never supposed to learn how to do this stuff,� I said, my eyes still fixed on the top of the aerie where I could see the faint green glow of Winston�s change taking place. �This isn�t the life that we were supposed to live. This isn�t her world. Or Winston�s.�
�You�re all fighting to keep Nerissette alive. I�d say that gives the three of you just as much claim to this world as the rest of us.�
�Maybe.�
�Your��
Winston roared, and I broke my gaze away from Kitsuna�s, looking up at him instead as he launched himself from the roof of the aerie�s tower and climbed higher as he turned to the south, toward Dramera.
�Be safe.� I whispered as I watched him disappear into the night. �Please be safe.�

Chapter Twelve

The next morning I paced in the dew-drenched grass of the Crystal Palace�s back garden as the sun came up over the darkened plain where the labyrinth had once been, waiting for Winston to return. I could see what was left of the mermaid�s pool�empty, forgotten, drained�and clenched my hands around the Dragon�s Tear hanging around my neck. The necklace was one of the Great Relics, and it would never leave me again. I wouldn�t let anyone else take it�and the power it possessed.
�Widric the Headman from Kavallaro,� I said slowly, keeping my eyes focused on the lightening horizon. �Jesse. Heidi. Timbago. Mistress Tibbs. Twenty-four helpless mermaids. The three thousand soldiers lost fighting in the battles of the Fate Maker. My half brother, Eamon. Darinda and the Dryad Order. Esmeralda. My mother, the rightful Golden Rose of Nerissette��
�Allie?� John asked quietly. I didn�t bother to turn around. I heard the rustle of his footsteps across the grass and swallowed. �What are you doing?�
�Remembering.�
�Remembering what?�
�All the people we�ve lost, the ones who�ll never get the chance to see what Nerissette can be like when it�s brought back to its former glory, when it�s beautiful again.�
�Hey.� He put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed.
�I�m their queen. It�s my job to remember them and what they gave their lives for.�
He didn�t say anything, but I felt two brawny arms wrap around me as he gave me a brief hug. �It�s good to remember them, but you can�t forget the living while you make your apologies to the dead.�
�I know.� I nodded but didn�t turn to look at him.
�Come on, then.� He loosened his embrace and instead wrapped one arm around my shoulders. �Let�s go get some breakfast. I remember your grandmother used to say that it was the most important meal of the day. And on a big day like today, you�re going to need all the help you can get.�
�Why?�
�The last of the Council of Nobles have arrived with their troops. And we�ve had reports from the patrols that went toward the deserts of the Firas.�
�And?� I asked, my heart clenching. I didn�t want to ask. I didn�t actually want to know if the things we�d heard had been true. Could all of the Firas be gone? An entire civilization that had once stretched across the entire bottom half of Nerissette and Bathune just gone as if it had never existed?
�They found a small group that managed to escape,� John said quietly. �Seven of them. The great Firas�reduced to nothing but four tradesman, one woman, a six-year-old boy, and a king.�
�None of their Fire Dancers survived?� I asked, my heart sinking as I tried to remember what few details I knew about the Firas culture.
The Firas were a tribal people. They�d moved from place to place on the backs of enormous beasts that looked like a cross between a camel and a wooly mammoth except their fur was a brilliant purple instead of the usual matte brown of animals from my world. Their soothsayers were known as Fire Dancers�mystics who claimed to speak with the Pleiades on behalf of men and kings through rituals that they kept secret.
�Just those seven,� he reiterated.
�So what do we do then? What do I say?�
�I don�t know,� he said as he led me toward the house. �I don�t know what you say. I think�� He stopped. �I think you simply have to be kind. Now, come on, let�s get breakfast.�
�No.� I shook my head. �I want to see Melchiam. I need to tell him I�m sorry for what happened to his people.�
We�d reached the back of the ruined palace by then, and I nodded to one of the guards standing watch. �Could you please ask the Rache of the Firas to meet me in what�s left of the throne room?�
�Of course, Your Majesty.� The young man snapped his heels together and then bowed his head sharply before he hurried away.
�Allie��
�Bavasama won�t stop doing evil just because I�m having breakfast,� I said quietly. �She�s not resting, and we shouldn�t be, either.�
He sighed, but instead of arguing, he just followed me into the large room where I�d once heard royal audiences. It now acted as a communal bedroom for all the nobles and other refugees that were now calling the palace home.
The dais, along with my throne, was still in place, the area behind it curtained off as a sort of locker room where people could bathe and change their clothes with some sort of illusion of privacy. I pushed the curtain back and made my way into the changing area, snagging the tiny hand mirror one of the new maids�a woman from the city of Neris�had given me when she realized the sad state of my personal possessions.
I glared at myself in the mirror and used a free hand to push back the few locks of hair that had managed to work free from my braid. �Just be kind,� I said to my reflection. I took a deep breath before setting the mirror down and running a hand over my stiff, dirt-smudged tunic and filthy brown trousers.
I stepped back out from behind the curtain and climbed onto the dais. Once I was standing there, I put my hands behind my back so that no one could see my fidgeting while I waited.
Within minutes, the room began to fill with army commanders and nobles and the leaders of the various races within Nerissette.
�Your Majesty,� Arianna of the Veldt said. I held a hand up, silencing her.
I watched as a tall, thin man with long, dark hair, wearing a plain black robe with a high neck and long, billowing sleeves came slowly into the room, his head down. Melchiam, Last Great Rache of the Firas Nation.
Instead of waiting for him to make it all the way into the room, I started down the stairs toward him. �Melchiam.� I took his hands in mine when I reached him, and he looked up at me with sunken black eyes.
�Your Majesty.� He bowed his head slightly, and I could see his shoulders trembling.
�I�� I sniffled as tears built up in my eyes.
�Your Majesty?� He looked up at me again, and I could see that he was trying not to cry as well. One tear slipped out of his left eye and made a lonely trail down his cheek.
�I am so sorry. I am so, so sorry.� I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed, trying to give him a comforting hug, like the ones my mom had always given me when I�d had a really bad day.
�Oh, Your Majesty,� he sobbed softly.
�Come now,� Tevian, the head of the Dragos Council, said. He came forward, wrapping his strong arms around Melchiam and letting the taller man sob on his shoulder.
�Come now and dry your eyes, both of you. We�ll cry when the war is won. Once there is peace, the entire world will mourn those we�ve lost but not now. Not when there are battles yet to fight.�
�Right.� I let go of Melchiam and started back up the aisle, wiping my eyes with my shirtsleeves as the nobles stepped out of my way and Tevian led the Rache of the Firas away.
�Your Majesty,� Rhys said as he moved forward to help me to my throne. �Your army has assembled. Or at least as much of your army as we could get. The rest will join us on the road.�
�Good.� I let go of his hand when I reached the top of the dais and turned to stare at the assembled nobles. �How many?�
�Every man in Nerissette who is able to hold a sword on his own and every woman who doesn�t have a child at home that needs her care.�
�The women, too? We didn�t have that many women soldiers when we fought the Fate Maker the last two times. They stayed behind to take care of the crops and protect the villages.�
�Everyone who can fight��he looked at me, his eyes flat��will fight. We�ll protect the villages by pushing our way into Bathune and not giving Bavasama�s army the chance to set foot in Nerissette again.�
�How many soldiers?�
�Two hundred thousand.�
�What?� My eyebrows raised in shock. Nerissette wasn�t that big of a country. I didn�t think we had more than a half million people in it if you counted every man, woman, and child.
�You have an army of two hundred thousand swords ready to fight in your name, Your Majesty. Everyone over the age of sixteen that can hold a sword has volunteered. Your army is five times the size of the largest army that has ever been raised in this world�and that army is one that only exists in legend.�
�So we�re ready?� I swallowed and tried to picture two hundred thousand people in my head and realized that I couldn�t actually do it.
�Not even close,� Rhys said. �We�ll take the soldiers we have, and if we�re lucky, the rest will join up before your aunt attacks us again.�
�But�� I started.
�If we wait,� he said, his voice even, �we leave ourselves open to another attack like the one last night. If we�re going to fight back, we have to strike now.�
I nodded.
�All we need is the final Council vote,� John said.
The Council of Nobles was allowed to cast a vote about whether or not they wanted to go to war. In the end it wouldn�t matter if they voted against me�I didn�t have to do what they said�but if they all voted no, then any of them could refuse me their troops. But, if I won by even a single vote, then all of them had to commit whether they liked it or not.
�People of Nerissette.� I stepped forward as Rhys stepped back, away from me. �My Council of Nobles.� I bowed my head toward the huddled mass of people in the center of the room.
�Woodsmen of the Leavenwald.� I nodded at my father. �Distinguished members of the Nymphiad, my friends on the Dragos Council, Melchiam�Rache of the Firas.� I stopped as they all stared at me. What was I supposed to do now? I mean, surely they didn�t need me to persuade them to keep us all alive? Did they?
�Vote.� I held my hands out to my sides. �All those in favor?�
�But shouldn�t we discuss�� one of the nobles began. I squinted and thought I recognized him as Thurston of Drazzletop, one of the minor lords of the Veldt.
�What do you want to talk about?� I asked as I clenched my hands into fists and put them on my hips. �Do I think Bavasama will continue to come over the mountains and burn your homes and kill your families until she has turned our world to ash? Yes. Do I think she won�t stop until she has eaten the entire world? Again�yes. There is nothing left to discuss. There is war, or there is waiting here for death. Now, vote.
�All those in favor of taking our army across the White Mountains to reclaim the kingdom of Bathune, imprison Bavasama, and burn the Palace of Night to the ground?� I asked.
�Aye.� The room seemed to shake with the echo of a hundred voices all screaming their answer together.
�All opposed say �nay,�� I said quietly.
�Nay,� Thurston of Drazzletop said, his voice clear and strong. �I am sick of war, Your Majesty. I am sick of fighting and dirt and death. I would go home to my books and the deer that live in my forests. I would live at peace with all who seek peace with me.�
�When we�re safe,� I said quietly, �I�ll be the first to join you in your search for peace. But not now. I choose peace today��
Thurston bowed his head low before me. �When the time comes, Your Majesty, I will be happy to help you find the peace we both desire. Now, since everyone else has voted for war, I need to go and prepare my men.�
He turned his back on me and started toward the door, the room so silent that we could all hear the click of his shoes against the scarred marble floor. There was a creak as he pushed the door open and then a dull thump when he closed it behind him.
�Queen Allie?� Rhys asked. I looked over at him and my father who raised an eyebrow at me. �The Council of Nobles has voted in favor of war. Ninety-nine to one.�
I nodded. �Okay.�
Had I told Thurston of Drazzletop the truth? Was there some other option to save our world without an army? Without war? Was there a peaceful solution to our current situation, or was there only this? I couldn�t see a different way to handle my aunt, but maybe I didn�t want to look for one, either. All I knew was I couldn�t let any more people die.
�Okay?� Rhys asked. I locked eyes with my father once more before turning to Rhys.
�So what do we do?� Arianna asked. �What�s our strategy?�
�Our strategy?� I asked. �We march into Bathune, and we burn it to the ground. When we get to the Palace of Night, we drag my aunt outside, we take her prisoner, and then we turn her palace into dust. How�s that for strategy?�
�It certainly sends a message,� Rhys said.
�Yeah, the message that we aren�t going to let ourselves get kicked around anymore,� I said. �Tomorrow morning we march to war.�
Rhys turned back to the assembled mass and pulled his sword. All through the room, the men who wore swords did the same. Those that were carrying staffs beat them against the floor while the rest of the men and women present stomped their feet, a low, thumping sound like a heartbeat vibrating off the walls.
�To war!� Rhys yelled.
�To war!� the assembled nobles howled back as the chaos around me got louder, my people working themselves into a frenzy.
I stared at my father�the only other person in the room who was just standing there, watching as the world around us fell apart.

Chapter Thirteen

Early the next morning, I opened the door to the remains of the West Tower�the only one of the four towers on my palace that had managed to survive the earlier battles unscathed�and stared at the dusty room where I�d first entered Nerissette. I bit my lip as I stared at the black, withered vines that surrounded the wooden rafters above my head. They had been Mercedes�s first attempt at wielding her powers, and she�d overdone it a bit that day. She�d turned the Fate Maker�s tower into a garden with just a single touch. It had been amazing.
I stepped into the room and ran my hand over the mantelpiece, letting my fingers trail through the dust until they reached the spot where a skull sat. I picked the bones up and turned them over in my hands. �Who were you?�
Of course, it wasn�t going to answer. Even in Nerissette death was permanent. I set the skull back in its resting place and walked deeper into the room. In the corner was the table our classmates Heidi and Jesse had hid behind the first time Winston shifted into his dragon form. I ran my hand over it and sighed as I thought about the first two people I�d lost. I should have sent them back that very first day. I should have forced the Fate Maker to send them back home no matter what the cost had been. There hadn�t been a place for them here in Nerissette, and I should have made sure they got home safely.
I took a step forward and accidentally kicked something. I looked down and saw the Orb of Fate, still caked with dried blood from my first battle with the Fate Maker a year ago. I knelt down and picked it up, testing the weight in my hands.
The first time the Fate Maker had attacked me, I�d tried to use the Orb as a weapon. I�d smashed it against the wizard�s head and tried to escape. It hadn�t worked, and the glass ball had rolled under the table and been forgotten in the aftermath.
I wiped the sleeve of my shirt over the Orb and peered into it. �Show me what I desire most in the world,� I whispered. The glass ball began to hum.
The sphere was supposed to show people their fate, but Esmeralda had once told me it was all a trick. The sphere didn�t show you fate because fate was something you had to decide for yourself. What the ball showed you was the fate that you wanted so that you could act on it.
The ball clouded with blue smoke and then cleared. Inside of it pictures flickered, twisting around one another, and I moved my face closer to it, trying to see what it was that I wanted most in the world.
The first picture showed my mother, sitting on the Rose Throne with John of Leavenwald sitting beside her, crowns on both their heads. Right, Mom and John getting their happily ever after, that was a pretty obvious thing to want. The picture faded out and another took its place. This time I watched as Winston and I wandered through a grassy fields, our fingers linked together, and he leaned down to kiss me.
�I love you,� the Winston in the Orb whispered.
Okay, so happy family and a loving boyfriend�those were all no-brainers.
The picture flickered again, and Winston and I were joined by Mercedes, Rhys, and Kitsuna, all of us wandering through a field. Not holding hands, because that would have been a bit too creepy even for a vision, but looking blissful.
�It�s time,� the Kitsuna in the Orb announced.
I watched as the picture shifted again, and now the five of us were standing in the clearing that had been the labyrinth, the mermaid�s pool once again filled with water and swimming mermaids. I saw Talia sitting on her throne, her pink tail flicking back and forth as she stared at my image in the Orb.
�This changes nothing,� she said. �The Pleiades can�t trade evil for good.�
�The roses won�t grow without sacrifice.� Mercedes�s voice was stern. �If you want to make the roses grow, you must give them what they crave.�
The vision me stepped forward and bowed to her parents, now standing together in the clearing with their arms wrapped around each other, and I watched as the picture tilted oddly. Eamon stepped into the frame and handed my form a sword, bowing his head low as he backed away. Vision me turned, and I watched as she stepped toward two people who were kneeling, their arms bound behind their backs and their heads resting on wooden boxes.
�Please.� Bavasama lifted her head from one of the boxes and looked up at vision me, tears running down her face. �I�ll never do it again. Please. I�m begging you. Please show me mercy.�
�What about you?� Vision me lifted the sword to jab it into the other person�s shoulders. �Are you going to plead for mercy as well?�
�Why would I?� The Fate Maker�s voice was almost deafening as it poured from the Orb of Fate. �After all, I knew your fate before you did. I chose you for a reason, didn�t I?�
Instead of answering, vision me lifted her sword, and I grimaced as it arced through the air, the wind seeming to whistle in my ears as it came down hard against the back of Bavasama�s neck.
The Orb filled with red smoke, and I felt my stomach lurch. According to the Orb, the one thing I wanted the most was to be a murderer. Not a warrior. A killer. An executioner.
�There now,� the Fate Maker crooned from inside the Orb as the smoke cleared. �I knew one of these days you�d become a queen who was worthy of my respect.�
�I don�t need your respect,� vision me answered coldly as she lifted the sword again. I flinched as she started to bring it down and then closed my eyes, unable to watch her kill another person.
�Just your power,� the voice of vision me was sharp, remorseless.
I opened my eyes and stared at the Orb again, watching as the picture shifted. I stared into it at a crowd of people, all of them watching vision me, all of them kneeling, bent so their heads rested in the dirt. Vision me tossed her sword to the ground and walked away, not bothering to acknowledge any of them as they trembled in fear in front of her.
I dropped the Orb and scooted away from it, my hands in front of my mouth as I tried to breathe. That couldn�t be right. I mean I knew it wasn�t my fate or anything, but I couldn�t want that. I couldn�t want to hurt anyone that way. I wasn�t that person. I wasn�t�
�Allie?� I turned to look at Winston as he stood in the doorway, staring at me with a concerned expression. �Are you okay?�
�I�m fine.� I nodded quickly, trying to compose myself. The Orb was wrong. I didn�t want to kill anyone. I didn�t want to be a cruel queen. �I�m glad you�re back. I was worried about you. What happened in Dramera?� I kept asking questions, hoping that I could distract him.
�Your aunt�s army burned it.� He didn�t meet my eyes.
�What?� I turned to him, forgetting the Orb as I saw the pain in his eyes.
�By the time I got there.� His jaw tightened.
�Win?� I stepped closer and reached for him.
�There was nothing there. Just smoking rubble. They burned everything.� He turned his head so that he wasn�t looking at me and stepped back, wrapping his hands around his own waist, holding himself up.
Oh crap. I swallowed. They�d destroyed the capital city of the dragons? �What about the dragons who were in Dramera?� I felt my heart sinking into my toes. Had it been like Sorcastia and everywhere else? Had my aunt�s troops massacred them as well?
�They escaped,� Winston said softly, his eyes fixed on the floor. �All of them. According to some, the dragons that attacked the city let them escape. They didn�t chase them or anything. They let our dragons fly off and then they just set everything on fire. Then they left.�
�So what are they going to do? The dragons that were burned out?�
�I brought them here,� he said. �They�ll stay at the aerie.�
�Good.� I swallowed again and reached for him. �That�s good. Not the whole burning of Dramera but that they�re here now. That they�re safe.�
�It is.� Winston pulled me close and buried his head in my neck. �Now are you sure you�re okay? You looked like you�d seen your own ghost when I came in here.�
�Yeah, yep, I mean, yes. I�m fine, just nervous.� I was talking too fast, and I knew it. Winston pulled back and narrowed his eyes at me. �Going into battle and that sort of thing.�
�Allie.� His voice was soft as he reached out to wrap his arms around me. �What is it?�
�Nothing. Nothing.� And it wasn�t. When I compared one scary vision in a glass ball to what he�d found at Dramera then the vision was nothing. Just a bad dream trapped inside a crystal ball.
�Allie?� He narrowed his eyes at me. �You�ve never lied to me before. You�ve kept things from me, but you�ve never actually lied. So don�t do it now. Tell me what�s bothering you.�
�Have you ever wanted something that you know is wrong? Even though you know it�s bad and that you shouldn�t want it, have you still wanted it?�
�What do you mean?�
�Have you ever wanted revenge?� I asked. �I mean, for everything that�s been done to us. The stuff that�s been done to Nerissette. Have you ever wanted to just get even? Forget right and wrong and what�s best for the people here. Have you ever wanted to get back at the people who have caused us all this pain?�
�Every day,� Winston said as he pushed my head gently down to rest against his shoulder. �Every time I see you sitting on that throne, trying to figure out the right thing to do, I want to scream and howl and hurt someone. Every time I see ruined fields and refugees, I want to turn into a dragon and burn the whole world to the ground. I want revenge for all the things that have been done to us. I want to dredge the Fate Maker up out of his prison in the Bleak and come up with new ways to hurt him.�
�You do?�
�Of course I do. This isn�t meant to be our life. We�re supposed to be worrying about things like prom and college applications and who�s throwing a party this weekend. Not ogres, wizards, or crazy queens.�
�I know.�
�I love you, Allie, and every time I see you hurt or upset, I just want to destroy the people that hurt you.�
�I love you, too,� I said as he pulled me tighter against his chest.
�Then trust me. Talk to me.�
�I looked into the Orb of Fate.�
�So what�s your fate besides being the most beloved warrior queen Nerissette has ever seen? Are you going to figure out trigonometry next?�
�I killed the Fate Maker and Bavasama. I took out a sword and chopped off their heads. Everyone was there, watching, and Talia told me it didn�t change anything, but Mercedes told me the roses needed a sacrifice. So I did it. Bavasama�she begged me for mercy, but I cut off her head instead.�
�It�s okay,� Winston said quietly in my ear, still holding me close.
�Then I went to, you know, cut off the Fate Maker�s head next, and he looked up at me and told me I was the Rose he�d always wanted me to be. I was going to cut off his head, and he was proud of me. People were terrified of me, and I was going to kill him, and he was proud. He was proud of the woman I�d become. Of the queen I was going to be. I was a monster�and he was proud.�
�Allie��
�The Orb of Fate shows you the future you most desire, and in mine, I was a killer. I wanted to be a murderer.�
�No.� He put a hand on each side of my face and brushed his lips against mine. �It showed you Talia. It showed you the woman, the queen, you respect most trying to stop you.�
�But��
�I don�t know a lot about magic��Winston kissed me again��but even I know it�s never straightforward, especially the stuff Esmeralda comes up with. What her spell showed you is what you want, but it may not be in the way you wanted to see it.�
�I don�t understand.�
�All you�ve got to understand is that when this is all over, no matter what happens, I promise that I�ll pull you back from that edge,� Winston said.
�Win, it�s not��
�I promise you that when the time comes, I�ll be there.� He tightened his grip on my waist and pulled me close enough that his lips were against my ear. �I won�t let you become that person.�
�Thank you,� I said softly into his hair.
There was the rough cough of a man clearing his throat, and I pulled away from Winston and looked at my father standing in the door to the tower.
�Dreary place to sneak away to, isn�t it?� He kept his voice light. �Or did you think I wouldn�t come up here and catch you kissing?�
�I was just��
�This is where we came through the book,� Winston said. �When we came to Nerissette, this is where the Fate Maker brought us.�
John nodded. �This is where he used to bring me to watch you and your mother going about your lives.�
�He did?� I asked, my voice cracking.
�Oh, yes.� My father shifted from one foot to another. �Used to let me watch you to my heart�s content as long as I didn�t oppose him in the Council of Nobles. If I protested one of his edicts, then he kept me away. He used to have this glass ball, the Orb of Fate�he�d never let me near it, though.�
�Why? I thought everyone was supposed to touch the Orb of Fate. That�s how he could see what you were supposed to be.�
�People are only meant to touch the Orb once,� he said. �One touch to see your fate and then never again.�
�What did you see?� Winston asked.
John kept his eyes on me. �Kissing your mother.�
�What did the Fate Maker do then? I mean, when he saw you kissing the woman he�d claimed Fate had meant for him?�
�He banished me to the farthest reaches of the Leavenwald.� John smirked. �I didn�t go, though. The Orb had declared that Fate wanted me to kiss your mother, and so that�s what I did. I snuck back to the palace and climbed in her window. I kissed her just like the orb had shown, and that was that. Fate sealed.�
�The Orb doesn�t actually�� I started.
�Do you want to touch it again?� Winston interrupted.
�What?� John and I asked at the same time.
�Here.� Winston pulled away from me and reached for the Orb. He snagged it in one hand and stood up before handing it to my father. �Look into it, and tell me what you see.�
�Show me the will of the Pleiades,� John said, his eyes fixed on the blue smoke filling the ball. �Show me the will of Fate.�
�What do you see?� Winston asked.
�Allie.� John smiled then and looked up at me. �Very, very old and still sitting on the Rose Throne, the most beloved and celebrated Golden Rose that Nerissette has ever seen. The people in the throne room are celebrating because she�s brought our country a hundred years of peace. I see you very old and very happy, and it�s the most beautiful thing.�
�I-I-I�� I stammered as Winston reached over to grab my hand, lacing our fingers together. I had seen myself as a monster, and my father had seen me as a savior. Whose version of queen would I end up being? I hoped that somehow my father�s vision was right and mine was wrong, that I would be the queen my people deserved.
�That sounds like a fate worth fighting for,� Winston said as John pulled his gaze away from the ball and handed it back to Winston.
�It does.� I squeezed Winston�s fingers. �As long as we�re doing it together.�
�Always,� he mouthed.
I looked over to see my father staring at us, his lips quirked up in a smile. �I did not see you in my vision.� John waved a finger at Winston�s nose. �It may be because I killed you, but I�m not sure yet.�
�Nah.� Winston smiled. �I was probably just going for punch or something. No worries.�
�I�d worry less if I�d shot you the first time I saw you,� John muttered.
I narrowed my eyes at him. �Be nice.�
�I am nice.� My father held his hands out to his sides. �I didn�t even bring a bow with me. I left it with the horses instead.�
�The horses?� I asked, my stomach clenching.
�Yes.� He nodded slowly. �The men and the beasts are ready, Allie. It�s time.�
�Well, then.� I swallowed. �After you, I guess.�

Chapter Fourteen

I followed my father and Winston down the stairs from the West Tower, bypassing the portal stones that would take me directly outside so that I could stall for time and get my head together. We reached the main hallway, and Winston glanced back and offered me his hand.
�Are you ready?�
�No.� I took his hand in mine and squeezed it. �But we have to go anyway. Don�t we?�
�Yeah.� He nodded, and then we started down one of the halls. I remembered my first time there, hopelessly lost and trying to figure out how to get around. Everything had looked the same then. The same walls, the same carpets, but now, knowing the palace like I did, I knew it wasn�t the same anymore.
The hallway beneath the West Tower was filled with portraits of mythological creatures, and the corridor closest to the main entry hall full of family portraits of various Golden Roses and their successors. My favorite was one that showed the grandmother I�d never met fitting a tiara on my mother�s head as they both stared in the mirror that had once been in my tower.
My mother had looked so indescribably lovely that every time I saw it I wanted to cry. I couldn�t meet her eyes in the portrait because all I could think was that she looked so young and alive that it hurt to know how it would all end.
This palace should have been my home from the start. It was my home. More than any other place that Mom and I had floated through, this was my home, the one place where I belonged. I was terrified to walk away again. What if we never came back?
I trailed my fingers along the banister of the grand staircase and thought about the night of my first ball. I had been dressed in a formal gown, nervous that I was going to fall down the stairs and make a fool of myself. I�d been gripping the banister so tightly that the raised part of the wood had made an impression in my hand. At the bottom of the stairs had been a different boy than the one walking in front of me.
Jesse. I swallowed. He�d looked amazing standing at the bottom of the stairs, waiting like a fairy-tale prince as I came down the stairs to meet him. He�d been dressed in a white-and-gold jacket, and he�d been gorgeous. So handsome I�d thought I wouldn�t be able to breathe even though he�d never been my type before that.
Then, suddenly, there�d been Winston, dressed all in black, his dark skin gleaming and his eyes bright. Jesse�s sunny features had been shrouded in Winston�s otherworldly beauty. It was like everything had finally clicked into place in that moment, and all I had been able to think was, Oh, there you are.
�Allie?� Winston interrupted my thoughts, and I looked up and realized that I�d been standing halfway down the stairs, running my fingertips over the banister, lost in my own head.
�Sorry, I was just thinking about the night of our first ball. We met at the stairs that night, right there.� I pointed at the spot where the two of us had stood.
�I remember,� he whispered, coming over to wrap an arm around my shoulders and lead me down the stairs. �You were the most beautiful thing I�d ever seen.�
�Really?�
�Really.�
John cleared his throat, and I could see that he was doing his best not to glare.
�I don�t want to go,� I whispered.
�Neither do I.� Winston let go of my shoulders and grabbed my hand, pulling me close.
�This is our home,� I said.
�I know, and that�s why we�re going to finish this war, and then we�re coming back here�me and you and everyone else. We�re going to come back here, and this is going to be our home forever.�
�Can you promise me that?�
�I promise, it will be just like John saw in the Orb of Fate. We�ll get old, and you�ll be Nerissette�s most beloved queen. They�ll tell stories about us, about you, one day. Stories about a wise and beautiful queen who fell through a book and saved the world. It�ll be a fairy tale.�
�Just so you know, I hate fairy tales. I always have. Even before Mr. Brinnegar made us start researching them for that group project. They�re totally unreasonable, and they lead to nothing but trouble. Fairy tales are nothing more than something to get girls to sit around pretending to be a princess while they wait for a man to save them.�
�Well, it�s a good thing that this fairy tale involves a self-saving princess then, isn�t it? I�d hate for you to be repressed in your own story.�
�This isn�t a fairy tale. If this were a fairy tale, then I�d have fallen in love with the handsome prince, not with the dragon.�
�Then I guess that it�s a good thing that you�ve decided this isn�t one of those stupid, completely sexist fairy tales.� Winston brushed his nose against mine. �Because I�d hate to have to start roasting princes to keep them away from my girl.�
�Ahem.� John coughed. I jerked back from Winston, surprised that I�d forgotten my father was still standing there and even more surprised that Winston had forgotten, too. �Not that this isn�t fascinating, but we do have a war to be getting on with.�
�Right. Let�s do this.� I straightened my shoulders and lifted my chin, trying to at least look like I was sure of myself even if I wasn�t.
Winston and John both stepped forward, reaching for the door handles, and began to pull on the heavy double doors. Once they were open all the way, I took a deep breath and stepped forward. I let my eyes travel over the seething mass of humans and mythic creatures standing in formation in front of my palace.
�Her Majesty Queen Alicia Wilhemina Munroe the First!� Kilvari roared and then banged his staff against the stone stairs. �Golden Rose of Nerissette, Divine Protector of the Pleiades, and Blessed of All the Light Touches!�
He dropped to one knee in front of me, and the soldiers behind him followed suit, the entire field dropping three feet in height as the sound of thousands of knees all hitting the ground at the same time echoed through the front garden like a gunshot. I looked out over the mass of people in front of me, their heads all bowed and their eyes focused on the dirt, and then shifted my gaze back to the dragons, who also had their heads bent low. Goblins and nymphs had both bowed, too, the latter with their hands pressed in front of them as if in prayer. The remaining seven Firas were on both knees, their long robes puddling about their legs as they lowered their heads to the ground in front of me.
�I��
I heard a cough and turned to see my father and Winston both on down on one knee beside the patio. Behind them I could see Mercedes and Kitsuna on their knees as well, gripping each other�s hands tightly.
�Thank you,� I said quietly, humbled as I stared at all the people who had come forward, willing to fight for me. For our home.
�Thank you!� I yelled this time. �Thank you all.�
Winston lifted his head and winked at me before smiling and lowering his head again. Crap, I needed to say something besides thank you. I needed to say something inspiring or moving or something not stupid sounding at the very least.
�We�re leaving today to cross the White Mountains,� I said, immediately feeling dumb. This wasn�t at all inspiring. �We�re going to cross the mountains and enter Bavasama�s kingdom. I don�t know what we�re going to find there. There could be armies that stretch as far as the eye can see. There could be monsters. None of us can know what we�ll face when we get to the other side of those mountains.�
I stopped and looked over at Mercedes who was staring back at me. I took another deep, steadying breath and turned back to the crowd.
�We may not all come home. Maybe none of us will come home, but you should all know this: when the fighting is over, no enemy will cross our borders again. We are not going to be bullied. This is our home, and we will defend it and each other. We are a family, and no one kicks the crap out of this family. Not if they want to live to see the sun rise again.�
The soldiers in front of me stood almost as one and bayed in approval, rattling their swords and stomping their feet. The dragons roared, and I watched as the courtyard exploded in a brilliant riot of sounds.
�So.� I turned to look at Mercedes, remembering the first time we�d been in this position. Stuck on a roof, watching an army mass outside our walls. We�d listened to Rhys giving the army a pep talk, psyching them up to fight, and I�d asked Mercedes if it would inspire her to fight for him.
�So?� She looked at me.
�How did I do? Did I inspire you to fight for me?�
�No.� She shook her head. �Only an idiot is willing to die for pretty words.�
�So why are you? Fighting, I mean?�
�Because you�re right.� She nodded to the soldiers in front of us who were starting to quiet down. �We�re a family, and no one kicks the crap out of your family but you.�
�Precisely,� Rhys said as he bowed low before me. �The army is ready to move at your command.�
�Good. That�s�� I swallowed as I stared out at the seething mass of warriors, all prepared to do battle in my name.
�Allie?�
I turned to look at Winston.
�It�s time.�
�Right, um, do you intend to shift? Here, I mean? Or are you going to the aerie to shift and then come back?�
�I�ll shift here,� he said and then stepped into a cleared spot in the middle of the porch. A black light surrounded him, and I watched as the boy I loved shifted and grew, twisting inside the flames as he moved from human to dragon, stretching and changing as the flames flickered around him.
I kept my eyes on his as his face elongated and his eyes narrowed, turning to dark golden slits inside a midnight-colored face. He didn�t blink, just kept staring until the flames died away and he stood there in full dragon form.
Rhys folded low and then backed down the stairs toward the army. �Men!� he called out. �Prepare to march.�
There was a sharp crack as all the soldiers clicked their heels together simultaneously, and I watched as they began to form two long lines.
There was a creak, and then I heard the sound of horses stamping and snorting. The supply wagons began to roll toward the gates, Woodsmen with bows on their backs surrounding the wagons. Two other dragons stepped forward, and my best friends scurried down the stairs to scramble onto their backs. Winston lowered his head enough for me to climb onto his back. I moved to grab his spikes to pull myself up when I felt tight hands grip my waist.
�I can�� I turned my head to see my father behind me, lifting me up so that I could climb onto my Crown Prince�s back.
�Be careful up there. It�s a long fall if you slip,� he said quietly, not meeting my eyes.
�I know.� I remembered the first battle of the Crystal Palace and what it had felt like to tumble off the back of a dragon. I swallowed and tried not to let my hands shake as they gripped Winston�s neck.
�Be careful,� John repeated.
�You, too.� I wanted to reach out and hug him, but I didn�t know how that would be taken. We didn�t really have much of a father-daughter relationship going, and besides that, John didn�t seem like he was much of a hugger unless I was in mortal danger. Maybe it was better if we didn�t touch at all.
�Here.� He pulled the combs he�d given me earlier out of his pouch and tucked them into my hair, just above the band of my crown. �Your maid gave them to me.�
�I didn�t want to risk losing them. If we get into a battle, I mean.�
�And I don�t want to risk losing you,� he said, holding my gaze. �You may be the Golden Rose of Nerissette, but you�re also a daughter of the Leavenwald, and our magic may help protect you when the magic of the Pleiades fails.�
He stepped away, and I watched as he swallowed, letting his eyes travel down the length of Winston�s side. �All right, then.� He started to step away, his eyes still trained on me.
I felt my chest clench, and I flung a hand out on instinct. �John?�
He sprinted the three steps toward me, and I leaned down to wrap my arms around his neck, squeezing. �Be safe, daughter of mine.�
�I will,� I said with a nod against him.
Then he whispered in my ear. �I love you, sweetheart.�
�I�� I stared at him. What was I supposed to say? To do? We barely knew each other, but he was my father and he could die. Should I say I loved him, though just in case?
�It�s okay.� John smiled at me and then pulled back. He smacked Winston on the flank. �I�m even rather fond of you, Lizard Boy. Don�t do anything stupid, though, and make me regret admitting that.�
I smiled at my father before turning back to my army, now standing at attention and watching the three of us. Right. Time to quit having a family reunion and get back to what we�d been doing.
I pulled my sword out of its scabbard and lifted it. �People of Nerissette, allies, friends.� I swallowed. �To war!�
�To war!� The army bellowed back at me loud enough that I could hear the palace�s few remaining windows shake. The dragons roared again in agreement, and I felt Winston�s muscles tense a moment before he launched himself into the air.

Chapter Fifteen

Four hours later I saw a flag waving in the distance with a broken crown on it. �Win.�
He grunted, and Ardere and Kitsuna�s mother fell in behind him, flying in a V formation as we got closer.
Coming down the road toward us was a small squad of soldiers. Fifteen warriors at most. Two young men, each holding a flag�one holding the Broken Crown of Bathune and the other carrying a plain, white flag�were in the front. Between them was an older man with long, white hair wearing a silver robe. A wizard. Suddenly their lack of soldiers was a lot less reassuring. Wizards could do as much damage as a hundred men if they had surprise on their side.
�Your Majesty,� a loud voice cracked through the air, and I peered over Winston�s shoulder at the wizard who was using his hands like some sort of magical megaphone. �I come to you today to discuss a surrender.�
�Surrender?� I looked over my shoulder at Kitsuna. �We haven�t even crossed into Bathune yet, and they want to surrender?�
�It�s a trap,� she said quietly.
�What if it�s not?� Mercedes asked. �What if your aunt has suddenly realized that you were serious about marching into her country and taking her throne? She could be surrendering just to keep you from killing her.�
�It�s a trap,� Kitsuna insisted. �We should take them prisoner and keep going.�
�They�re flying a flag of truce.� Mercedes pointed to the white flag. �We can�t attack them.�
�Yes, we can,� Kitsuna said. �They destroyed Dramera and Sorcastia, and they killed your entire Order when they set the Forest of Ananth on fire.�
�And if we can stop this before anyone else dies?� Mercedes fixed her eyes on mine. �The possibility of that is enough to make me swallow down all my hate for your aunt and tell you to meet with the wizard she sent.�
�Okay.� I nodded and then prodded Winston with my left foot. �Take us down.�
�Wait,� Kitsuna said.
�What?� I looked at her. �Mercedes is right. I�m all for revenge, but I won�t ask people to die when I can convince my aunt to surrender her throne to me without a fight.�
�I know.� Kitsuna nodded. �I know. You�ve got to talk to him even if it is stupid. I just think you might want to change your shirt before you go.�
�What?� I looked down at my mud-smeared tunic.
�Send John and a contingent of Woodsmen to meet him,� she said. �Let him feel this wizard out and find out what he wants while you wash your face and change into clean clothes. Then you can meet with him and accept his surrender.�
�Seriously?� I asked.
�Yes.� She nodded at me. �That�s why I made you pack a second set of clothes. You can�t accept your aunt�s surrender with mud on your shirt. Not if you want people to take you seriously as a queen. Besides, do you want all the royal portraits of this moment�for all time�to center around a young queen wearing a filthy hunting shirt with smears of mud on her cheeks and her hair standing up in all directions like she�s been sleeping in the woods for the past week?�
�Fine.� I nudged Winston with my heel again. �Take us down so I can wash my face and put on a clean shirt. It�s not like I�ve got a war to fight or anything.�
The dragon beneath me snorted as he dipped lower, moving to the back of my army�s line so he had room to land without squishing anyone beneath his claws.
�Your Majesty?� John asked from his place next to one of the supply wagons at the very back of the line.
�There�s a wizard up ahead. He�s got soldiers with him, and they�re flying the flag of Bathune.�
�How many soldiers?� John asked as he slid his bow off his back.
�Not many,� Kitsuna said. �He�s also flying a white flag.�
�It�s Valkorn of Itasca,� Rhys called out. I turned to watch as he jogged toward us. �He wants to arrange Bavasama�s surrender.�
�What?� John asked.
�They�ve overthrown her,� Rhys said. �The wizards. They�ve overthrown Bavasama and taken the throne. Now they�re willing to hand her over to Allie.�
�And in return?� I asked.
�In return we don�t take the army over the border. They want Bathune, and in return they�ll give you Bavasama and a chance at peace.�
�And do you believe him?� Kitsuna asked as she slid off her mother�s back.
�No,� Rhys admitted as I slipped off Winston and onto the ground. �But if they�re willing to hand over your aunt? I think we have to hear them out.�
�I agree.� I said.
�So do I,� Mercedes added.
�So how do you want to handle this?� John asked me.
I turned to look at Winston. �I want you to shift back into your human form while I change my shirt and wipe the mud off my face. John, you scare up a group of nobles to go along for the peace talks. Sort of a shock and awe thing.�
�I�ll get you a battalion of soldiers to act as bodyguards, too,� Rhys said.
�And then?� Mercedes asked.
�Then, if we�re lucky, we�ll be able to end this. Or at least delay another war until we�ve had time to rebuild a bit. Now if you�ll excuse me��I rolled my eyes��I�m told I need a clean shirt.�
�
�So what do we know about this guy?� I asked John as we picked our way through the deep forest fifteen minutes later. We were surrounded by a dozen soldiers, the rest of the nobles trailing behind us.
�Valkorn of Itasca?� Rhys didn�t turn from his place at the front of the soldiers. �Not much.�
�He was Grand Vizier under Bavasama�s mother,� John added.
I looked over at him, confused.
�He was her version of the Fate Maker,� he explained. �He performed the rites necessary for what was once the combined lands of Nerissette and Bathune to honor the Pleiades, and he administered the will of Fate.�
�So what happened?� Kitsuna asked from my other side, her hand on her sword as she glanced around the forest, her shoulders tense.
�What do you mean?� I asked.
She stopped and turned to stare at John. �You said he was the former Grand Vizier. He was in charge during the rule of Queen Allie�s grandmother, Bavamorn. That means he�s not still Grand Vizier, is he?�
�Bavasama�s Prince Consort is now Grand Vizier of Bathune,� Tevian, the leader of the dragons, said from behind us. �Damarock of Sevai. He studied under the same wizard as the Fate Maker. They trained together, in fact.�
�So they were friends?� I asked.
�No.� Tevian hurried forward to walk along beside us and then dropped his voice. �But they do share the same desire for power, so if I were you, I would be wary.�
�What about Valkorn of Itasca? What is he now that he�s no longer the guy in charge of the magical people in Bathune?� I asked.
�He�s still a member of Bavasama�s council�an elder, actually. Most people thought he would have retired and let his son take his place on the council, but right now that�s not an option.�
�Why not?� I raised an eyebrow.
�Well, Valdoc of Itasca can�t take his father�s place on the council,� Tevian said, not meeting my eyes.
�Why?� I glanced over at him.
�Rumors are that Valdoc of Itasca died from the wounds your bodyguard gave him at Dramera, Your Majesty,� Tevian said. �You may remember she tried to carve him open with a sword?�
�Oh.� I swallowed and looked over at Kitsuna, who�d gone pale. �He was the wizard who followed us on raven back.�
�He was,� Tevian said.
�That wizard came to Dramera to assassinate our queen,� Kitsuna said, her voice steady. �I did what I had to in order to protect her.�
�Well.� I sighed. �Let�s hope Valkorn doesn�t let that get in the way of brokering this peace deal.�
�He won�t,� Rhys said. �After all, they were the ones that came to us looking for peace. They aren�t going to screw it up now over something that none of us can change.�
�I hope you�re right,� I said quietly. �Otherwise, we just might be walking into an ambush.�

Chapter Sixteen

�Halt!� Rhys called out a few moments later. We all froze.
I looked at him. �Rhys?�
�While you were getting your hair done��Rhys smirked at me as I scowled��I met with the leader of the battalion escorting Valkorn. We�ve agreed that the two of you will meet without soldiers.�
�But�� I swallowed and turned to look at the rest of the nobles.
�Since he�s a wizard, you�ll be allowed to take one body-guard and your sword,� Rhys said. �Anything else is seen as an act of aggression.�
�And bringing an army along isn�t?� I asked.
�Allie.� John looked at me. �There are rules to this sort of thing.�
�Fine. Right. Okay.� I nodded. �I can do this.�
�I�ll go with you,� John said.
�No.� Kitsuna stepped forward. �I will. I�m Her Majesty�s bodyguard. This is my responsibility.�
�I�ll go alone.� I pushed past Rhys�s soldiers and started toward the clearing, shoving branches out of my way. �I�m not going to let him think I�m too scared to deal with him on my own.�
Instead of waiting for someone to try and stop me, I stepped into the clearing and found myself face-to-face with the wizard Valkorn of Itasca�or rather face-to-beard-and-large-floppy-hat.
�Your Majesty?� The tiny wizard bowed low, his white beard scraping the ground. �I am Valkorn, advisor to the great and just Queen Bavasama of Bathune. I�ve been sent here today to arrange for the removal of your troops from our land.�
�I know,� I said, trying to keep my voice steady and not to let him see how on edge I really was. Sure, the guy was goofy looking, but he was a wizard, and in the past year I�d learned that even the goofiest wizard could be deadly. �You�ve been sent by the wizards of Bathune to negotiate the surrender of my aunt, Bavasama, Empress of Bathune.�
�Not as such.� Valkorn stepped forward, crowding me.
�What?�
�I am sorry, Your Majesty, but peace isn�t what we have in mind.� His hand shot out, lightning fast, and he grabbed my arm tight as sparks raced along my skin. The world around me went dark, and I could hear the sound of Kitsuna and Winston both screaming for just an instant before the world exploded, and then there was nothing but the sound of air flying past me and the sharp crack of the world splitting in two. The world blurred as I fell, and I flung my arms out, trying to grab onto something as Valkorn kept my arm clamped tightly in his grip.
There was a flash of dazzling green light, and then I could feel my body again as it rushed face-first toward a shiny black floor that had been polished so much that I could see myself falling toward it as if it were a mirror.
My body hit first, and I had just enough sense to jerk my head back, trying to keep from planting my face against the cold stone, as well. I rolled over, taking in the black marble walls that surrounded me, the blood-red tapestries hanging from the walls, and the elaborate chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. There, at the far end of the room, was a dais with an ornate, black throne sitting upon it, the broken crown of Bathune worked in gold thread on an enormous black tapestry.
Valkorn landed beside me, jerking my arm upward, and I turned to see him standing above me, glaring at me as I huddled on the floor beside him. �Up,� he snarled, tugging on my arm again. �Get up and show proper deference to a queen.�
�Oh, shut up.� I pushed myself up to my knees, grabbing for my sword.
�I wouldn�t do that if I were you, young one,� my aunt said, her voice bitter. �It�s not likely you�ll be able to do more than pull the blade from its scabbard before my men cut you down.�
�Bavasama,� I croaked as I managed to pull myself to a stand. I glared at the tall, skinny woman with frizzy red waves who sat on the raised black throne in front of me.
�Alicia.� She gave me a tight smile. �Do you know how much you look like your mother right now? Identical. You and darling, flawless Preethana, two perfectly polite princesses, both of you huddled on the floor, waiting for me to destroy you. Completely undeserving of the crown placed on your head.�
�My mother was a good woman,� I said. �She would have been a good queen if you wouldn�t have kidnapped her and put yourself on her throne instead.�
�My baby sister was a wimp. She got what was coming to her when I locked her in that tower. She was too weak to sit on the Rose Throne. Too stupid.�
�No, she wasn�t. She was good and sweet and smart. She wasn�t weak and neither am I.�
�Yes, she was.� She pushed herself up from her throne and came toward us. �Such a terribly weak princess. But you? You�re not, I agree. You inherited my mother�s strength. Her convictions. Her stubbornness. I can tell. I used to see the look that�s in your eyes all the time when I looked at her. You�re so much like Bavamorn you could be her reincarnated. That�s what�s going to make this so much fun.�
�My army is marching toward your palace as we speak, and they intend to set fire to everything in their path. Thousands of soldiers. Dragons. Nymphs. All united for the sole purpose of deposing you and putting me on your throne. How exactly is that fun for you?�
�It�s true that you have an enormously large army.� Bavasama nodded. Her eyes focused off to the side before she brought them back to stare at me. �But I have you.�
�And what do you think that�s going to get you?� I spat.
�I think you�ll be amazed at what your Prince Consort and lord general agree to when it comes right down to it. What John of Leavenwald will be willing to give up to save his only remaining child. After all, Bathune isn�t that rich a prize, especially not if they have to sacrifice their queen to get it.�
�They won�t surrender to you.� I lifted my chin higher and glared down my nose at her. �None of them will. Not Winston or Rhys or even John.�
�They will.� She stepped back. �It�s their only choice�your only choice. You surrender Nerissette to me and live as my servant queen or I put your head on the block and remove it.�
�You wouldn�t dare.�
�Dare?� Bavasama wrinkled her nose and stepped back again, still facing me. �Haven�t you realized by now just how much I�m willing to risk for a chance to regain my rightful place on the Rose Throne? What I�m willing to destroy to reclaim what should have always been mine?� She lifted one of her hands and waved toward the guards. �Take her away. The tower, of course, and bring her a bucket of water to bathe. She reeks.�
One of the guards stepped forward. �Your Graciousness?�
�If you kill me, then they�ll burn Bathune to the ground. They�ll never surrender to you.�
I felt a hand grab each of my upper arms, and then two of the guards started to drag me away. I lifted my toes and tried to dig my heels into the floor, fighting them, but they just pulled harder.
�When I get free�� I snarled as they pulled me through the door.
�Oh, darling,� she said. �I seriously doubt that�s going to happen.� She burst into shrieks of insane laughter, and the doors to her throne room slammed closed in front of me as I struggled harder against my captors, kicking my feet and flailing my arms.
�Forget this,� one of the men said in a gruff voice. He let go of my arm before jamming his shoulder into my stomach and picking me up, throwing me over his shoulder. �I�ve had enough of you now.�
�Let go of me,� I said, trying to ram my knee into his stomach.
�That�s it.� He wrapped his arms tightly around my legs and held me pinned against his shoulder as I squirmed.
�Her Graciousness may want you alive, but I don�t think it matters. Dead now or dead later, it�s all the same to me. Besides, she did tell me to make sure you had a bath.�
I felt the brush of the window�s sides as he pushed my legs through and then a sick feeling in my gut as he leaned forward, forcing me to slide off his back. Then the snaggle-toothed monster holding me simply let go, and I could feel myself fall, probably from much too high of a height to be good for me.

Chapter Seventeen

I hit the water with a loud crack, and all the air in my body rushed out of my lungs in one solid push. My back burned from the sting of the impact, and when I tried to scream, water filled my mouth, and I swallowed it into my lungs. Flailing, I tried to kick myself to the surface, but the heavy weight of my sword pulled me down, dragging me toward the bottom. I scrambled upward but everything hurt, and my arms didn�t want to move. Nothing wanted to move.
Then there were strong arms wrapped around me and bodies pressed against my sides, and I was going up, being dragged to the surface by people I couldn�t see inside the murky, green depths.
�Breathe now, sister queen,� a familiar voice crooned as we broke the surface, and I sucked in a lung full of air. �Breathe easy now. You�re safe.�
I pulled in more air and let it out in a sob as Talia and two other mermaids began to swim me toward the grassy bank that surrounded their pool. �Talia? What are you�� I stared at her, my eyes wide and my heart pounding as Talia fought to lift me onto the cool grass. �Oh my God, I thought you were dead.�
�No.� She reached out to stroke my cheek, and I crumpled onto my side, dropping my head into her hand and letting it hang there.
�The wizards�� I coughed, spitting up water.
�Took us prisoner,� Talia said softly, still stroking my cheek and occasionally bringing her hand down over my wet hair. �Timbago and the rest of your staff were fighting bravely to protect us, but they were outnumbered. They couldn�t have protected us any more than they already had. There were too many of them, and when Timbago and the others were distracted by the Fate Maker�s army, the wizards surrounded us, and we didn�t have a chance.�
�Timbago�� I felt light-headed, as though I was going to be sick, at the thought of the goblin who�d been my friend, the goblin who�d died to protect me and my throne. He�d come back to me once�briefly�in death to share with me the secret of the Dragon�s Tear. He had been its keeper, its guardian.
�Is a fierce enemy when he�s riled,� Talia said and then smiled. �I watched him take on two wizards all by him��
�He�s dead,� I whispered.
I heard the mermaids around us suck in their breath, and it was like the entire world had stopped as they stared at me. I struggled to sit back up and pushed my hair off my face. �He died at the labyrinth. They all died. The entire household staff.�
�All of them?� Talia asked, her face paling.
�The Fate Maker and Bavasama�s combined army killed them all,� I said, my voice trembling.
�I�m so sorry,� she whispered into my hair.
�I thought you were dead, too. I went to the palace, and they were all dead and you were gone, and I thought you�d died with them.�
�Allie��
�So many people have died,� I whispered. �Timbago and Darinda and all the dryads. My half brother Eamon. The village of Socastia. The Firas. I thought you were dead, too. I cried for you.�
�I know.� She cradled me close and patted my hair. �There was no way to send you word, no way to let you know that we had been taken prisoner. I�m so sorry.�
�It�s okay.� I nodded, stunned. �I�m just glad you�re safe. Or as safe as any of us can actually be right now.�
�It will all be fine,� Talia said as she patted my head again. �Your army will come and save us, and we�ll all be home before you know it.�
�No, we won�t,� I said. �My aunt is going to kill me. She said that she�s going to use me as a bargaining chip to keep her throne, but I�m not stupid. She can�t risk me raising another army against her. She�ll kill me to keep from losing the throne. Just like she should have done with my mother.�
�She tried,� Talia said. �To kill your mother� But it didn�t work. Just like it won�t work if she tries to kill you.�
I looked at her, wide-eyed. �What?�
�You are the Golden Rose of Nerissette. You wear the crown. Life flows through you. From you. You are the reason this world blooms again, and the magic of this world won�t let her kill you.�
�What are you talking about?� I asked, stunned.
�Haven�t you ever been curious?� she asked. �Fallen off the back of a dragon, faced the Fate Maker, and yet you�ve managed to survive with little more than a scratch. Don�t you wonder how you keep surviving things that would kill other people?�
�I�� I swallowed as I stared at her.
�You are the guardian of the First Leaf,� Talia explained.
�What?� I gaped at her. �But that�s the missing Relic��
�Yes. The First Leaf, the key to perpetual life. You are its guardian.�
�No, I�m not. I mean, I have the leafy orb thingy�or I did. Bavasama gave it to me, and I gave it to Mercedes and she brought it with us, along with the rest of the relics, but there�s no magic in it. I mean��I swallowed��there�s obviously magic in it, but it�s like the Orb of Fate. It�s an illusion. It�s not like the Dragon�s Tear or the Mirror of Nerissette. There�s no magic there that I can touch, or use.�
�That�s because the First Leaf isn�t inside the Orb of the Dryads,� Talia said softly.
�What?� I asked. �But if the Orb of the Dryads��
�Your crown,� Talia whispered, brushing her fingers over my forehead, just underneath the silver leaf at its center. �The Pleiades hid the First Leaf inside your crown.�
�My��
�Then they locked that crown in a box that could only be opened in your presence. A Relic that only the rightful Golden Rose could touch.�
I stared at her. �You�re saying that my crown holds the Key to Eternal Life?�
�Yes,� she said. �When you wear your crown, the power of life itself flows through you, protecting you.�
�No.� I shook my head. �But other Roses have died. My grandmother, for one. We don�t have a room full of former queens hidden away inside the Palace. If the crown actually kept us from dying then��
�The Rose Crown is given to the heir to the throne on her Five Thousandth day. The day you were brought to Nerissette from your world was yours. The crown is passed from the previous Rose to the new one to show her right to rule,� Talia said.
�So what? The previous queen just gives up the job and what? Goes and dies?�
�No.� She smiled at me. �The queen continues to rule until she�s no longer able, teaching the heir how to be a just and kind ruler. Then when her mortal life is at an end, she goes the way of all people of Nerissette and takes her place among the light of the Pleiades.�
�But my mother isn�t��
�Your mother,� Talia said softly, �is a special case. Trapped in the World That Is, locked in an eternal sleep, she�s not able to rule, and so the throne passes to you even though she still lives.�
�But I don�t know what I�m doing,� I said quietly. �All I�ve done is thrown my people into war after war. First with the Fate Maker for my throne and then again for the Tear. When I trapped him in the Bleak, I thought that would end it. I had the Mirror of Nerissette destroyed, and I wear the Dragon�s Tear all the time, hidden under my shirt, just to make sure no one else can find a way to get to it. I thought that would end it, but it hasn�t. The fighting, the killing, it just won�t end.�
�The Mirror was destroyed?� Talia asked. �All of it? Every single piece was ground to dust?�
I swallowed. Should I lie to her? Only a few people knew that I�d kept a shard of the Mirror, that it still existed, hidden in my trouser pocket. A window between this world and The World That Is hidden with the key to this world�s greatest prison.
�Allie?� Talia stared at me, waiting for my answer.
�No.� I shook my head. �I kept a small piece of it. I let them grind the rest to dust, but I kept one small shard.�
�Oh, Allie.� She sighed.
�I had to,� I protested. �I couldn�t just leave her alone in The World That Is and not check on her. If it were your mother and you could see her again�even if you couldn�t save her��
�I would have done the same thing,� she said quietly. �For even one more day with my mother, one more moment before she met her end, I would have given up the world. My throne. My people. All of it.�
�So what should I do?� I asked.
�When the time comes,� Talia whispered as she brought her hands up to cradle my cheeks. �When your army has marched into Bathune and taken the Palace of Night and you have your aunt kneeling at your feet, you�ll need the relics. All of them.�
�Why?�
�To end the fighting. To heal this world. To make the World of Dreams whole again,� she said.
�And how do I do that?� I asked.
�When the time comes,� Talia said, �you�ll know.�
�But I don�t know,� I said. �Why does everyone keep saying that?�
�You will,� she said. �You will know. But for right now you have to keep safe. Stay quiet and wait for your army to come so that we can end this once and for all.�
�I will.� I nodded as I pushed myself out of their tiny pool and onto the bank beside it. �You stay safe, too, okay?�
�We will,� she agreed.
I skirted away from the mermaids� pool and tried to stay close to the high, black stone wall that surrounded the Palace of Night. Guards were posted every few feet on top of it�all of them armed, swords in hand as they watched me making my way through the small courtyard surrounding the mermaid�s prison. I was surprised they were letting me walk around alone like this.
Glancing up at the dark, imposing castle on my other side, I swallowed. If anyone ever needed an explanation of the differences between Nerissette and Bathune, all I�d have to do is show them this place.
The Crystal Palace of Nerissette was nothing more than a very big house with lots of rooms and a glass dome at the top. Before the Fate Maker�s first attack, the architect hadn�t even bothered building walls. The Crystal Palace, the Palace of Light, of Day, had been open to all, shining on the top of a hill.
Meanwhile, the Palace of Night looked like the evil queen�s castle out of a cartoon, with its high walls and twisting towers piercing the sky. All the place needed was a couple of buzzards and some bats flying around and it would have been every villain�s fantasy lair.
I reached a small gate and pushed it open, listening as it creaked and then gave way. It hadn�t even been locked. Obviously, they weren�t concerned about the mermaids getting up and walking away from their pools. Maybe, if I got lucky, we�d be able to use my aunt�s�and her army�s�laziness to our advantage when the time came.
I stepped into the larger, main courtyard at the front of the palace and looked around. Soldiers were wandering about, swords on their hips, and when I glanced up, even more guards were on the walls. But none of them were paying attention to me. They thought I�d been caught, trapped, unable to escape and too broken to even try. Which showed how stupid and arrogant my aunt and her army really were. One of her henchman dropped me out that window, yet he hadn�t even told anyone to keep watch over me?
I glanced around, looking for some sort of weakness�a door, a gate, even a place to hide and wait for someone else to come in so that I could make my escape out. I spotted a break in the stone and hurried toward it. If I could get the gate open and slip out without being noticed, I could get out of here. I knew Winston and Rhys would be moving the army at full speed toward us, so if I just kept moving toward them we were bound to meet up at some point.
�You�ll never get the gate open,� a dry voice announced from behind me. �The bar across it takes three of the empress�s strongest guards to move. You�ll not be able to lift it.�
I straightened up, turning to face a young man with messy black hair and broad shoulders. He looked like he was only a few years older than me. He stood in front of me with his hands shoved in the pockets of his dirt-smudged black trousers.
�Go away.� I looked from side to side, staring at the guards who had all turned to stare at us. I guess they had been expecting me to try and escape, and instead of trying to stop me, they�d decided to wait and watch me humiliate myself.
�If you somehow got past all of us, you could try to climb the wall.� He looked up and narrowed his eyes at the top of the wall. �But it�s been sanded smooth so getting up will be difficult. Even if you did manage to make it to the top, it�s covered in broken glass so there�s no real solution there, either. Not to mention the thirty-foot drop on the other side with nothing but rocks to break your fall.�
�So what do you suggest then?� I asked sarcastically.
�Suggest?� He stepped closer, peering down at me. The sides of his mouth flickered upward, but his eyes were cold, filled with hate.
�Since I can�t open the gate and I can�t climb the wall, what do you think I should do? Just give up? Let my aunt take my throne? Get down on my knees and beg? That isn�t going to happen.�
He reached out for me, and I stepped back, pulling my sword from its scabbard and pointing it at him. �I won�t surrender to her. Or anyone else for that matter.�
�You should put that down before someone gets hurt,� he said, his voice low and even.
�Come closer to me and someone will.� I backed toward the door, putting it at my back so that no one could sneak up behind me.
�I doubt it.� He stepped closer again, and I jabbed the sword out slightly, trying to ignore the way the tip was shaking.
�I will hurt you,� I said quietly. �And anyone else who gets in my way.�
�No, you won�t.� He turned to look at the rest of the guards who�d made a semicircle behind him, forcing me back against the heavy wooden gate.
�I will,� I swore, twisting my head side to side, desperately looking for some way to escape. �I�ve done it before. I�ve fought in battle, killed my enemies.�
�I�m sure you have.� He stepped closer, and I watched as my sword point trembled. �But you�ve never killed anyone in cold blood. Now come with me.�
I steeled my expression. �Why?�
�Because if you don�t come willingly, we�ll drag you back into the palace by force. At least this way you can keep your dignity. Even if you are as soaked as a river nymph.�
�I�m being held hostage here,� I said angrily. �There�s no dignity in that.�
He stepped closer still, the tip of my sword now nestled underneath his chin, and I could feel my hands shake even harder. �Really? Then do it. Prove that you�re some sort of warrior queen. Reclaim your dignity.�
�W-w-w-what?� I turned to stare at the soldiers who had crowded in three-deep behind him, all of them staring at me.
�Kill me.� He grabbed the back of my sword blade and positioned it so that the sharpened edge pressed against his neck and the tip of the sword dug into the skin. �It�s easy. Just push.� He let go of the sword and leaned against the tip. �Do it.�
He grabbed my wrists in one hand and then jerked my sword out of my still-quivering hands. �They should have taken this from you the minute you arrived.� He tossed the sword to the side, into the dirt, and jerked me closer so that we were almost nose to nose. �They think these walls will keep you in, but I know better. I know that you won�t be broken that easily.�
�You�ll never break me,� I spat. �Not even if you locked me in the Bleak, chained to a rock and gift wrapped for Kuolema himself.�
�Oh, really?� He raised an eyebrow at me. �Maybe we should open the Bleak and try it, see if you�re all talk.�
�Go ahead.� I gritted my teeth and glared at him.
He pulled a pair of heavy metal shackles out of his pocket and grinned at me. He fitted the cuffs around my wrists and then stepped back, looping his finger through the chain and tugging at my wrists. �You�re brave enough, I�ll give you that. Even if you are just a queen.�
�I�m a queen whose army is marching here to burn your country to the ground.�
�Then you�re a foolish queen, at that. The Palace of Night has never fallen, and when your army is destroyed, we will break you. By the time the empress has finished, you�ll be begging to spend your eternity with Kuolema munching on your bones.�
�You haven�t seen my army.�
�I don�t need to.� He smiled at me again. �I�ve seen the monsters our wizards can create, and no one can defeat them. Not even a stupid queen and her toy army.�
�There�s a first time for everything,� I snapped.
�There is.� He pulled me forward by the chain of my shackles so that we were almost pressed against each other, his hot, rancid breath wafting across my face. �But I suspect today is not that day, Your Majesty.�
�I think you might be surprised,� I retorted. �And just so you know, when my boyfriend gets here, you�re going to wish I had killed you.�
�Oh, come now, Your Rosiness.� He chuckled as he began pulling me toward the castle, the other guards stepping aside, chuckling and leering as we passed them. �We�re going to be seeing a lot of each other. We might as well be friends. Make the best of things, as they say in your world.�
�I�ve been kidnapped by an enemy queen, and I�m being guarded by a jerk with serious dog breath and his bunch of idiots. There�s not a whole lot to make the best of here.�
�Oh.� He turned and clutched his free hand to his chest before rolling his eyes at me. �You wound me. And to think I was going to do you a favor.�
�What?� I asked warily. �Are you going to throw me out another window? Been there, rode that ride, didn�t like it enough to buy the T-shirt.�
�You�ll see.�
�Tell me,� I demanded, trying to sound more confident than I actually was considering I was being held hostage and stuck in a pair of handcuffs.
�You�ll see,� he repeated as he half led, half dragged me to a narrow set of stairs carved into a stone wall and began to climb. �Come along now.�
�No.� I tried to dig my heels in, knowing that fighting him was futile but refusing to give in.
�Stop it.� He jerked me forward hard enough to rattle my teeth. �I will carry you if you force me, and the drop is much less forgiving here than it is from above the pool.�
�I don�t care,� I bluffed, thinking about what Talia had told me a few moments before. Let him drop me off the side of a castle. They�d all be in for a shock once they realized I was still alive�probably paralyzed with all my bones broken, true, but still alive.
�Don�t be that way.� He grabbed me around the waist and hoisted me against his side, dragging me up the stairs like that instead. �What I have planned for you really is a lovely surprise.�
�Yeah, I�m sure you�re just brimming with lovely surprises.�
�I could be,� he said as he stopped at the next floor and dragged me down the corridor to a black wooden door at the end. It had a heavy metal padlock hanging off it. He ran his hand over the lock, and I heard it click. �But if you�re not nice, you�ll never find out, will you?� He pushed the door open and turned to smile at me, his eyes sparkling. �Here are your accommodations, Rosy, my dear.�
�My name is Queen Alicia Munroe, first of my name, and by the grace of the Pleiades the Golden Rose of Nerissette.� I sneered at him as I finished.
�And I�m Mikhail, Hound of the blue brujahs clan. If you need anything, please don�t hesitate to ring the bell so I can be sure to come running.� He tightened his grip on my waist and started to pull me into the room.
�Wait. You�re a Hound?� I asked, stunned. �A half dragon?�
�I know.� He shook his head. �It�s an unfortunate accident of birth, having a mother who is nothing more than a weak human, but then again, it is better than being a hostage. In you go.�
He shoved me into the room and slammed the door. I heard the lock being refitted and then the sharp snick of it sliding closed.
�Wait!� I yelled.
I heard someone cough behind me and spun around, trying to see in the dim light. Whoever it was coughed again, and I stepped toward the sound.
�Fish Girl?� the frail figure gasped. �Holy crap, is that really you?�

Chapter Eighteen

�Heidi?� I hurried forward a few steps and then froze. �What are you doing here?�
�What am I doing here?� She hobbled forward and coughed again before swiping her limp blond hair out of her eyes with a grimy wrist covered with a thick coating of brown dirt. �What do you think I�m doing here? We�re being held prisoner, of course. Isn�t that why you came? To rescue us?�
�We? Us?� I felt my heart pick up. �What do you mean �we�? Is Jesse here, too?�
�Of course Jesse�s here.� She shuffled over to a small table in the corner and sat down heavily in one of the chairs beside it, her back to the small fire that was crackling in the hearth. �At least, I think he�s still here. They haven�t let me see him in about ten days. They keep us apart. We only see each other when one of us is being taken to the kitchens and the other is being taken back from the kitchen, and even then, we only cross paths if there�s a problem. They�re afraid we might try to escape again.�
�You tried to escape?� I sat down in the chair opposite her and fought the urge to reach out and grab her hand with my shackled ones.
�Well, duh, Fish Girl. What were we supposed to do? You�ve taken forever to get here. I was starting to think you weren�t going to bother, and then we�d never get home. You�ve got the only way back. So what took you so long?�
�Heidi�we thought you were dead. You and Jesse.�
�You what?�
�We thought you were dead,� I repeated.
She looked up, narrowing her blue eyes at me. �So you�re not here to bargain for our freedom? You didn�t negotiate our freedom as part of your peace treaty?� She reached out and grabbed the chain between my wrists and shook it. �What am I saying? Duh, stupid Heidi, of course you didn�t come here to save us. You�re a prisoner just like we are. When were you going to come for us? Forget when, were you ever going to come for us?�
�We thought you were dead! The Fate Maker told us��
�We might as well have been,� she snapped.
�Heidi,� I started.
�It would have been better if we were,� she said, quieter this time. �It would have been better to let us die then force us to live like this.�
�Heidi, we didn�t know. We thought you were dead. The Fate Maker told us that you�d died in the forest during the first battle of the Crystal Palace. He told me you burned to death.�
�You didn�t bother to check? You just�what? Abandoned us here while you made plans to go back home?�
�He told us you were in the forest when it caught fire. He told us that you and Jesse had been being kept prisoner there by the wizards. We set fire to the trees where they were, and we thought you were with them.�
�Do you mean you set fire to a forest I was supposed to be hiding in? You tried to murder me? What the heck!�
�We didn�t know you were in the forest until after! We didn�t know where you were. You had disappeared, and then during the battle, there was magic coming from the forest so the dragons set fire to the trees to flush the wizards out. It started burning, and the wizards ran. But not everyone made it out. There were bodies.�
�My body? You saw my body?�
�No, well, yes� We thought we did. We couldn�t tell. It was burned so badly that we couldn�t tell for sure who it was. Then after we�d trapped the Fate Maker, he told us you were in the forest. Once we�d dealt with him, we tried to find you and Jesse, but all we found were the bodies, and we thought��
�So you just wrote the two of us off as a couple of charbroiled corpses and walked away? Thanks a lot.�
�We didn�t just forget about you! We held a memorial. Okay, it wasn�t much of a memorial, but we had plans to do something bigger once the war was over. We were going to put up a marker for all the dead with their names on it, to make sure that no one had forgotten that you�d died here.�
�Great!� She stood up and threw her hands in the air before stomping over to the window. �I was going to be a name on a stone. That�s just great. Thanks a lot.�
�What did you want me to do? We thought you were dead. It�s not my fault.�
�It is your fault!� she yelled, and then she stormed back over to the table and picked up an empty pitcher before flinging it at me. I ducked to the side, and the pitcher hit the wall behind us, shattering. �You left us behind.�
�If we�d have known you were here, we would have come for you. We wouldn�t have left you behind.�
�You already had. You and Winston disappeared. Mercedes was surrounded by those green tree women, and they were all throwing these weird clingy vines at people and tying them up, and that big guy had his army, and we had nothing. We were just there, standing in a crowd full of screaming, terrified people.�
I didn�t know what to say. There was nothing I could do now to change what happened. I bit the inside of my cheek and listened.
�There were people with swords and all these monsters, and there was nothing we could do.� She kept going, and I could see tears collecting on her eyelashes and making muddy trails down her hollow, dirty cheeks. �Jesse and I just stood there watching. Neither of us could do anything. We were just trapped. We just had to stand there and watch. Then, these two men in black suits grabbed us, and I couldn�t even fight.�
�Heidi, I�m�� I started.
�We were screaming for someone to help, to save us, and I was trying to fight them, but they were too strong and they took us. And you want to know the worst part?�
�What?� I swallowed, staring at her as she raged.
�No one even turned around to notice,� she said, her voice cracking. �They took us, and no one even noticed. You left us alone and unarmed, and no one even cared.�
�Heidi�� I reached for her, and the girl who most loved to hate my guts launched herself at me, toppling us both over on the floor as she wrapped her arms around my waist and buried her head in my shoulder, sobbing.
I reached up and tried to pat her shoulder, but she winced as my bound hands brushed across her ribs. �I�m sorry. I�m so sorry,� I whispered.
�They make us crawl,� she sobbed into my collar. �The guards and the people who work here. The servants, I mean.�
�What?� I swallowed and tried to blink back my own tears. The last thing that would help Heidi right now was me breaking down when she needed me the most.
�They take me and Jesse to the kitchen and make us crawl around on the floor while they throw bread at us. They laugh and they point at the maid and the boy who wanted to be king as they throw food at us like we�re animals.�
�They won�t do that anymore,� I promised her. �We�re going to find a way to get you out of here.�
She sniffled. �How?�
�I don�t know yet.� I shook my head and then swallowed again. �But we are getting out of here. I have an army, and now that I�m gone, they�ll be coming. They�ll rescue us.�
�If they manage to win,� she whispered.
�They will,� I said, trying to sound confident.
�How do you know?�
�Because it�s a big army,� I reassured her. �We managed to beat the Fate Maker after all.�
�Did you?� she asked, her voice filled with a wary sort of hope.
�We did, and now he�s never going to hurt anyone ever again.�
I heard the lock click and then the creak of the door opening again. �Aww,� Mikhail, the Hound who had captured me at the palace walls, said mockingly. �Isn�t this sweet?�
Instead of answering, I shifted so that Heidi wasn�t sitting on top of me anymore, and then I pulled myself up, using the table to support my weight. Once I was upright, I raised my chin a bit and sneered at him.
�Did you have a nice visit? Catch up a bit?� he taunted.
�Untie her and make sure she�s brought hot water and clean clothes,� I said, trying to sound every inch like the queen I was supposed to be.
�No.�
�I said��
�You�re not the queen here!� Mikhail roared, his voice reverberating against the stone walls. �You�re a prisoner here, and your visiting hours with the maid are over. So come along.�
I glared at him. �No.�
He stalked toward me and grabbed the chain between my wrists, pulling me close enough that we were nose to nose. �It wasn�t a request, Rosy, my dear.�
�My name is Queen Alicia Munroe��
�I know, I know.� He rolled his eyes as he pulled me, stumbling, toward the door. �First of your name, blah, blah, blah. But you�re not so golden anymore now, are you? Just a plain old Rosy.�
�It�s better than being the outcast, halfling son of a dragon who can�t even manage his change,� I snapped, trying to think of the most hurtful thing possible to say to him. �I may be just plain old Rosy to you, but at least I didn�t choose to let someone turn me into their own personal dog. So I�d say I�m still one up on you.�
�Yeah?� He dropped my hands and narrowed his eyes at me. �We�ll see about that, now won�t we? Especially since you�re nothing more than a silly girl with a bit of fancy jewelry on her head, and here I am�a dragon with a taste for treasure.�
He grabbed for my crown and then screamed, jerking his hand back and crumpling to the floor with his arms cradled to his chest. I stepped closer and looked down at him, staring at his blackened, withered hand until he opened his cobalt-blue eyes to stare at me.
�I wouldn�t have touched that if I were you. My crown�s got a curse on it�something about causing a pain to the bone that never fades to anyone who tries to steal it. I didn�t know exactly what that meant until now so thanks for the demonstration. I�ll be sure to keep people I like from making the same mistake.�
�You,� he huffed in a breath.
�Me queen, you idiot.� I knelt down beside him so that we were nose to nose. �And I don�t need an army to make you wish you�d never been born. Remember that. Now, take me to see the other prisoner.�
He rolled himself over onto his elbows and pushed up, wobbling on his knees with his hands still pulled tight against him as he tried to stand.
I reached down and grabbed his elbow, pulling him up so that we were eye to eye again. �Take me to see Jesse. Now.�
�Fine,� he managed to ground out between clenched teeth. �This way.�
�Oh, and Mikhail?� I turned back to look at Heidi over my shoulder as he led me out the door.
�What? Ros�I mean, Your Majesty.�
�You might want to show some of the other guards your hands and let them know that if I ever hear about these two prisoners being made to crawl around on the floor while people throw bread at them��Heidi looked up, and I swallowed��I might just have to see how this crown sits on some of their heads.�
I stepped away from him and brought my hands up, slipping the combs from my hair as I started toward Heidi. �Here.� I pressed them into her hands. �They�re magic. They�ll help keep you safe until I find a way to get us home.�

Chapter Nineteen

I stepped back toward the now-quiet hound and swept past him out into the hallway, my chin held high. He slammed the door closed and stalked past me, making me scurry after him to keep up.
�This way.� Mikhail hurried down a dark, stone corridor and nodded his head toward another tower with curving stairs. �And don�t think about telling him you�re going to find a way for you all to escape.�
�Why?� I asked.
�It�s cruel,� he answered, not meeting my eyes. �I don�t like the two of them, but even I know it�s not fair to give them false hope.�
�And what makes you think it�s false?�
�Because if you try to escape,� Mikhail said, �I�ll just come and find you, Your Majesty. I�ll sniff you out and when I find you, drag you back here in chains. And because you�re from Nerissette, I won�t even ask the queen for my normal reward.�
�Why?� I asked. �Will you be feeling too guilty?�
�No.� He shook his head. �Guilt isn�t something I�ve felt in a very long time, Rosy. The reason I won�t take the queen�s bounty is because the revenge will be sweet enough without her money.�
�Revenge?�
�For my sister. The girl one of your most trusted nobles kidnapped and then tried to hunt.�
�Gunter of the Veldt?� I asked. �The Hound he hunted��
�My baby sister,� Mikhail said. �He hunted her, and you let him.�
�No.� I shook my head. �I didn�t. I wasn�t even in Nerissette when it happened. I hadn�t been brought through yet.�
�But you knew he did it, and you still made him one of your advisors. Allowed him to fight for you.�
�I�m sorry.�
�You should be,� he said bitterly.
�When my army comes, I�ll find a way to make it up to you and your sister both. I�ll make Gunter apologize.�
�His apologies are worth nothing to me,� Mikhail said. �And neither are yours. Not that it matters anyway.�
�Why not?� I asked.
He stepped closer, pushing me back against the stone wall, and sneered down at me. �Because you�ll never rule here. The Palace of Night won�t fall.�
�You wanna bet?� I arched an eyebrow at him and tried to look brave even though my knees were knocking together.
�Mikhail!� I froze as the voice from all my worst nightmares echoed down the hall.
No� It couldn�t be� There was no way.
Sweat trickled down my back, but I wouldn�t turn around. I couldn�t turn around.
It wasn�t possible. It couldn�t be possible.
�What is she doing here?� the Fate Maker snapped. �She�s supposed to be locked in the highest room of the tower, not roaming the halls.�
�And you�re supposed to be trapped in the in-between,� I gasped as I pressed farther back against the wall, desperately wishing I still had my sword. �I locked you inside the Bleak.�
�Is this your queen?� the blond man walking beside the Fate Maker asked.
I glanced over at the man, the Fate Maker�s exact opposite in every way. Where the Fate Maker was tall, dark, and menacing, with glowing eyes, the man beside him was short�not even as tall as my own five feet six inches�and pudgy with small brown eyes and an upturned nose that made him look more than a bit like an overgrown pug.
�Who are you?� I asked, looking between him and the wizard I�d banished into the Bleak ten months before.
�Rannock, Prince Consort to her Graciousness, the Night Lily of Bathune, the great and powerful Empress Bavasama, Ninth of her Name. Oh, and I�m also the Grand Vizier, of course. Charmed, I�m sure.�
�Not in the slightest,� I said, not taking my eyes off the Fate Maker.
�Really?� Rannock asked. �I�m rather charmed to meet you. Any queen with the guts to trap a wizard like Piotr in the in-between not once but twice? If you weren�t standing in the way of my empress�s throne, I�d be impressed. Now, why are you in the South Tower instead of shackled to a wall at the top of the North Tower?�
�Sire�� Mikhail started.
Rannock glanced over at the young man standing beside me and frowned when he caught sight of Mikhail�s burned, twisted hand. �Ah, that�s not good. What have I told you about touching magical elements, boy? Never a good thing. It always leads to trouble, and any idiot would have known that a crown would have protections on it. I would heal you, but perhaps it�s better to let you learn from your mistakes.�
�But�� Mikhail looked at him, his eyes wide, and Rannock grabbed the wounded hand, squeezing it.
�Perhaps the wound will remind you not to mess with things you don�t have the power to control. Now hush,� Rannock ordered before he snapped his fingers and Mikhail�s mouth shut, his teeth snapping together with a loud click.
�Piotr,� Rannock said, snapping his fingers at the Fate Maker this time. �See her back to her cell�if you don�t mind, my friend�while I deal with my disobedient Hound.�
Mikhail let out a muffled yell from behind his closed lips, his eyes wide with fear.
�Come along, Your Majesty.� The Fate Maker reached for my arm, and I jerked away.
�No. Not until I see Jesse and make sure he�s okay.�
�I said, come along.� He got a grip on my sleeve and pulled me after him as he hurried down the hall, dragging me as he went.
�Stop it!� I tried to pull away, but he just kept dragging me down the corridor.
There was a sharp clap behind us and then a loud scream that morphed first into a howl and then the high-pitched whimper of a dog.
�What was that?� I tried to look over my shoulder but couldn�t see anything as the Fate Maker turned into the North Tower and began to pull me up the stairs.
�Punishment. Now keep moving. Rannock gets a bit twitchy after he�s performed black magic. You don�t want him to decide to test some of his newer spells on you.�
�So what are you doing? Protecting me from him?�
�Yes.� The Fate Maker�s voice was tight as he hurried up the stairs until we reached the top. He brought his hand up, and the heavy brown door flew open, smacking against the wall inside. �In.�
�No.�
�In.� He wrapped his hands around my waist and tossed me into the room hard enough that I lost feeling in my legs when my butt hit the floor. �Stay here, and stay quiet. Don�t give Bavasama or anyone else here any more reasons to kill you.�
I pushed myself up onto my feet. �Why are you trying to protect me?�
�Because I want you alive.�
�Why? You�ve suddenly decided to become a hero or something?�
�Hardly.� He snorted and then stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. �If this were a fairy tale from your world, I�d be the very worst villain you could possibly imagine. The one that made all the other villains cry and run back to their mothers.�
�Well, that�s where you�re wrong,� I said. �This world started out as a book of fairy tales. A book you trapped us inside, remember?�
�Don�t be ridiculous, Your Majesty. The Chronicles of Nerissette weren�t meant to be fairy tales. Fairy tales end with happily ever after. And, if I were you, I wouldn�t hold my breath for that.�
�So if you�re such a villain, why are you trying to help me?�
�I�m not trying to help you.� The Fate Maker stepped closer. �I�m just making sure that, when the time comes, I�m the one who gets to kill you. After all, I need your soul.�
�Excuse me?�
�How do you think I got out of the Bleak?� he taunted. �Kuolema doesn�t just let his prisoners go for free. I had to promise him a soul in return for my release, and I figured why not give him yours? No sense in it going to waste after I�ve killed you and taken your throne.�
He swept out of the room and let the door slam closed behind him without looking back. I could hear him laughing as he walked away.
I stood there, staring at the door, trying to figure out what the heck I was supposed to do now. Because if the Fate Maker was here, then things had just gone from bad to really bad. And I didn�t even want to think about how much worse it was going to be when Kuolema showed up, wanting the soul I wasn�t quite done with yet.

Chapter Twenty

I walked over to the door and beat on it, even though I knew it wouldn�t do any good. I was a prisoner, but I couldn�t just sit there doing nothing. I had to find a way out, to keep fighting until my army could get there. It didn�t matter what I did, I just had to do something. Even if it was just escaping long enough to figure out the layout of the castle so I could get Heidi and Jesse out safely once my army arrived and the fighting started.
I slammed my shoulder against the door, more out of frustration than any real hope of breaking it down, and then slouched over to the window. Enough sulking and beating myself up�I was trapped, but that didn�t mean I couldn�t be useful. I just had to be smart enough to find a way to save my people while locked inside a tiny cell.
I pulled open the shutters on the inside of the window and looked at the bars blocking the way out, each piece of iron less than six inches apart. I grabbed the bars on my window and pressed myself against the wall, looking out at the castle keep beyond. I could see a small group of soldiers marching back and forth across the courtyard while men were play fighting with wooden swords in another area, swinging and ducking as their opponents pretended to attack them.
The sounds of men barking orders and the rattle and groan of heavy metal weapons filled the courtyard. I pushed my face closer to the bars, trying to see what they were hauling forward to defend their walls.
�Heave, you weaklings!� a rough, male voice yelled. �Heave or we�ll throw you in the pots to check the temperatures first. Heave! That pitch won�t float up these walls.�
I felt my stomach clench. They were hoisting bucket loads of pitch to the top of the wall. Possibly cauldrons full. Boiling oil to pour on my army as it tried to siege the Palace of Night�s walls. That wasn�t good.
�Keep those nets loose, boys. Don�t want them tangled,� another voice shouted.
I turned to watch as a young man laid out roughly woven nets and then carefully rolled them into large balls. Once the nets were balled up, another man in black robes lifted his hands and began to chant over the mess of rope. I watched as they started to glow a dull, blue-black color. When the wizard was done with his spell, he dropped his hands and stepped back, motioning for the younger men to step forward again. I watched as each boy picked up a long stick and began to push the still glowing net-balls to rest against a large wooden catapult.
I swallowed convulsively, my stomach turning as I realized that the men had been making ammunition. The nets weren�t just regular nets. They were nets meant to bring down dragons�they had to be�and I�d have bet every book in my library that the spell the wizard had placed on them would be exceptionally nasty.
I needed to come up with a plan. When the army attacked, I needed a way to get not only myself free but Heidi and Jesse as well. While the army was distracted, we�d need to find a way out, a way past those soldiers in the courtyard.
My shoulders slumped, and I shoved my hands in my pockets, staring at the room around me. If only I had a sword, I thought to myself. Or the Relics. Anything that would help me fight back from inside the palace. Not that the Relics had turned out to be much good so far. The Dragon�s Tear imprisoned my enemy in the in-between, but it was a worthless trick if the dragons that were supposed to be guarding the prisoners were so easily bribed.
I slumped over to the table and sat down on top of it, dropping my head into my hands. Everything I�d done to keep my people safe, all the people I�d let die, and we were worse off now than when we�d started. My people were suffering more now than they ever had under the Fate Maker�s rule.
I should have stayed here, never agreed to take the throne. I should have just given up and let the Fate Maker continue to run things. Forced him to find a way to send me and my friends home again. At least then no one would be dead. Half of Nerissette wouldn�t have been reduced to ashes.
I closed my eyes and thought about the life I should have had, the life I was meant to have before we were sucked into this mess. Swim team. College. Maybe I�d have become a teacher like Gran Mosely had been. I could have been a good teacher. I liked kids after all�even if I wasn�t all that good with them. I could have met a nice boy�or more likely, realized that there was a nice boy right next door and fallen in love with Winston. Except that I would have been a teacher and not a queen, and Winston wouldn�t have been able to turn himself into a big black dragon.
We could have lived a nice, safe, boring life. One where the only princesses we ever saw were in picture books and the knights were always brave and good always triumphed over evil. Instead, I picked up a copy of The Chronicles of Nerissette that day in the library, and we�d all ended up here.
Because of me we�d all ended up in a place where queens were trapped inside mirrors, locked away from the kingdom against their will. Where evil sisters could steal your face and lock you in a tower to rot. A place where brave knights were kidnapped and kept away from their families and even the princesses could start killing people at any moment.
�I wish my mother were here,� I said to myself.
�Why?� a sharp, feline voice snapped out from the fireplace, and I turned to stare as flames burst up where there hadn�t been any before. �What good do you think a woman in a coma is going to be when you�ve got a war to fight?�
�Esmeralda?� I gasped as the cat�s form took shape.
�In the flames.� The cat sat down delicately in the fireplace and flicked the tip of her tail, sparks crackling with the movement. �I�m not really here, of course.�
�And?� I hopped off the table and hurried over to kneel beside her, smiling. �What else is new?�
�The Relics,� she said. �Do you have them?�
�I have the First Leaf,� I said.
�And the others?�
�They�re in my crown box with the Orb of the Dryads, hidden inside one of the supply wagons. John of Leavenwald is guarding them. Not that it matters�the things are absolutely useless.�
�They are not!�
�They are so,� I retorted. �It�s a prison that you can bribe your way out of, a crown to keep me alive when the last thing Bavasama wants to do is kill me, and a portal between worlds that no longer does anything more than show you the place you want to go. They�re worthless.�
�That�s only because you don�t know how to use them,� Esmeralda scolded.
�So how do I use them?�
�I can�t tell you that.�
�What? You mean, you don�t know?�
�Of course I know.� Esmeralda sniffed. �I just can�t tell you. All I can say is that if you plan to protect Nerissette, you must be prepared to sacrifice.�
�I�ve already sacrificed.�
�Not like this,� she said quietly and then began to fade away as I knelt there, staring at her.
�What will I have to sacrifice?� I demanded.
�The one thing that you�ve spent all this time trying to protect,� she whispered, nothing but a pair of brilliant emerald eyes now.

Chapter Twenty-one

I didn�t bother to move from my spot on the table. There was no bed in the room�just a fireplace, a chair, and a table. Oh, and a nasty-looking brown blanket in one corner and a bucket in another. Obviously, one was supposed to be my not-really-a-bed-to-sleep-in and the other was Bavasama�s idea of a toilet.
I briefly considered finding some way to prop the bucket on top of my door so that it tipped over on the next person who came in, but I couldn�t be sure it was going to be Bavasama or the Fate Maker so it didn�t really seem worth it. I mean, after all, dumping a bucket full of crap on one of the maids would just be mean. They hadn�t been the ones to take me hostage.
�Open,� I heard someone command on the other side of the door. I looked up from contemplating the bucket and heard the bolt slide back. The door creaked once, loudly, before opening.
I looked up and found myself staring at Rannock, my aunt�s Grand Vizier. My uncle? I wasn�t sure exactly what I was supposed to call the guy who was helping my aunt depose me so that she could take my throne.
�Your aunt requests your presence for dinner,� he said.
�Tell her I�m not hungry,� I retorted.
He smiled bitterly at me. �I thought you might say that,� he said quietly. �But the thing is I wasn�t asking.� He stepped aside and then motioned out into the hallway. My doorway filled with large men dressed in rough tunics, all of them wearing the broken crown of Bathune on their chests. �Take her.�
I pushed myself up and started to back away as the three men came into the room, the one at the front rubbing his palms together like hurting me was something he was looking forward to.
�I�m not leaving this room without a fight,� I said.
�That�s what we were hoping for,� one of the men in the back said as they maneuvered so I was pressed into the corner.
The first man stepped toward me, and darted his hand out to grab me. I tried to duck under his arm. The one on the left was quicker than me, though, and snatched me by the back of my collar, lifting me into the air. I swung at him, but he held me far enough away from his body that my fist only grazed his nose. He drew me forward and then slammed his head into mine, his forehead bashing against my nose. I saw stars as blood began to pour down my face.
He let go of me, and I crashed to the floor, my knees giving out as I cradled my face in my hands, trying to stop the bleeding.
�Get up.� The first man clamped his hand down on my wrist. He jerked me to my feet again. �You�re not going to keep Her Majesty the Empress waiting.�
The guards dragged me from the room, one holding on to each arm as the other prodded me from behind. I stumbled down the stairs, the three of them pushing hard enough to make me stumble. Once we reached the main floor, they dragged me across a large stone anteroom before they stopped in front of a set of black double doors with pictures painted on them in gold. The guards pushed me forward, and I saw that the images showed people being tortured in various ways. Near the handle was a man being burned alive and even higher was a scene where a man was being eaten by a large dragon, his mouth hanging open as his body dangled from the creature�s jaws.
�The Golden Rose of Nerissette,� the man who had head butted me said to a small green goblin in red livery who was posted next to the door.
The goblin nodded once and then waved his fingers. The doors creaked open, and I stood in the center of the doorway, my hair matted and my clothes still smeared with mud, reeking like fish, with a guard holding me up on each side and another jabbing a sword into my back from behind.
They shoved me into the long dining room, and I glanced around as they marched me into the center of the room. The walls were a dark blood red, and black candelabras hung from the walls with matching black candles inside. I looked up to see heavy wooden chandeliers with what looked like skulls acting as candleholders as wax dripped down their foreheads and along the sides of the bones.
�Oh, Allie. There you are. What do you think?� Bavasama stood at the head of a long black table loaded down with the roasted carcasses of various beasts. Men and women in black flanked the sides of the table, and I could see that all of them were staring at me in ill-concealed curiosity.
�I think you may have overdone it on the Goth theme. And the welcoming committee.� I jerked my head toward the guard on my right, trying to ignore the way my nose was throbbing in pain.
�Let her go,� Bavasama said to my guards. �But stay close, just in case my niece needs another lesson in manners.�
�What?� I raised an eyebrow at her. �You worried I might kill you if you don�t keep a guard on me?�
�Not in the slightest,� she sneered. �But I�d rather not murder you before I�ve had dessert. It might put my weaker-willed nobles off their dinners.�
�Like your dungeon-style dining room hasn�t put everyone off already?� I looked around pointedly.
�Perhaps.� She shook her head and gave me what I thought was supposed to be her �disappointed� face. �Of course you are like Perfect Preethana in this way, too�all goodness and light.�
�Yeah, well, I�m not a girl who gets into skulls much outside of Halloween. Although, now that you�ve brought up my mom, I guess I can see what you were trying to do with this place,� I taunted, rubbing my wrists with my hands.
�What do you mean?� Bavasama�s tone was flat, and she narrowed her eyes at me. �What was I trying to do?�
�No, no, I get it.� I held my hands out in front of me like I was trying to calm her instead of rile her up. �My best friend Mercedes used to do the same thing.�
�I highly doubt that I have anything in common with a simple teenage girl.�
�You�d be surprised.� I smirked at her. �I mean, both of you go to extremes to get people to pay attention to you. Of course, she used to just dye her hair or get a fake nose ring instead of doing her room up to look like a haunted house, but you know what they say�to each her own.�
�I did not do this to compete with your twit of a mother,� Bavasama said, her voice little more than a snarl.
�Oh, please.� I gave her my most Heidi-like smile, knowing that it would drive her insane. �Your entire life revolves around trying to best the ghost of a woman locked in the World That Is. No matter what you do, you always wonder if people are still comparing you to her. Your baby sister. The rightful queen of this world.�
I looked over and saw that everyone was staring at us, eyes wide. One of the women on the far side leaned her blond head toward the man next to her and began to whisper in his ear. As soon as she moved, it was like a sign for everyone else to do the same. All of them whispering and staring at Bavasama and me as we faced off.
�I am the rightful queen,� Bavasama snarled.
�Really?� I smirked at her. �Because it seems to me that I�m the one wearing the Rose Crown.�
�Not for long,� Bavasama said, rage pouring off her in waves. �Guards! Seize her.�
I watched, warily, as two of the guards from earlier stepped toward me. One of the men grabbed my left wrist and pulled me closer, twisting my wrist behind me, and then he grabbed my right arm, pulling it behind my back as well, holding them both tight.
�Now we�ll see what that crown�s worth to you,� Bavasama said as we stood there glaring at each other. �Kneel.�
�As if,� I snapped.
The guard behind me twisted his free arm up around my neck, squeezing, before he tugged on my wrists, pulling them higher behind my back. He put one of his booted feet into the back of my knee and stepped down, forcing me to kneel while he let his hand slip free of my neck.
�That�s better,� Bavasama said. I narrowed my eyes at her. �Don�t you think that�s better, Piotr?� She turned to smile at the Fate Maker. �Little Allie, right where she belongs, kneeling to her betters.�
�Of course, Your Highness,� he said. I could see that he was gritting his teeth. �Although I�ve never been a fan of the brute force method. Magic is a much more elegant way to handle your enemies. If you can control it, that is.�
�Possibly.� Bavasama nodded. �But there�s something to be said for the power of pain. Besides, magic is only as strong as the wizard who uses it.
�That�s always been your problem, Piotr. You�re weak. You let your emotions blind you to what needed to be done. Your love for my sister kept you from doing what needed to be done. You kept her alive, even though you should have killed her. Your weakness forced me to trap her in the World That Is, a loose end that came back to test us.�
�There was no reason�� he started.
�You left a loose end when you prevented me from killing my sister, and now here we are, forced to fight a child for a throne that should have been mine years ago.�
�Do you think I wanted her here?� the Fate Maker asked.
�She�s here, isn�t she?�
�That�s not my fault,� the Fate Maker snapped. �Esmeralda brought��
�I don�t care what that stupid enchantress did,� Bavasama shrieked. �You were supposed to be in charge of Nerissette, running things for me until we could find a way to travel to the World That Is and kill my sister and her brat so I could take back my crown.�
�I was�� the Fate Maker began.
�You were supposed to be keeping things under control, but you couldn�t,� Bavasama raged. �You let the girl come through, and then you lost control of her, just like you did her mother.�
�There was no way I could control Esmeralda,� the Fate Maker said angrily. �And the girl had reached legal age; she was the heiress to the throne. Once she�d reached her Five Thousandth day, there was no choice. Besides, it�s easier to kill her here than take the risk of traveling through the Bleak to get to her and kill her in the World That Is.�
�It would have been,� Bavasama said, her lips curling upward in a snarl. I�along with everyone else in the dining hall�watched as the two of them kept slinging verbal assaults. �Except for the fact that you didn�t actually manage to kill her and my crown is still on my niece�s head.�
�That would be because it�s my crown,� I chimed in.
She turned to glare at me. �Not for long. After all, you�re nothing but a prisoner in my castle.�
�Yeah, but you seem to forget that I�m a prisoner with an army marching toward you, and I have one very temperamental dragon for a boyfriend. You even think about trying to hurt me and I guarantee you he will hunt you down and kill you. It won�t matter where you go; there is no world that you can run to that�s far enough away that he�ll stop looking.�
�You�re very sure of yourself, aren�t you?� Bavasama smiled at me, her white teeth gleaming like knives.
�Nope, but I have all the faith in this world and my own when it comes to him.�
The door at the end of the dining hall creaked open, and my aunt stepped back from me. We both looked over, and I watched as two guards carried Heidi and Jesse into the room, my friends draped over their shoulders. They marched to the front of the room and dropped the two of them onto the floor in a heap. I heard Heidi grunt in pain.
�Allie?� Jesse sat up and looked at me, stunned. �What are you doing here?�
�Um��
�It�s sort of a long story and not really all that interesting,� Bavasama said. �So let�s just cut to the chase. She�s here, you�re here, you�re all prisoners, and one of you is going to die.�
I looked up at Bavasama and then over at her silent audience of nobles still sitting around the dining table, all of them staring at us.
�Since only one of you is royal�and I�ve always had a soft spot for family,� Bavasama said, �I�m going to let my darling niece here choose. Who�s it to be Allie?�
�No.� I ground my teeth together, my eyes fixed on my aunt�s.
�Choose,� Bavasama said. �One of the three of you dies. Who will it be? Are you willing to sacrifice yourself for one of them? The girl, perhaps?�
I swallowed but kept my mouth shut.
�No.� Bavasama shook her head. �I�ve heard about how she treated you. Seen it, too. You see, I have a mirror of my own. Not as nice as the Mirror of Nerissette, of course. Mine only allows you to look between worlds, not travel between them, but it still let me keep an eye on you and Preethana. Did you know that?�
I just glared at her, not saying anything, refusing to give her the pleasure of knowing that she was getting to me.
�I watched your entire childhood, just planning for the day when I got to kill you. But in the meantime I watched as this maid tormented you. She called you Fish Girl. Shoved you around. Treated you like nothing. So why should you give your life for hers?� She looked over at Jesse and pursed her lips. �What about the boy? He�s handsome enough. Not very bright. Cowardly. But you would never have to doubt his loyalty if you spared his life.�
I stayed silent, still glaring.
�No? Well, someone has to die, and you have to choose. Otherwise, I kill all three of you, and that�s a bit of a letdown. So come along. Which one lives? The girl who tormented you or the boy you were supposed to fall in love with? Come, come, not like it matters. You thought they were dead anyway. This just corrects the mistake. Choose.�
�I�ll do it.� Jesse coughed and then tried to stand, wobbling because of his bound ankles. �If you leave Allie and Heidi alone, you can have me.�
�Oh, how noble,� Bavasama said sarcastically. �How chivalrous. In the end the boy who was supposed to be your Crown Prince is willing to die for you. Although, it could be a trick. He could be hoping that his offer will persuade you to choose her to die instead.�
�No,� Jesse said, louder this time. �Don�t choose, Allie. I don�t want you to choose. I�m volunteering. She can take me.�
�Jesse�� I turned my head to stare at him.
�It�s okay.� He smiled at me. �It�s my fate after all.�
�There�s no such��
�You.� He turned to the Fate Maker. �You said I was an accident. That I wasn�t supposed to come through to this world. You said that I was a spare.�
The Fate Maker nodded. �You were.�
�But I�m not.� Jesse kept his eyes locked on the Fate Maker. �I�ve been thinking about this a lot. All of us have a purpose here. The cat didn�t just pull us through for no reason. I must have a purpose, and this is it.�
�What?� I looked at him, and he turned to smile at me.
�I was sent here to be the Golden Rose�s Personal Knight,� Jesse said. �To lay down my life to protect hers.�
Bavasama stepped forward. �That�s lovely. Very sweet. The boy who died to save a girl who�ll never love him back. That�s just beautiful. Kill him no��
The discordant wail of a hunting trumpet split the air, and everyone froze as somewhere outside a lone dragon let out a high-pitched, angry howl.

Chapter Twenty-two

�No!� Bavasama looked at me, her eyes wide. �No, they can�t be here yet.�
�Wanna bet?� The guard let go of me, stepping backward like he was going to flee, and I moved closer to my aunt, putting myself between her and my friends. �There�s not much a couple of ticked-off dragons, a dryad who�s lost her second family, and my lord general can�t do if you give them enough incentive.�
�That incentive isn�t going to save you,� Bavasama said. �You�re still my prisoner, and when all of this is over and your army is defeated, I�m still going to kill you.�
�I�d love to see you try, Auntie Bav.�
She jerked her arm forward, trying to slap me, but between the judo classes that Mom had insisted I take and years of watching out for Heidi in the halls, I knew something about being prepared for random kicks and punches. Instead of letting her make contact, I ducked and did the one thing I�d never had the guts to do with Heidi: I hauled my own fist back and smashed it into her nose.
�Allie!� Heidi screamed.
�Kind of busy right now,� I said as I lashed out at my aunt again, managing to scrape a couple of my fingernails across her cheek.
�The Fate Maker and that other wizard are getting away,� Heidi said as Bavasama threw herself at me and we toppled to the floor, pulling each other�s hair and clawing at each other.
�You�ve got legs! Go stop them already.� I lifted my face, trying to head butt the woman sitting on top of me.
�Oh, great, I�ll just go take on a wizard, and when that�s done I�ll start bare-knuckle boxing with a couple trolls,� Heidi said. I didn�t bother responding while trying to keep Bavasama from getting in a solid punch.
�I�m going to kill you,� Bavasama said, her face close to mine. �I�m going to kill you, and it�s going to be slow and very, very��
I managed to get a good grip on her and flipped us over, shutting her up, me on top this time with my knee digging into her stomach.
�Painful,� she said with a grunt and then reached for my hair, trying to rip it out by the roots.
I jerked my head back, away from her, and tried to roll us over so I could bash her head against the floor.
�Guards,� Bavasama yelled from underneath me. �Guards!�
Two big, burly hands wrapped around me, and then I was lifted in the air. Looking around, I saw that all the other nobles had fled and Jesse was pinned in another guard�s grip, squirming to get free.
Bavasama stood up slowly and wiped her hands on her skirts before reaching up to wipe the edge of her mouth. �You think your army is going to stop me?�
�You better believe it,� I snarled back.
�I�m the rightful ruler of this world.�
�You�re a psychopath.�
�I will rule this world,� Bavasama taunted, �and there�s nothing you can do to stop me.�
�And once again, I have to say, wanna bet?� I made sure to pop the b in a way that I knew would annoy her.
�Of course.� She came closer so that we were nose to nose. �Here�s the bet. If your army defeats me, then you get to kill me and keep my kingdom.�
�Sounds like a good bet to me,� I said, thinking back to what I�d seen in the Orb of Fate. Esmeralda had said that the only thing the Orb could show you was your heart�s deepest desire, but there was some part of me that couldn�t help but think that maybe this time it had shown me what was to come instead.
�But if they fail,� she snarled, �I�m going to march you out onto those walls and cut off your head before throwing your body into my moat and putting your head on a pike for your entire army to see while they kneel in allegiance to me.�
�Not going to happen,� I said confidently.
�Oh, yes, it will. Then I�m going to have your father and your boyfriend the dragon and all your friends brought to me, and I�m going to torture them all until they beg to die. Every single one of them. I�m going to break them into itty-bitty pieces, and it�s all because of you. When they die I�m going to make sure they die screaming your name.�
I narrowed my eyes at her. �You seem to be forgetting one thing, Auntie Bav.� I smirked at her.
�What�s that?�
�I�m the one with the army full of ticked-off creatures who want nothing more than to destroy you and burn your palace to the ground.�
�We�ll see about that,� Bavasama said with a sneer. �We shall just bloody well see.�
She turned to look at one of the free guards and jerked her head toward the doors. �Go and find the maid. Then take her to my dear niece�s room.�
�Yes, Your Graciousness.� The guard nodded and hurried away.
�Take her and the boy away.� Bavasama flicked her fingers at the guard holding me tight against him. �I can�t stand to look at her, and besides, I have an army to crush.�
�Yes, Your Majesty.� He began to pull me from the room, walking backward the entire way so that his back was never turned to her.
I watched as Bavasama moved to the window. She stared out the window for a moment and then paced back to the throne. When we reached the doorway, I dug in my heels. �Hey, Auntie Bav?� I saw her wince at the name and couldn�t help but smile. �Do me a favor. One queen to another.�
She looked up, and I could see that her eyes were blazing with anger�and most likely more than a little fear.
�When my army comes in here and kicks the crap out of you, don�t die.�
�I don�t plan on it. If anyone�s going to die��
�Good.� I cut her off and smiled. �I�d sure hate to lose the fun of killing you myself.�
�Take her away,� she said, her eyes simmering with rage. The guard pulled me through the doorway with Jesse and his captor following behind, slamming the door shut behind them.
�You�re risking an awful lot, girl,� the guard holding me said quietly. �She�s got a short fuse on her and a mean temper.�
�Yeah? So do I,� I said and tried to jerk my arm out of his grip. �The difference is I�ve got one heck of an army standing outside your gate, and they very much want to come inside so they can kill anything that moves.�
�I doubt they�re as big as you claim. The people of Nerissette were always weak-willed cowards.�
�Yeah? Well, three different invasions in the past year have taken care of that,� I said as he began to pull me up the stairs, moving too fast for me to actually walk. I was forced to let him drag me along instead, my ankles banging against each and every stair as we went.
�That�s too bad,� the guard snarled. �After all, weak-willed slaves would have been so much easier to break after we marched over the border and conquered them.�
�My people will never be slaves,� I snapped as one guard shoved me into my tower room and the other shoved Jesse in alongside me, knocking us both to the floor before they shut the door, both of them laughing.
�Jesse.� I reached out to grab his hand. �Are you okay?�
�I�m fine. They didn�t hurt me.� He tangled his fingers through mine and squeezed them tight. �Not that it matters much. I�m not exactly a fabulous example of how to be a crown prince.�
�That�s��
�I mean, in the end I couldn�t even get the girl. Not that I mind because, well, I always sort of thought that you and Winston would be cool together. I mean, you�re both super-smart, and half the guys on the football team sort of thought you were together and just keeping it secret. Well, they thought Winston was keeping it secret, you know, romancing the nerd and all.�
I grimaced at the easy way he suggested that a guy could want to hide being with me.
�Not that I thought that,� Jesse said quickly. �I don�t think Winston�s like that. He�s too good of a guy. All that military-parent stuff I guess. He was always the guy who did the right thing. He�s�what do you call it?�
�Noble.�
�Yeah. And it�s not like you�re a dog or anything,� Jesse continued as I slunk over to the table and sat on top of it, dropping my head into my hands. �You�re a pretty girl, I just don�t think anyone ever saw it because you were so shy. You let people push you around and overlook you, and so they just kept doing it.�
�I know,� I said softly.
�But you don�t do that anymore.� Jesse came over to sit beside me and nudged my shoulder. �Do you? I mean, you led an army here. You fought the Fate Maker, and soon you�re going to defeat Bavasama, and no one will ever do that to you again.�
He gently shoved my shoulder again, and I looked over at him and swallowed. �I don�t want you to do anything stupid,� I said. �Don�t sacrifice yourself for me.�
He smiled back at me, his eyes sad. �Sometimes you don�t get to choose your fate. Sometimes it chooses you.�
�Then you fight against it. That�s what the dragons always say. My friend Kitsuna�� I trailed off and felt my heart clench as I thought about the wryen and all my other friends currently marching toward us.
�Your friend Kitsuna?�
I cleared my throat. �She said that the dragons believe Fate is something that you fight against. In their stories, Fate isn�t a given that you have to accept. Kitsuna says Fate�s the villain, and you�re supposed to fight her and outsmart her and do whatever it takes so that you get the life you want rather than what she has planned for you.�
�Maybe Fate�s plan isn�t such a bad one for me.� Jesse shrugged. �It�s not like I�m ever going to belong in this world. I�m not a knight; I�m not brave. When the Fate Maker attacked us, do you know what I did?�
I shook my head.
�I tried to hide behind your throne,� Jesse said, his voice barely more than a whisper. �I was huddled up behind a chair, crying like a little girl when they found me. I�m a coward.�
�We�ll find a way to get you and Heidi home,� I told him, reaching out to grab his hand.
�I don�t belong there, either. After all that I�ve seen here, I can�t just go back and pretend it�s all the same. I can�t just forget what we�ve seen, what we�ve done. I can�t forget that Winston can turn into a dragon or that Mercedes is green. I can�t pretend that I haven�t seen what war is like.�
�You�ll forget. You�ll go through, and we�ll make sure that you forget�you and Heidi both. You�ll forget you were ever here, and you�ll forget that the rest of us ever existed. You just have to let us get you home.�
�What if I can�t ever really go back?� Jesse asked. �I mean, even if you wipe my memories or something, who knows if they won�t come back later? Maybe there are some things you can�t forget. Things you�re not supposed to forget.�
�I don�t know.� I shook my head and then looked over at him. �But I want you to do me a favor.�
�What?�
�Don�t try to be a hero. It�s��
�Not my job,� he said quietly. �Fate doesn�t need me to be the knight in shining armor. That�s what Winston is here for after all.�
�No,� I said quietly. �I need you to do something more important than that.�
�What?�
�I remember when we were in ninth-grade English together.�
�So?�
�You were really good at making up stories in the creative writing section. Everyone wanted to listen to what you came up with.�
�Only because I was popular.�
�No.� I took his hand, squeezing it. �You were really, really good. So that�s what I want you to do. If��
�If?�
�If we fail,� I said quietly, �I want you to stay alive and make your way back to Nerissette. Tell them the truth about what happened here. Tell whoever�s left how I�how we�died.�
�You�re not going to��
The door creaked, and we both watched as it opened slowly, the Fate Maker standing there with Heidi in his arms and his hand tight around her neck and a long scratch down the front of his face that looked like a nail mark.
�Do you remember the first time we had breakfast together?� the Fate Maker asked me, his face contorted into a mask of pure rage.
�Yes.� I swallowed and then stood up, facing him, remembering the day he�d shown me just how far he�d go to stay in power.
�Good,� he said, his eyes blazing. �Because I want you to remember that no matter how tough you think you are, I�ll always be able to get to you and the people you care about.�
I watched as Heidi�s body began to waver in his arms, fading in and out like she was out of sync with the rest of us somehow. She began to shrink, and the air around her just seemed smaller.
�Stop!� I stepped forward, but instead of moving he just opened his arms and smiled as her transition between girl and tiny pink fairy finished.
He reached out and snatched her from the air, throwing her onto the floor and stomping down hard, crushing her miniature body. Just like he�d done to the fairy at the breakfast table.

Chapter Twenty-three

I sat with Jesse�s arms wrapped around my back as we both stared at Heidi�s tiny pink corpse. �I just don�t understand,� I said, my voice cracking on the last word.
�I know.� His own voice was quiet, and he kept moving us back and forth, rocking us. �I know.�
�She had the combs. They should have protected her. My father said that the combs were meant to protect me, so why didn�t they protect her?�
�Maybe they�re only meant to be used by you,� Jesse suggested.
�Maybe but I still don�t understand. He didn�t have any reason to kill her.�
�They don�t need reasons here,� Jesse said as we both kept staring at the body. �They just hurt people and kill people because they can. They do it because they think killing is fun. Magic or not, the people here think of killing as a game.�
I let what he said sink in as we sat there and stared at the crumpled wings and lifeless body of the girl who�d bullied me every single day of our lives together in the World That Is. The girl I�d failed over and over again.
�What should we do with her?� I asked. �We can�t just leave her lying on the floor like some sort of squashed bug.�
�I�ll take care of it,� he said, his voice hollow.
�But��
�I can do it. I should do it. She was my girlfriend, after all. Well, not really anymore since we ended up here, but we used to be together and she�d told me once that she loved me. It�s my job to take care of her now.�
He stood up and then went over to the basin in the far corner. He grabbed the small hand towel that had been left beside it. �She wasn�t always a nice person,� Jesse said as he came over and knelt beside her body. �She could be hateful and mean, and she didn�t always think about others, but deep down she was a good person.�
�I know she was.� I nodded slowly.
�She loved her little brother,� Jesse continued, �and she was nice to animals, and she never once doubted that you would come find us, Allie. She knew you would come. And when they�d let us talk to each other, she�d always tell me that if anyone was stubborn and stupid enough to save us, it would be you. She�d tell me not to give up hope because you were coming.�
�Oh.� I sniffed as he laid out the hand towel and rolled Heidi�s fairy body onto it before covering her with the other half. �We�re going to be okay, Allie,� Jesse said as he put the hand towel on the mantle and let his hand rest on top of it. �And when this is over, we�ll make them pay for what they did to Heidi, and to everyone else.�
�Yes,� I said quietly. He came over to sit next to me on the table, and we both stared into the fire. �We will.�

Chapter Twenty-four

The light outside faded; soon it was pitch black. I heard men in the darkness and saw the brief flare of torches being lit along the outer walls, the shadows of the crackling flames writing on the far side.
There was a dull thump of boots, the rumble of wagons and men moving forward. The sound of the army was even louder at night when there was nothing else moving on the other side of the walls.
I heard a long, low howl and then a distant shriek of dragons roaring to one another.
�What is that?� Jesse asked, standing up and hurrying over to the window.
�The dragon warriors,� I said, my head bowed. I didn�t even bother to lift my eyes. �They sound scary, and they look really scary, and well, long story short they�re pretty scary all the way around unless they like you.�
�And they like you?�
�I don�t know,� I answered. �I hope they like me�. They fight for me, at least. But because of me, their entire town was destroyed, not once but twice. The first time we only burned down a part of the town, but the second time�the second time it was entirely destroyed.�
�What?� Jesse asked.
�It�s a long, not very nice story,� I said. �Let�s just go with it�s been a very long year and leave it at that.�
�It�s going to be okay, Allie,� he said. �It will. I promise.�
�You can�t know that.�
�Maybe not,� he said, his voice soft. �But what I do know is that none of us is going to quit fighting until this world is safe again.�
The door creaked, and Jesse grabbed my hand, linking us together to face whatever was about to come. The door slowly opened, and I watched as Bavasama stepped into the room, two of her henchmen behind her.
�Hello, darling. Time to go meet your army and arrange their surrender.�
�I don�t care what you do.� I stood up and glared at her. �We�re not surrendering.�
�We�ll see about that.� My aunt smiled cruelly at me and then turned to her men.
�Seize her,� Bavasama said. They stepped forward, not giving me the chance to run before one of them grabbed me and the other went for Jesse.
�I�m coming.� The guy who used to be the most popular boy at Bethel Park High School held his hands up in front of him. �You don�t have to go grabbing me and crap. I�ll go along with you�just don�t make me smell your pits again.�
�Whatever.� Bavasama sniffed, and instead of pulling Jesse into a chokehold, the guard just clamped down on his arm and dragged him along behind us.
�Where are we going?� I asked, spitting the words out through clenched teeth.
�The place with the best view, of course,� Bavasama said, her voice high and cackling. �I thought you would want to make sure you could see everything.�
She glided up the stairs, and when we reached the top, I saw Rannock and the Fate Maker standing there waiting for us.
�Ah, Piotr.� She reached up to pat the Fate Maker on the cheek. �Are you excited to watch your little country fall? I�m sure you�re ready to return to ruling it. Aren�t you?�
He bowed his head before her. �Nothing would please me more.�
�Oh, I�m sure of that,� she said with a tinkling laugh as Rannock pulled down on a rope hanging nearby. A set of rickety wooden stairs appeared, leading up to the roof of the castle. �Unfortunately for you, once my niece is dead, I won�t need you anymore. I�ll be the legitimate heir to the Rose Throne.�
�But�� He looked at her, shock covering his face.
�You�ve been too weak for too long.� Bavasama shook her head and then turned to two more guards posted along the wall. �Seize them. Both of them.�
�What?� Rannock screeched as one of the guards came forward and grabbed him from behind, another doing the same to the Fate Maker. �But I�m your husband. I love you.�
�You�re a wizard,� she answered. �The only thing you love is power, and I no longer want to share.�
�You ungrateful shrew!� he screamed as they dragged him and the silent Fate Maker away, both of them glaring at my aunt. �You wouldn�t even be the empress of this country if it weren�t for me. The wizards would have overthrown you years ago.�
�And why do you think I�ve arranged to imprison the rest of the wizards beside you once I�ve handled the little problem massing outside my gates?� Bavasama turned to look at me and shook her head. �One piece of advice from me to you,� she said quietly. �Never share your power with a man. None of them can be trusted. Not that it�s going to matter much for you, since I�ll be cutting off your head soon.�
�You haven�t beaten my army yet,� I said.
�Not yet,� she said. �But only because I wanted to wait until I had you in the perfect position to watch all of them die.� She motioned to the guard holding me. �Bring her.�
Bavasama climbed to the top of the ladder and out onto the roof before peering back down at the rest of us. �Come along, Allie dear. Let�s go watch your army march to their death.�
The guard shoved me forward, and I grabbed the ladder, pulling myself up to stand beside her on the roof. My aunt held her arms out and to the sides, like she was taking it all in, and then turned to smile at me. �Isn�t it marvelous?�
�Marvelous?� I asked as I looked out over the two armies, thousands of warriors clustered together, armed to the teeth. I heard dragons shrieking in the sky as they flew over my army and the shouted demands coming from the soldiers atop Bavasama�s walls. In the air was the stench of burning oil, and I could feel my arms prickle as magic, coming from both sides, rippled across the night air.
�All these warriors ready to throw their lives away for a queen that�s already as good as dead,� Bavasama said. �All the blood that will be spilled in vain.�
�You really are crazy, aren�t you?� I asked. �Not just power hungry. Absolutely crushed-crackers insane.�
�That�s what my mother thought,� she said, her voice high and excited. �The problem was I just couldn�t make her understand my vision. The beauty of a thousand worlds all wreathed in flame, begging for my mercy. Every world, every reality, bending their heads and swearing allegiance to me as the Golden Rose.�
�Yep,� Jesse said. �Completely mental.�
�Shut up, you,� she snarled. �Or I�ll have you thrown off the roof.�
�Allie,� Jesse said, ignoring her, as he grabbed my hand and squeezed it. �I�m sorry.�
I turned to him, wide-eyed. �Why?�
�You�re going to need someone else to write your stories for you.� He launched himself at the guard who had his arm then, dragging the other man closer to the edge of the roof.
Jesse broke free of the guard�s grip, and one of the dragons screeched, both of them flying faster now, the steady thump thump of their wings speeding up. The guard swung at him with an enraged scream, and Jesse ducked low, dropping his shoulder and tackling the heavier man. The guard stepped back, and the two of them seemed to hang in space for a moment before they both toppled out of sight.
Jesse had given me a moment of surprise and the chance to keep myself alive. Now I just had to be brave enough to use it to my advantage. It was time to be the sort of queen my mother would have been proud of.
I stomped down as hard as I could on the inside of the foot of my captor and then jammed my elbow into his side. The guard bent forward with a grunt, and I snatched the back of his shirt before I shifted, digging my hip into his side and throwing him toward the edge with all my strength. He stumbled once and then tripped over his own feet, tottering for just a second before he went over the side with a scream.
I turned and grabbed my aunt by the hair, pulling as hard as I could, and dragged her to the edge before stomping down hard on her legs, too, forcing her to her knees, my hands still tangled in her hair. She yelped as I jerked her head up so I could look her in the eye.
The beating of a hundred pair of wings swept through, though, and I looked away, watching as the sky filled with dragons flying toward us in a V formation. I saw the black dragon at the front, and my heart skipped a beat.
�Remember what I told you about ticking off my boyfriend?� I pulled at my aunt�s hair harder, jerking her chin back so that she was staring at the dragons flying toward us. �You should have listened. Because the dragon at the front? That�s him, and I�m pretty sure he wants to barbecue you.�
I watched as Winston roared, diving toward the army on my aunt�s walls, flames pouring from his mouth. For a moment no one moved. It was like the entire world was frozen, waiting, and the next instant my army was surging forward, battering at the gates, screaming as they went, the entire world drowned out by a single, shrieking wail.
�Defend that gate,� one of the men below us yelled. But I could hear my army roaring outside as the wood began to splinter and the gate buckled under their assault. They surged through the gate, and roars of approval and anger sounded as the men crowded across the bridge and into the castle. Winston pulled up, and the dragons circled higher again as I stepped closer to the edge to watch, still keeping my aunt immobile.
He turned toward me and flew higher, moving up into the darkest reaches of the evening sky until he was nothing more than a faint shadow above us, blending in perfectly with the night.
�Archers to the walls,� someone shouted. But before any of Bavasama�s men could scramble into position, arrows rained over the side of the walls like a swarm of angry bees. Men screamed, and dragons roared as another volley was launched toward us.
I pulled my aunt�s head back farther and glared down at her. �Your palace is going to fall, and when it does, I am going to kill you.�
�It hasn�t fallen yet.� She lashed out at me with one arm, her hand curled into a claw.
�Give it time. Your army is just too stupid to realize the fight is over.� I slammed her head forward, bashing it against the stone ledge that surrounded her walls.
Bavasama let out a grunt of pain, and I watched as blood poured from a cut above her eye. She brought her elbow back and rammed it into my stomach, knocking the air out of me, and I doubled over, letting her go.
�This will never be over,� she screamed as she hurled herself forward, tackling me and knocking us both back. �Not until you�re dead and I�m sitting on the Rose Throne.�
�That is ne�� An arrow whistled through the air and came down hard, burying its point into the roof next to my head. Bavasama and I both looked over, staring at the shaking arrow with its ragged, scarlet feathers on the shaft.
I tried to buck my aunt off me, jerking my hips upward and jackknifing my shoulders up at the same time. She groaned as I made contact with her ribs, and I used my momentum to flip us over, slamming her head back against the stones.
She let out a grunt of pain as I tightened my grip on the front of her dress and lifted her toward me, ready to slam her back down again. When I had her sitting almost upright, my aunt shifted, one of her arms swinging wide and a sharp pain lanced through my side followed by a white-hot, burning heat.
I let go of her, still kneeling at her ribs, and looked down at the jeweled hilt of the knife sticking out of my side. �Dumb move, Auntie Bav,� I snapped. I gave a low hiss as I wrapped my fingers around the knife�s hilt and wrenched it free. �Now I don�t have any reason to show you mercy. Even if I wanted to.�
I held my aunt at knifepoint with her own weapon, trying not to cry as the pain radiated through my body. I couldn�t die, but apparently, that didn�t mean getting stabbed would hurt any less.
�You�ll never be able to rule this world,� Bavasama said through gritted teeth. �Never be able to control the wizards. The ogres and the trolls will come out of the mountains, and they�ll hunt your people. You�ll never be safe again. Never know peace.�
�Once I�ve gotten rid of you, they�ll fall into line,� I said as I pressed the knife harder against her neck.
�They won�t. None of them. The wizards aren�t going to let you just take over Bathune. If you let me go, let my army surrender, and keep me on my throne, I�ll help you defeat them.�
�Shut up.�
�I will,� Bavasama pleaded. �I�ll abide by the terms of our peace treaty. I�ll help protect your borders, and I�ll keep the wizards in check. I know how. I can teach you to rule this world like it�s supposed to be ruled. Show you how to be a strong queen.�
�There�s nothing in this world, or any other, that I could ever learn from you,� I snapped.
�You can�t kill me,� she said, her eyes wide. �You can�t, Allie. I�m your aunt. A member of the royal family. You can�t just murder me.�
�Watch me,� I ground out. �You�ve killed so many people. So many people have died because of your actions, your twisted desires. Darinda. Timbago. The people who lived in the forest of Ananth. The Firas.�
�They were nothing,� she said, her eyes fixed on mine. �Servants. Peasants. Their lives were meaningless. But I�m a queen. The rightful queen of this entire world.�
�You ordered the death of my friends. You killed good people, and you want me to let you live? If I could kill you and every single member of your army every day for the next hundred years, I would. I would kill you over and over again to make up for what you did to them.�
There was another roar, and I glanced up, looking out over the roof to see the dragons herding my aunt�s soldiers toward the center of her courtyard, my army surrounding them. I glared down at my aunt and then smiled. �And guess what? It looks like I just might get my chance.�

Chapter Twenty-five

Three dragons broke free from the rest and started toward the palace, Winston in the lead with Ardere and Kitsuna�s mother behind them. I pressed the knife against Bavasama�s throat, hard and watched as blood began to trail down her skin toward the neckline of her dress.
�Start making your peace with the Pleiades, Aunt Bav.� I glared down at her as the dragons landed. �Because it�s time for you to pay up on our little bet.�
�Allie!� Mercedes�s voice was clear and strong. I glanced back to see her sliding off the back of a gold dragon.
�She�s responsible for Darinda�s death,� I said, my words shaky. �And all your other sisters. The Firas. The people of Sorcastia.�
�I know,� Mercedes said as she came closer. �And she�ll be punished. But not like this.�
�She trapped my mother on the other side of the Mirror of Nerissette. She tried to take my throne. She stole the lives my mother and I should have had.� I felt tears running down my face, and my hands began to tremble, making the knife quiver in my hands.
�I should kill you.� I narrowed my eyes at my aunt. �Right here. I could do it. You know that, don�t you? I�m the Golden Rose of Nerissette, and no one would stop me. Not after everything you�ve done.�
I felt a strong hand on my shoulder. �Enough,� Mercedes said, her voice low and soothing. �Allie, it�s enough.�
�No.� I shook my head, trying to whip the tears from my eyes, afraid to take my hands off the knife to wipe my face in case I couldn�t pick the now-heavy metal up again. �They are responsible for the deaths of so many people, she and the Fate Maker. If we don�t kill them now, then they�ll just find another way to hurt us later.�
�I know.� She let go of my shoulders and wrapped her arms around my waist, careful not to touch the blade in my trembling hands. �I know what they�ve done, but you can�t kill her here. Not now. Not like this. You need to make her face the army. Make her answer to the charges against her.�
�I�m queen,� I said, my voice choking on the words, as the knife dropped from my trembling fingers. �I was supposed to keep everyone safe, and I didn�t. They killed all of those people, and I have to end this. I have to make this right.�
�Not this way,� she said. �Not by assassinating your aunt in the dark.�
�But��
�Boreas, Aquella,� Mercedes said quietly. �Arrest the Lady Bavasama. I�ll take Her Majesty down to formally accept the surrender of the army of Bathune.�
She tugged on my shoulder again, and I stood, wincing, my hand clutched to my still-bleeding side. �But first,� Mercedes said. �We need to find a medic.�
�I�ll be fine,� I said through gritted teeth. �It�s a scratch.�
�Sure it is,� Mercedes said as she looped my arm over her shoulder to let me lean on her.
�Don�t worry about it,� I said, limping slowly toward the doorway to the palace. �It�s not like it can kill me or anything.�
�Whatever.� She grunted as she hoisted me higher on her side, taking more of my weight as we reached the ladder. She let go of me, leaning me against the wall, and then scurried down the ladder. �Just try to get down without passing out, Oh Immortal One. If you fall on me, I�ll turn you into a fern.�
�No, you won�t.� I huffed as I pushed off the wall and stumbled toward the ladder. I grabbed the first rung and swung my legs down, my feet slipping with each step. I clung tighter to it and began to descend slowly. When I reached the bottom, I slumped against the ladder, resting my forehead against it.
�Are you sure you don�t want to go see a medic?� Mercedes asked as she wrapped her arms around me, letting me lean back against her.
�Surrender first,� I said. �Let the medics work on the people with the real injuries. I�ll be fine.�
�Allie��
�There are soldiers out there that I know are hurt worse than me,� I argued. �People like Jesse.�
�Jesse is fine,� she snapped as she slung my arm over her shoulder again and started to maneuver me toward the stairs. �Kitsuna�s mom caught him.�
�She what?� I gasped, partially in surprise but mostly in pain, as we started down the stairs from the tower to the main floor of the Palace of Night.
�We�ve got him,� Kitsuna said as she ran up the stairs toward us and then tucked herself under my other arm, helping Mercedes half carry, half help me down the stairs. �Mom saw him fall, and she managed to snag him. I�ve got to tell you it was the scariest thing. She just dove, and I thought we were going to hit the ground and then we�d all be dead, but she managed it.�
�Are you serious?� I asked.
�As only someone who�s done a dive-bomb on the back of a dragon can be. Your friend is fine. Or at least he was when we left him with the army. He did mention something about finding a sword, though, so who knows what sort of scrape he�s gotten into since.�
�What about Heidi?� Mercedes asked. �Is she here, too? Do you have her stashed somewhere with the Fate Maker?�
�Heidi�s dead,� I said, hanging my head. �The Fate Maker killed her. I gave her my grandmother�s combs to protect her, but they didn�t, and he just killed her.�
�Are you sure?� Mercedes said, her voice breaking. �Because they weren�t dead last time and��
�Yeah.� I nodded. �This time I�m sure. He squashed her like a bug.�
We reached the bottom of the stairs, and I pulled away from them, determined to accept the surrender of my aunt�s army while standing on my own. Mercedes reached for my wrist, but I yanked it back.
�I�ll be okay,� I told her, trying to smile. �We just have to get through a little bit more, and then, I swear to you, I�m going to find a way to get you home.�
She shook her head. �Don�t worry about that now.�
Kitsuna moved forward and rapped on one of the doors. She stepped back then, and I tried to straighten my shoulders, a grimace disguised as a bitter smile twisting my lips as the doors creaked open.
I stepped forward as soon as the door was open wide enough for me to fit through and took in the sight before me. There, clumped together, was an entire courtyard of weary warriors, smudged with dirt and smoke, on their knees with their foreheads pressed to the ground. My aunt�s vanquished army.
�Your Majesty.� My ears perked at my father�s voice, and I glanced over to see him standing on the top step, his hand clenched in a fist over his chest and his head bowed. �The Palace of Night is yours.�

Chapter Twenty-six

I winced from my place on my aunt�s throne a few hours later. The woodland medic that my father had insisted I see when he found out I�d been stabbed must have mistaken bandaging me up with mummifying me because I could barely breathe with the way he had me tied up.
�Allie?� Rhys looked up at me from the bottom of the dais, and I nodded, trying not to squirm.
�Right. Everyone,� he called out, his voice low and hoarse. �Her Royal Highness, Golden Rose of Nerissette and Empress of Bathune, Queen Alicia Wilhemina Munroe, first of her name, the great, glorious, and lawful queen of all present.�
Everyone, including my father and Winston, knelt and bowed their heads in front of me. I looked out at the room full of people, most of them still dirty and covered in gunk. Jesse was next to Kitsuna, looking over at the wryen every couple of seconds.
�We�re here tonight,� I said, trying to keep my voice steady, �to pass sentence on those who fought against me. To punish those who came over the White Mountains and invaded Nerissette, who killed the Order of the Dryads and massacred the tribes of the Firas, and who set fire to the Forest of Ananth and burned out the people of the Sorcastian Plain.
�We are here,� I shouted as I pushed myself up to stand, looking through the crowd, �to make you answer for the people you murdered in the name of your so-called queen.�
The nobles of Bathune began to shift, and my aunt�s generals glanced up at me, their eyes wide. �Generals of the army of Bathune,� I snapped. �Step forward.�
�Your Majesty,� one of them said as they scurried forward, their heads low and backs hunched toward the floor.
�Those of you who fought against me are forgiven,� I said, trying to keep my voice firm and queenly. �You will swear loyalty to me, and you will return to your homes. Tell everyone you meet that I was merciful and allowed you to live, but if you ever cross me or my throne again, that mercy will be no more.�
The men bowed their heads lower, dropping to their knees and pressing their foreheads to the ground.
�She�s really good at this queen stuff,� I heard Jesse whisper. The sound of Kitsuna shushing him was not lost on me, either. I looked over and smiled when I saw the way the wryen�s neck had turned red.
�Go home,� I repeated. �Live in peace for all the rest of your days.�
�What about the wizards?� one of the Woodsmen on the right side of the throne room called out. I looked over to see a small knot of men, still standing, their chins raised in defiance, surrounded by a guard. �We�ll never be safe as long as they remain free.�
�Kneel,� I commanded the wizards, my eyes locking with Rannock�s at the front of the group. �Beg for my mercy.�
�I refuse to get on my knees to a child. To a mortal queen,� he retorted, his jaw clenched.
�Fine. Up to you.�
�Mercy, Your Majesty, is for the weak,� Rannock went on. I gritted my teeth at his arrogance. �Those of us who walk in the light of magic fear not death.�
�Then it�s a good thing that death isn�t what I had in mind for you,� I said. �I bind you all under threat of death. You shall never be allowed to use or teach magic again for as long as you live. Let your secrets and your mysteries die with you. Magic is no more in the World of Dreams. If you defy me, I will send my army to your door, and you will be brought to my palace in chains. Where I will kill you.�
�But what are we supposed to do?� a young wizard asked, pushing to the front of the group. �How are we supposed to live without magic?�
�You�ll figure it out,� I said. �Now go. Live and be grateful for each day you have. For the kindness I have shown you.�
I heard the men grumbling. It didn�t take a genius to know that wizards would be unhappy about a ban on practicing magic, but I didn�t really care. They�d caused enough problems, and I wasn�t going to let them cause any more.
�What about the other creatures?� Gunter asked from his place near the throne. �The ogres. The giants. What do you mean to do with them?�
�We�re going to be a kingdom at peace,� I said, keeping my voice loud, �but we won�t be trampled on, either. If they leave us be, then we�ll do the same. But if they try to make war within my realm, then let today be a warning of what I will send to defend our country.�
�Forget about the ogres,� Winston said from beside me. �What about Bavasama and the Fate Maker? You�ve shown mercy to everyone else, what are you going to do to them?�
�I hate to say this,� I said, �but for once I have to agree with the wizards. There can be no mercy. Bring forth the traitor Bavasama so that she can answer for her crimes.�
The nobles stepped to the side, and I watched as two burly Woodsmen dragged my aunt forward, her ankles and her wrists shackled, the Fate Maker being brought along behind her by his own guards. When they reached the steps to my throne, the guards holding my aunt let go of her and she went down hard, her knees banging against the floor.
�Mercy.� She looked up at me with wild eyes. �I beg for mercy as your only remaining kin. The last daughter of the Golden Rose Bavamorn. The heir to the Rose Throne.�
�You tried to overthrow me,� I said. �You planned to murder me and take my throne. You stole my mother�s life from her.�
�Please,� Bavasama whimpered. �Mercy. Please.�
�No.� I shook my head. �I can�t. What you�ve done, the people you�ve hurt� For that there can be no mercy.�
�Yes.� Mercedes stepped forward and dropped to her knees in front of my throne, her body between me and my aunt. �There can.�
�Mer?� I looked at her, stunned, as she leaned forward and placed her forehead against the floor.
�I beg mercy for the Lady Bavasama, former Empress of Bathune and traitor to the Rose Throne.�
�What?� I gaped at her. �Mercedes? She ordered the death of Darinda. Of your sisters. She tried to kill you.�
�And I want her to be punished for that�but not with death,� my best friend said. �She may have threatened your rule, but she also offended the very world of Nerissette itself. Her orders led to the deaths of forests, of the dryads of Nerissette. She ordered the execution of her own Nymphiad so they couldn�t rise up against her. She attacked the very land itself, and as the last dryad in the World of Dreams, I ask that you show her mercy.�
�I��
�Give her to me,� Mercedes said. �Let me give her back to nature as an offering so that my sisters may find peace in the Summer Lands.�
�Your Majesty.� Aquella came forward, Boreas on her heels. They both dropped to the floor next to Mercedes and bowed as well. �We join the Last Dryad in asking for mercy. Let us return the Lady Bavasama to the land as an offering.�
�I don�t�� I looked around and saw my father staring at me.
�Mercy,� he mouthed to me.
�So be it,� I said with a sharp nod. �I bind the Lady Bavasama, the last tyrant of the World of Dreams, into the custody of the Nymphiad of Nerissette. And may whatever gods you believe in have mercy on your soul.�
�Bring us dirt,� Aquella said. I watched as my father�s Woodsmen stepped forward, their hands in the pouches at their waists. �And the Orb of the Dryads.�
�No�� Bavasama turned to me, her eyes huge and fearful. �No, please, kill me instead. Don�t give me to them. I�ll do whatever you ask.�
�No.� I shook my head. �My best friend has asked that I give you to her to punish, and that�s what I�m going to do. After everything she�s given up for me, I can give her this.�
I turned to Mercedes. �Take her. Use her however you think best to assure your sisters� peace.�
�Dryad,� my father said, stepping toward her and bowing his head. �May I offer you the dirt of our home for your sacrifice?�
She looked up at him and nodded. �I�m grateful for your offering, Woodsmen,� she said quietly. �In return I�ll ask my sisters� spirits to watch over the forests of the Leavenwald until the sun no longer shines.�
The rest of the Woodsmen clustered behind my father as he reached into the pouch at his waist. He pulled his fist out and uncurled his fingers, dumping dirt onto my aunt�s shoes. �May the light always shine upon you,� he said.
John stepped back and another Woodsman stepped forward, dropping his own dirt on Bavasama�s shoes. �May the light shine upon you.�
The throne room fell silent as, one by one, each of the Woodsmen stepped forward and dumped a handful of dirt at my aunt�s feet, each bowing to Mercedes when they stepped back.
�May the light shine upon you,� the last Woodsman said. He bowed low to Mercedes. �And may you never again feel rain upon your heart.�
�Thank you.� Mercedes bowed her head in return to the knot of Woodsmen and then nodded to me as she took the Orb of the Dryads out of the pouch at her waist.
�It�s not the First Leaf.�
�I know.� She nodded again. �It�s dryad magic. It�s not meant to preserve life. It�s meant to create it. To grow things where before there was nothing.�
She stepped closer to Bavasama and lifted her hands, the Orb cradled in her left as she pressed her right on the deposed queen�s forehead. Mercedes closed her eyes. Green leaves sprouted out of my best friend�s hand and began to tangle in my aunt�s hair.
�Please,� Bavasama wailed as thick, leafy ferns began to wrap around her head, covering her eyes. �Mercy, please.�
�Not a chance,� I said as the vines began to move lower, covering her from the top of her head to her shoulders.
I watched as Bavasama started to sink, the dirt surrounding her feet reaching up to swallow her shoes as more tendrils shot out, wrapping around her legs and holding her upright. The vines moved farther up her body, immobilizing her, but Mercedes kept her hand pressed against Bavasama�s face, her eyes still closed.
The plant kept growing, twisting and turning back on itself as my aunt wailed in horror. It doubled back again, and I watched as Bavasama�s arms were jerked upward and bark began to form along the length of her body, encasing her in wood. Branches began to sprout from her fingers, all of them covered in spring-green leaves, while more began to bloom, a dark russet color where her hair had been. The bark finally reached the vines hiding her face, and I watched as she was covered completely with bark, her face staring out at us woodenly from the center of the tree.
�May you live for a hundred thousand years,� Mercedes said quietly. �And may you know for every one of them that you brought this upon yourself.�
She turned away from my aunt and bowed low to me.
�Take her outside and plant her somewhere,� I said. �Let her be a symbol of what happens when you cross the Rose Throne.�

Chapter Twenty-seven

�Now�� I turned to the Fate Maker who was staring at the tree that had been my aunt just a few moments before. �It�s time to deal with you.�
�You can�t kill me,� he said, shaking his head back and forth violently as his guards dragged him forward. �You can�t.�
�Why?� I asked.
�I promised Kuolema a soul. If you kill me, then he�ll come to you to collect. He�ll kill you in my place. If I die, then so do you.�
�Then maybe I should give you back to him,� I said. �Except this time I�ll have to make sure he knows not to let you back out again.�
�No.� The Fate Maker�s voice broke. �No. Please. I�ll do whatever you want. I know secrets. Things that no one else knows.�
�Not interested,� I said. I reached into the crown box again.
�No!� The Fate Maker threw up a hand, trying to stop me. �I know how to save your mother.�
�What?� I turned to him.
�I know how to bring your mother back. How to save her from the prison of her own mind. All I need are the Relics and your promise that you won�t give me back to Kuolema. That you�ll send someone else in my place.�
�Tell me how to save my mother,� I said, gripping the armrests of the throne tightly, trying with all my might to shake the answer out of him.
�Promise me that you�ll let me live,� the Fate Maker said.
�Tell me!� I screamed. Pushing myself to my feet, I drew my sword, pointing it at him. �Or I�ll kill you here and worry about your debt to Kuolema later.�
�No.� He shook his head. �Unless I have your word, your binding word, then I won�t tell you anything. You could still betray me.�
�Fine.� I pulled the Dragon�s Tear out from under my tunic and held it up for him to see. �Let�s see exactly what it will take to buy you from Kuolema? What he needs to let me put you to death?�
�No.� The Fate Maker swallowed.
�Hold him.� I motioned to his guards and watched as they came forward and grabbed him.
I wrapped my hand around the Dragon�s Tear and let my eyes slide closed, focusing all my energy on forming a door between this world and the Bleak. I heard people gasping around me and opened my eyes, staring at the blank square of nothingness in the middle of the room.
I stepped forward, the Tear still clutched tightly in my hand, and raised my chin.
�Kuolema,� I called out, trying to remember everything from the stories my mother used to read me about what happened when people summoned the Great Dragons of the Bleak.
�Kuolema,� I called out again. �I, Alicia Munroe, Golden Rose of Nerissette summon you.�
Nothing.
I took a deep breath and tried again. �Kuolema!�
�What?� a raspy voice hissed. Green eyes suddenly peered at me from the darkness.
�Kuolema, Great Dragon of the Bleak, I summon you.�
�Yes, yes.� An enormous black dragon�s head slithered out of the doorway, and I sucked in a breath as he arched his neck up until his head was towering over me, almost scraping the bottom of the chandelier hanging over my head. �I heard you. What is it, Your Majesty?�
�You seem to have lost a soul,� I said with a gesture toward the Fate Maker.
The dragon looked down at the Fate Maker, and he slithered his tongue out, testing the air around him. �He offered me the soul of a queen,� Kuolema said softly. �Told me that if I let him go, he�d conquer this world and give me the flesh of a queen to feast upon.�
�Yeah?� I raised an eyebrow at him. �Well, he didn�t manage it. Now, I need you to give up your claims to him. Wipe the debt he owes you clean.�
�Why?� Kuolema dropped his head and glided forward so we were nose to nose. �Why should I give up my claims?�
�Because I want to put him to death.�
�So be it,� Kuolema said. �Then give me your own soul in return. Just as he promised me.�
�No. Go back to the Bleak and do without. Punishment for failing to keep a banished soul where it belongs.�
The dragon sucked on his teeth and narrowed his eyes. �Perhaps we can come to an agreement.�
�What?�
�All I want is the soul,� Kuolema said. �The body is worthless to me. Give me the soul and you can keep the body.�
�And then what?� I asked. �You want me to kill an empty shell of a body?�
�You have the Relics,� Kuolema said. �Because you were honorable, I�ll help you make a trade. As a gift, from me to you.�
�A trade?�
�The relics are meant to preserve life,� Kuolema said. �People, worlds, entire universes that wouldn�t exist otherwise. The Relics can be used to bring the most fatally wounded person back from the brink of death. You let me have the Fate Maker�s soul, and I�ll show you how to bring your mother back from the living death she�s trapped inside.�
�My mother��
�I�ll take the Fate Maker�s soul, and you can sacrifice his body to take your mother�s place in the World That Is. She�ll have all the days of life that he should have had.�
�And she�ll be okay?� I asked. �If we bring her through from the World That Is, she won�t be trapped in a coma, will she?�
�She�ll be alive and well. Just as you remember her. But if you bring her through, it�s not just the Fate Maker that will have to sacrifice. You�ll have to give up the one thing you�ve been fighting for since the day you arrived.�
�Fine.� I nodded. �Let�s do it. You help me bring my mother through the Bleak safely, and we�ll split him. I�ll trap his body in the World That Is, in my mother�s place, and you can have his soul.�
�So be it,� Kuolema said before pulling his head back into the doorway. �Take the Mirror of Nerissette in your left hand and the Dragon�s Tear in your right.�
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the Mirror shard, clutching it in my hand like he�d told me to.
�Now.� Kuolema�s voice came from the darkness. �Think about your mother. Focus entirely on her.�
I closed my eyes again and imagined my mother. The room she was in. The white walls. The single bed sitting in the middle of a gleaming floor. My mother tucked under white blankets, her dark hair fanned out on her pillow.
I heard a gasp and opened my eyes. There, where the doorway had been was my mother, shimmering in the air in front of me. She was so close that it looked like I could reach out and touch her.
�Oh, Pree,� John rasped. I felt my chest start to ache as I reached my hand out and my fingers disappeared through the shimmering air.
�Now what?� I asked.
�Well, now someone needs to go over and pick her up, of course.� Kuolema�s voice echoed around the throne room. �Don�t be afraid. I won�t seal them on the other side while they�re over there.�
�John?� I looked over at him.
He nodded at me, and I watched as he and Rhys both stepped forward. Rhys clapped his hand on my father�s shoulder and led him through the shimmering air. I watched as the two of them carefully unhooked my mother�s machines, moving quickly to shut them off so that the alarms wouldn�t blare, and then wrapped her tightly in her sheet.
�I�ve got her,� John said, his voice broken, as he slid his arms under Mom�s legs and shoulders and cradled her against his chest like a child.
The two men stepped through the space again and back into the throne room. My father knelt slowly, laying Mom gently on the stone floor.
�Step back from her,� I warned him. �Just in case.�
He looked up at me and nodded once before sliding to the side, away from the portal, and standing up near her feet.
�Mercedes?� I looked at my best friend. �This is your chance. Any of you who want to go back to The World That Is, this is the time.�
�I�m the last of my sisterhood,� Mercedes said, shaking her head. �This world needs me. I can�t leave it. Or any of you.�
�Jesse?� I asked.
�I�m staying.�
�Okay.� I nodded and then looked at Kuolema. �So now what?�
�Now your sacrifice takes her place,� Kuolema said.
�What?� The Fate Maker looked between us and shook his head. �No. It won�t work. They�ll know I�m not her.�
�Of course they will,� I said. �But to them, she won�t exist. It�s like you told me before. The mortal mind explains what it sees and forgets what doesn�t make sense. Especially when faced with the magic of other worlds. In their minds they�ll have always been treating Peter Smith or John Doe or whatever they decide to call you, the poor unfortunate victim of a hit-and-run. Ana Munroe will have never existed in their time. Just like the rest of us. They�ll forget all about her, and so will you. Now switch places so we can end this.�
�No.� The Fate Maker tried to back away, but the two guards holding him pushed him forward again.
�I�m not asking as nicely as your queen,� Kuolema said. I watched, horrified, as his head burst through the center of the bed where my mother had been lying the moment before. �I�ve come to collect the soul you owe me.�
The dragon opened its mouth, and the air around the two of them began to glow purple as the Fate Maker gave a silent scream. Black tendrils poured from the wizard�s mouth, and the dragon flicked its tongue down, sucking the darkness into his own gaping maw, his throat working as he swallowed down the Fate Maker�s soul.
The last of the darkness came out of the wizard�s mouth, and Kuolema�s jaw slammed closed with a thundering snap. The body of the Fate Maker slumped, unconscious, between the two guards, hanging limp as a marionette with its strings cut.
Rhys stepped around me to grab the Fate Maker�s shoulders as my father took his feet, and they hauled his body over my mother�s and into the hospital room beyond, laying him in the bed. Rhys and my father stepped back through the portal, and I watched as it faded away, the link between that World That Is and our own disappearing.
�It�s done,� Kuolema said as he slid back through the doorway. �I wish you goodwill, Your Majesty. May your reign be long and peaceful.�
�And may we never meet again,� I said.
�For the sake of your soul,� he agreed. �May I never be forced to hunt you or any you love.�
The door to the Bleak faded away, and I stood, staring down at my mother as the nobles in the room cowered back, watching us both.
As the last of the portal between the two worlds disappeared, my mother sucked in a breath, and I watched as her eyes fluttered open.
�Allie?� she asked, her voice rough.
�Hi, Mom.� I felt tears welling up in my eyes as I knelt down beside her and wrapped my arms around her, helping her sit up.
�Oh, Allie.� She smiled and pulled me close, her arms trembling with the effort.
�It�s okay, Mom. I promise it�s all going to be okay.�

Chapter Twenty-eight

Two nights later I found myself standing on the roof of the Palace of Night, staring out at the world below. Someone cleared a throat behind me, and I turned to find Winston leaning against a chimney.
�So.� He started toward me, his hands in the pockets of his black pants. �What do we do now?�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, you�ve managed to save the kingdom, defeat the evil queen, almost double the size of your realm, and save your mother. All while getting rid of the wizard who was plotting against you for over a year now. So? You want to go to a movie or something?�
�I thought our first date was supposed to be the Winter Formal?�
�It was.� He chuckled. �Then you got us kidnapped, and we ended up here.� He reached over and pulled me closer, lifting one of my hands in his and wrapping his other arm around my waist, moving back and forth. �But if you want to dance, I guess we can.�
�You don�t mind?�
�Not if I get to do this.� He leaned down and brushed his lips against mine, still swaying to an imaginary beat.
�You can always do that.� I laid my head against his chest.
�Unless your father is around, of course.�
I laughed. �We�ll have to work something out, since he�s taking your job and all. He�s my dad, after all.�
Winston raised an eyebrow and then smiled at me.
My dad. Yeah, I liked the sound of that.
�Hmm. I heard about that.� Winston let go of my hand and wrapped both arms around my waist while I wove my fingers together at his nape. �Your mother is taking back the throne and demoting you to Crown Princess and Heir Apparent?�
�That was the sacrifice I had to make. Giving up the throne. Not that it�s really mine anyway. After all, she�s the true Golden Rose. The throne belongs to her.�
�She wouldn�t have a throne without you.�
I pressed my cheek closer to the thrum of his heart. �Maybe not. But I�m ready to let her be in charge for a few more�decades? Yeah, decades sound good.�
�Okay.� He stepped back slightly, and I looked up at him. �If you�re sure.�
�I�m sure.�
�Good because now that you�re no longer queen, I�m going to take you flying a lot more often.�
�Hey, Winston?� I said, smiling up at him.
�Yeah?�
�I love you. No matter what happens.�
�Even if there are years of unending peace?�
�Especially if there are years of unending peace.�
�I love you, too.�
He leaned down to kiss me, and I let him cradle me in his arms, pulling me close. It wasn�t the Winter Formal in the high school gym, but it still wasn�t a bad place for happily ever after to start. Especially when your Prince Charming happens to be a dragon.
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