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      Hello dear readers,

      I am so glad you are here for the fourth instalment of the Ithenmyr Chronicles. This is a fantasy world, and some of the pronunciations might be a little unfamiliar.

      I have included this pronunciation guide in case you find it useful. (But please feel free to ignore me and pronounce the words as you see fit.) After all, that is the beauty of reading.

      I have expanded the pronunciation guide to include new characters we will meet in Of Thistles and Talons.

      

      Characters: 

      Aileana: Ay-lee-ah-na 

      Xander: Zan-der 

      Daegal: Day-gal 

      Myhhena: my-hen-na 

      Uhna: ohh-nah

      Niona: Nigh-oh-na

      Saena: Say-nah

      Elyx: Eee-licks 

      Elyxander: Eee-licks-zan-der

      Maiela: May-el-la 

      Kysha: Key-sha

      Ryllae: Ry-lee

      Tiaesti: Tie-ay-stee

      Kethryllian: Keth-reh-lee-yan

      Firana: Fir-ah-na

      Mareena: Mah-ree-nah

      

      Gods:

      Aemiis: ay-mees 

      Kydona: Key-doh-na

      Thelrena: Thel-ray-na

      Ithiar: Ih-thigh-ar

      Nontia: Non-tee-ah

      

      Places: 

      Thyr: Th-ur (Like sir, but with th) 

      Ithenmyr: Ih-thin-meer 

      Ipotha: Ih-poh-tha

      Niphil: Nigh-fill

      Breley: Breh-lee

      

      Houses: 

      Irriel: Ih-ree-el

      Ignis: Ig-nis

      Videntis: Vee-den-tis

      Corellon: Coh-reh-llon
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      Welcome back to Ithenmyr.

      Of Thistles and Talons takes place in a medieval setting that contains violence in several different forms.

      This book contains references to violence, including violence against women and children. It also contains language, death, assault, sexism, child abuse, severe misogyny, and references to off-page sexual assault.

      In addition, there are also references to pregnancy complications and loss, especially in chapter 31, A Rose About to Bloom.
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      It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I thought it might be helpful to remind you of what has happened and where our beloved characters are currently. (Of course, feel free to skip this if you want! I promise you won’t hurt my feelings.)

      Let’s start with some good stuff: High King Edgar is dead. He’s a goner. Aileana killed him. He was a jerk, so his death is absolutely cause for celebration. Also, Aileana is the High Lady of Life, and they now have all five pieces of the map. All very exciting things.

      The not-so-good stuff is that Xander’s sister Saena is alive. She’s the Southern Queen, and so far, she’s… not great. The balance is broken, and things are going from bad to worse. Evil is brewing and darkness is coming.

      We left Aileana and Xander reeling from the shock of Saena’s appearance, while their friends dealt with the merfolk on the other side of Ithenmyr. Daegal and Ryllae have received the news of Edgar’s death. They just made an alliance with Mareena and Calix, the High Queen of the Seven Seas, and her bonded mate. Darkness is coming, and the pair are leaving the Indigo Ocean to meet up with our favorite elf and dragon shifter.

      Well, that’s it! Let’s get to it, shall we?
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AILEANA

        

      

    

    
      Every day brought a fresh onslaught of horrors into our lives. It was a cruel twist of fate that when we thought we had endured the worst that could happen, life took pleasure in proving us wrong. Xander’s sister was alive, and somehow, she was worse than High King Edgar. Had it only been thirty-six days since he died? It felt like a lifetime.

      With Saena’s insatiable hunger for power, she had risen to take the throne. Chaos and bloodshed already marked her reign, and the future seemed bleaker than ever. No one was safe.

      Every time the sun crested the horizon, something new and awful emerged to plague the land. The balance was destroyed, and whatever harmony had once existed in Ithenmyr was long gone. It was for this reason that I found myself in this grove, waiting for Xander to return from his run.

      My bonded mate had invited me to join him, but I declined. No one in their right mind exercised the world was ending unless they enjoyed it—which I did not. Instead, I sat on the snow-dusted ground, leaning against the rough bark of a thick tree with my brown hood pulled over my head as the sun sank lower and lower.

      A casual observer would glance at me and think that I was resting after a long day’s work. What they wouldn’t see—what I couldn’t allow them to see—was the magic unfolding beneath my hands. My bare fingers dug into the frigid, stony soil, edged with traces of the wintery wind that blew around us, sending waves of vibrant green ribbons into the earth.

      They wouldn’t hear the land humming under my fingertips, nor would they be privy to the sweet, wordless lullaby the earth sang to me. They wouldn’t know that the heartbeat of the earth was a steady, low, eternal thrum that throbbed through all the land; nor would they hear the plants, animals, and insects as they all called out to me.

      Those things were for me, and me alone.

      Sitting cross-legged, my cloak kept the bitter wind away from me. The garment was a gift from Tiaesti, the small Spirit of the Woods I had met in the Sanctuary, and special magic protected the material against the cold. This was the third time today I had fed the earth, but I wouldn’t stop.

      Everything in Ithenmyr was in flux. Sickly vines twisted around nearby trees, shrouding the entire forest in darkness. Inky stains crawled over bark, and dark splotches of death edged the few leaves that remained through the winter. I channeled my magic, a thrill running through me.

      Blackened vines withered and shrunk, their grip on the trees weakening as the land grew stronger. The inky stains on the bark retreated, revealing a rich, healthy brown. The land hummed beneath my touch with vibrant energy. For a moment, everything returned to the way it was meant to be: Alive. Flourishing. Free.

      The longer I remained connected to the earth, the further the freedom spread. Not just here, but through all Ithenmyr and the Four Kingdoms. No one was safe from the broken balance. If we didn’t repair it, everyone would be affected.

      Losing myself to the thrum of magic in my veins, time slipped by as I fed the land. It took everything I gave it. I peeked within me, checking on my well of power. It was brimming. Satisfaction filled me as I glanced at the plentiful green ribbons, the earth feeding me as much as I fed it.

      More, the land said greedily, vibrating beneath me. Don’t stop.

      Even as I worked tirelessly, I could feel the land’s desperation. Every time I paused; the darkness crept back into the earth. The forests and mountains and trees and animals in Ithenmyr were parched, absorbing the green ribbons as though they were the first raindrops after a long, hot drought. I pushed and pushed my magic into the land, but no matter how much I gave, it never seemed to be enough.

      More, it said again.

      Shaking my head, I murmured, “I’m sorry. I’m working as fast as I can.”

      Please, it begged. Leaves rustled, and animals cried out, their desperation echoing through me. Help us, Protectress of the Woods.

      I couldn’t ignore their plea. At one point, there had been many Earth Elves in Ithenmyr. Hundreds of elves like me who could help the land and provide it with the magic it needed to survive.

      Now, there was just me. By a cruel twist of fate, High King Edgar had saved me and kept me in a tower after he slaughtered the rest of the Earth Elves. I had grown up alone, ignorant of my heritage, until the day I escaped. Though I was free, there were many others in Ithenmyr who weren’t. His laws oppressed females, and I wouldn’t stop until equality spread throughout the land.

      This was my purpose. My calling.

      When I escaped, I did not know who I was. That was no longer the case. They called me Aileana of the House of Corellon, Earth Elf, daughter of Uhna, granddaughter of Niona, mate of Elyxander, the Last Dragon, Protectress of the Woods, the Keeper of the Earth, and the High Lady of Life.

      I was the only one remaining who could feed magic into the land. One elf helping an entire country remain alive—it seemed almost too heavy a burden to bear. Many days, it felt like too much. With each passing day, the weight of the broken balance was growing heavier on my shoulders. If I didn’t have my bonded mate by my side, I was certain I would have collapsed beneath the expectations of what was required of me.

      But I had Xander.

      Even if he wasn’t right beside me, I always felt his presence through the magic that tied us together. Ever since my Maturation, our connection was stronger than ever. Tugging on the bond between us, a warm wave of love washed through me, strengthening me as I dug my hands deeper into the earth.

      Inhaling, I wrenched forth as much magic as I could handle. The power that was my birthright thrummed in my veins, a strong song that echoed the pulsing of the green ribbons in my hands. My exposed skin glowed green, and I dropped my head, making sure my hood covered my face as I shoved my magic into the land all at once. The ribbons slithered into the earth, and everything hummed.

      The animals, the insects, the tree roots, and the plants all shuddered as a burst of relief went through them. They cried out; the sound echoing through my veins as their voices came together as one, acknowledging my presence and my gift to them.

      Thank you, High Lady of Life.

      Their words echoed through me, and I continued to feed my magic into the earth. Nothing was as it should have been. Trees that had stood for centuries were falling, their roots weak and broken. Insects and animals alike were dying, their homes being torn apart from the inside out. The weather was… difficult. Though it was the middle of winter, some parts of Ithenmyr were experiencing harsh sunlight, while others were in near-perpetual darkness. Some rivers were drying up, while new ones were cropping up where there had been none.

      The land was dying.

      Time slipped by. I didn’t worry about anything else. Drawing up handful after handful of magic, I gave as much of myself as I could handle, until a heavy hand landed on my shoulder.

      Jolting upright, I yanked my hands from the earth as I withdrew a dagger from the sheath on my thigh. Turning in one swift movement, I stood.

      Xander’s golden eyes met mine, and he smirked. “Did I startle you, Sunshine?”

      Shoving my dagger into the sheath, I brushed my hands on my tunic before stepping toward him. He opened his arms, and I walked into them, pressing my head against his burly chest. His warmth ran through me, pushing away the chill brought on by the air, and I pushed myself onto my tiptoes, pressing a kiss to his stubble-covered cheek.

      “If by startle, you mean ‘tried to scare me into stabbing you again’, then yes,” I said cheekily.

      He chuckled, and the sound warmed me from the inside out. “My deepest apologies, High Lady of Life,” he said in a mockingly contrite voice. “I would never want to anger you in such a fashion.”

      I snorted, my eyes sweeping over him. His silver-white hair was in a bun on top of his head, and though tiny beads of sweat dusted his forehead, his light brown tunic was dry and lacking that telltale scent of exercise. He must have changed before coming to find me.

      “How was your run?” I raised a brow. “Did it… help?”

      A haunted look filled Xander’s eyes, and his mouth pinched in a firm line. “Not really.” He shook his head, and a tendril of hair fell out of his bun. “I just… I can’t believe she would do this.”

      I didn’t need to ask who “she” was. Xander’s sister Saena, mysteriously back from the dead, was all he seemed able to think about these past thirty-six days. Not that I blamed him for the direction of his thoughts. If I had a member of my family somehow appear after being missing for decades, I would think about them, too. Especially if they reappeared as the evil queen who wanted to rule the Four Kingdoms.

      Unfortunately—or perhaps, fortunately, considering recent events—I was an orphan. High King Edgar had been hell-bent on destroying Earth Elves, and as far as we knew, I was the only one remaining. I had met another, once. The other Earth Elf, Fenris, had worked for the Crimson King, but he’d disappeared after Remington, my once-fiancé, had sent him to the capital to warn the king of my bonded mate’s dragon.

      Having no family to speak of was rarely a positive thing, but at least I would not have any surprise siblings show up out of the blue and try to destroy the world.

      Wrapping my arms around Xander, I squeezed tightly. “I know,” I whispered. “We’re going to figure out what to do.”

      Maybe there was a chance that this draken—the creature that had taken over Saena, pushing aside her mortal sensibilities, and making her into the power-hungry dragon shifter that now called itself the ruler of Ithenmyr and Drahan—could be stopped. Maybe this wouldn’t end in disastrous grief for Xander.

      Or maybe I would have to kill her like I did Edgar.

      How would Xander react if it came to that? Taking the life of the evil king who had spent years delighting in torturing me was one thing, but my mate’s sister…

      That was another problem entirely. He loved me, that much was clear. But would he still love me if I had to kill her?

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

      A dark look flashed through Xander’s eyes, and I knew his mind had gone to the same place as mine. Gods. This was so horrible. Why couldn’t the Southern Queen have been someone else? Any other person would have been better than this evil queen, whose very existence caused my mate pain. I’d never wished anyone dead before, but our lives would have been a lot less complicated if Saena had stayed away.

      It all came down to the prophecy Firana, the Spirits of the Waters I had met in the Sanctuary, told me. That much was clear. We simply hadn’t yet figured out how all the pieces went together. There was no doubt the hands of fate were playing in our lives—but what was their end goal?

      “What are you thinking about, Aileana?” Xander’s voice broke through my thoughts, and I pulled away from his chest, looking up at him.

      “The same thing as always.” I reached up, running my hand over the bump beneath his shirt where the five pieces of the map lay. “The prophecy. The map. What it all means.”

      Xander nodded. Reaching down, he laced his hand through mine and tugged me along to the cave where we had been staying these past three nights. I had encouraged moss to grow on the stone floor, along with a leafy canopy that covered the area where we slept. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

      When we were out of the elements, he sat and drew me onto his lap. I went without arguing, letting him pull off my cloak and lay it beside him. His natural heat warmed me, thanks to his dragon, and his fingers ran through my hair, untangling the knots that had taken up residence while I fed my magic into the earth.

      I sighed, leaning against him as he worked.

      “Tell me again what the Spirit of the Waters told you,” he requested after a few minutes had passed.

      Closing my eyes, I thought back to that horrible day when High King Edgar took Xander from the Sanctuary. Even now, I could remember the feeling of absolute hopelessness that had taken over me. I hadn’t finished Maturing, and I did not know where Edgar had taken my bonded mate.

      “A time would come when Life and Death would be torn asunder, and the Four Kingdoms would be thrown into disequilibrium.” I drew in a deep breath, forcing myself to remember the rest of the Spirit’s words. “No one would be safe—not human, elf, witch, werewolf, vampire, fae, or dragon. No creatures above or below the earth would escape the destruction that was to come. The only way to repair the balance was to rid Ithenmyr of the darkness and to restore things to the way they once were.”

      Xander’s hands moved to my shoulders, and he pressed firmly. I moaned as he hit a particularly painful spot, and he chuckled. He worked out my knots until there were none left. Only then did he shift me in his lap, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “That’s it?” he confirmed.

      “Yes,” I sighed. We had gone over this countless times, and nothing had changed. “That was all she said. If I’m the High Lady of Life, what does that mean for the balance? What are we missing?” Frustration edged into my tone, and I groaned. “Why is this so hard?”

      Xander blew out a long breath, his arms wrapping around me as he hugged me possessively to his chest. “We’ll figure it out, Aileana. We always do. You saved me from Edgar, and I have every confidence that you will do the same for Ithenmyr.” He pressed a kiss to my lips. “You are incredible.”

      I had saved him, but it had been far too close. The high king had been intent on killing Xander, having planned to execute him the day after his wedding. I never wanted to live through something like that again. I said as much to Xander, and he held me close.

      “Tomorrow, things will be easier,” he said. “We’ll get to Nonna’s cottage and sort everything out there.”

      After Saena’s reappearance, Xander and I decided to return to his grandmother’s, but we couldn’t go directly to the cottage. We wouldn’t risk bringing danger to the elderly witch’s doorstep. Instead, we spent the past month traveling across Ithenmyr. The wilds of this country were comprised of mountains and forests, the land calling to the green magic within me. We avoided people on our trek, stopping in towns and villages long enough to restock our supplies before we returned to the wilderness.

      I hated hiking. It was long and tedious and used muscles that I was fairly convinced had no business being used. But we had few other options. It wasn’t safe for Xander’s dragon to fly us across Ithenmyr—he wasn’t exactly inconspicuous in either form. Besides, even I had to admit that being in the land gave me the opportunity to feed my magic into the earth.

      I had spoken to Kethryllian three times. Each time, the Guardian of the Appointed Ones told me he could not help with the current situation. He was always willing to be called on, but he couldn’t right the broken balance. He might have held godly golden magic, but even that would not repair the problems High King Edgar created.

      No, it all came down to us. The disequilibrium could not fix itself. Even the gods had their limits, apparently.

      Though we avoided towns, the earth told me everything we needed to know about the new queen. Rats and mice and other small rodents showed me visions of Queen Saena—she had abandoned the fake moniker of Sanja the moment she stole the throne of Ithenmyr—walking through the stone halls of Kaerndale Castle in Vlarone, tearing down the crimson tapestries and replacing them with her own. I might not have seen the executions taking place throughout Ithenmyr by her command, but I felt the lament of the earth as copious amounts of blood were poured into it.

      Even now, in the middle of winter, snow should have been everywhere. Up to my knees, at least, Xander had said. But the white powder dusting the forest floor was barely more than a few inches. The land was crying out, and my heart hurt at the sight.

      How could we fix this?

      I would have asked Myhhena, the Eldest Spirit of the Woods, but she and I hadn’t exactly parted on good terms. I wasn’t sure if I would ever trust her again. Not fully. She had betrayed Xander and I, trying to keep me in the Sanctuary even after the high king stole my bonded mate. To make matters worse, only after Xander had been gone did she reveal that she’d been given the fifth piece of the map for “safekeeping”.

      After that, I knew I couldn’t trust her.

      By the time Xander’s fingers slowed on my back, sleep was calling my name. Wrapping his arms around me, he pulled me close.

      “Rest,” he whispered, pressing another kiss to my forehead. “Tomorrow is a new day. Perhaps things will be better.”
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      They weren’t better. From the moment we woke, I knew it was going to be a long, strenuous day.

      Thunder roared through the skies, and heavy sheets of rain pelted us from above. Water seeped into the cave, dampening the moss carpeting the forest floor. Soon, we were soaked. Nothing was safe from the liquid, freezing deluge.

      Shivering, Xander and I wrapped ourselves in our sodden cloaks and headed toward Nonna’s cottage. The weights of my daggers against my thighs were a welcoming distraction as I held my hands open, letting the magic slip from my palms. The deeper we went into the woods, the more black briars and thorns we encountered. An intense feeling of wrongness permeated the forest, from the unseasonable rain pouring from the sky to the murky, inky stains covering the land.

      The trek was long, and neither of us spoke much. Even talking mind-to-mind—a gift that had emerged after my Maturation that both Xander and I were still getting used to—was tiring as we hiked. Our feet sloshed in the snow-turned-slush, the mud-brown water soaking our boots and pants as we trudged through the forests. The only good thing about this situation was that I wasn’t wearing a dress. That would have made this journey ten times harder.

      If I had my way, I would never wear dresses again. I hated everything about them. Not only did they make moving difficult, but the garments were a reminder of High King Edgar’s oppressive regime. He was dead, but the Accompaniment Law still existed. Saena apparently did not care that the laws were harmful to half the population. She seemed more than happy to keep them in place if it meant her reign went unchecked.

      By the time the crumbling chimney stack of Nonna’s cottage came into view through the trees, my teeth chattered. Xander’s hand tightened around mine, and he pulled me against him. Even his dragon’s warmth wasn’t enough to burn through the chill that had settled on my bones.

      He asked, “Are you ready, Aileana?”

      I paused, looking at this male who held my heart. His world had turned upside down and he was asking me if I was ready.

      “Always,” I murmured, squeezing his hand. “With you by my side, I’ll be ready for anything.”

      Xander drew me against him, swinging his arm over my shoulder. “I feel the same way.”

      In my mind, he added, Come along, Sunshine. Let’s go home.

      I hummed. Home. I like that.

      This cottage was the only place where I had ever truly felt at home. Even with everything else going on in Ithenmyr, I was glad to be here.

      Our boots squelched in the thick mud as we walked the familiar path to the witch’s home. The trees carried a sense of familiarity with them, and my magic thrummed in my veins. Heeding the call of the earth, I opened my palm, letting green ribbons flood from my hand. The land hummed in approval, and a feeling of rightness filled me as the falling-apart building where Nonna lived came into view.

      Before we could walk up the rugged, well-worn steps to the rickety cottage, the door swung open. Maiela and Kysha, two of our friends who had found refuge at Nonna’s home after the Winged Soldiers had burned down their small house, ran out holding hands.

      “You’re late,” Maiela scolded, tsk’ing as the two wives wrapped their arms around me, sandwiching me between them.

      “How can we be late?” I asked, returning the hug. “We didn’t know you were expecting us.”

      A deep, masculine voice boomed, “The two of you should know better than to doubt one Fortune Elf, let alone a pair of them.”

      Maiela and Kysha released me, and I turned. Xander grinned, crossing the distance to the door in a few strides.

      “Daegal,” Xander exclaimed, pulling the Fortune Elf into a hug and squeezing him tightly. “It’s been far too long. We didn’t know you’d be here.”

      Warmth filled Xander’s voice, and the two males slammed their arms against the other’s back in a strange gesture that only seemed to belong to those of the masculine persuasion, before pulling apart. “We returned as soon as we heard the news about the High King,” Daegal said.

      “We?” Xander asked.

      A branch snapped from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder as two small, hooded figures made their way toward us, a basket swinging between them.

      “We,” Ryllae confirmed.

      The Death Elf’s eyes had a sparkle that I had never seen before. When we left, she had appeared on the brink of insanity. Now, her blue eyes were clear, and she looked… happy.

      That was interesting.

      Do you see that? I asked Xander even as I went forward and wrapped Nonna in a hug.

      His confusion was evident as he said, What?

      I pressed a kiss to Nonna’s cheek before answering Xander. Daegal and Ryllae. There’s something between them. I’m sure of it.

      Xander made a strangled sound that I was fairly sure meant “I don’t need to know about that”, but if he had anything to say, he kept his thoughts to himself. The next few minutes went by in a series of hugs and kisses as everyone said their hellos. By the time a roll of thunder boomed in the sky, warning of yet another unseasonable storm, everybody had hugged each other twice.

      “Let’s get inside, young ones.” Nonna walked towards me and threaded her hand through my elbow. She glimpsed the tattoos peeking out from beneath my sleeve and raised a brow. “It appears we have much to catch up on.”
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SAENA

        

      

    

    
      Silence—thick and oppressive and utterly delightful—blanketed the expansive throne room. The seven remaining members of Edgar’s High Council stared at me with faces devoid of color. They trembled in their seats, their mouths opening and closing in shock.

      This morning, when the sun rose, there had been twelve of them. Now, the blood of the other five ran like a crimson river on the stone floor before me.

      They will all learn to fear us, the beast within me crooned.

      My lips tilted up into a semblance of a smile. Nothing taught a lesson faster than a bit of bloodshed. Especially to males. There was something about them—it might have been the appendage dangling between their legs, or the vast size of their egos—but they rarely seemed to think properly when a female was around.

      But blood?

      That deep, crimson liquid taught lessons far faster than any words I could speak.

      Not even the wind dared howl as I sat on the red throne, glaring at the ones who called themselves Lords of the High Council. They stood in a line in front of the dais, the bodies of their recently deceased comrades in pieces at their feet. Blood-spattered faces looked up at me, with expressions ranging from downright horror to fear.

      Winged Soldiers lined the walls, their countenances impassive as they stared straight ahead. They would not move without my order. Ensuring they knew their place was the first thing I’d done. After all, what good was being queen if I couldn’t kill a few guards to get my point across?

      Now, none of them would dare cross me.

      It was time the lords learned the same lesson.

      “Well?” I asked after a long moment passed. Red sparks flitted around my hands, matching the gown I had chosen for today, and dark power thrummed in my veins. “Does anyone else have any questions?”

      My dragon curled up inside me, quietly observing the proceedings.

      “No, Your Majesty,” Lord Silvermoor, a powerful Light Elf who hailed from Ocheka, said as he stepped away from me. Blood covered his face, leaving only his eyes visible. His brother had been the first to fall this morning. “No questions. You are, of course, Kydona’s chosen one and the rightful leader of Ithenmyr and Drahan.”

      “And?” I raised a hand, a dark red ribbon twinning around my fingers as I stared at the lord. This magic was new to me, and yet its song was sweet, as it called to the deepest part of me that yearned for power and darkness and riches.

      I loved it.

      Lord Silvermoor gulped, and his voice was barely a whisper as he said, “And the rest of the Four Kingdoms and the lands beyond will fall beneath your hand soon.”

      The other six lords all mumbled their agreement, but none of them were brave enough to speak. If I still cared, I would have awarded Lord Silvermoor for his bravery. At least he spoke to me. These other cowards deserved the same fate as their comrades on the floor.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t kill them all. Not yet.

      Not until our power is firm, the beast reminded me. We need to find the Gilded Amulet.

      A surge of dark excitement ran through me, and I gripped the armrest of my throne.

      And then I will be unstoppable, correct?

      The draken purred. Yes. And all the riches and power in the Four Kingdoms will be ours.

      When I had my hands on the amulet, no one could stop me. After my new husband died, I let my brother and his mate go—they were no threat to me. Not really. Besides, no one other than me knew of the existence of the Gilded Amulet. Not anymore. It was my secret, and it would be my prize for surviving all these decades on my own.

      If my foolhardy brother and his Earth Elf came against me, I would make sure they felt the weight of my wrath. I would destroy anyone who stood in the way of the power I was owed.

      Like these lords. They still looked too… comfortable. They weren’t quivering in fear. Not yet.

      Did they doubt the depth of my power?

      Perhaps I would play with another. After all, the world could always do with one less male in it. Before I could make my choice, however, the massive doors to the throne room banged open. I straightened my spine, red magic sparking at my fingers as a pale human ran into the space. The servant’s eyes were wide, and her face drained of color as she saw the blood pooling at the base of my throne, but she still managed to dip into a curtsy before me.

      “My deepest apologies for interrupting your council, Your Majesty,” she whispered, keeping her head low.

      “Why have you done so?” The red ribbon left my fingers, winding itself around the servant’s neck.

      She gasped but didn’t look up, even as the river of blood spread, touching her shoes.

      “Speak!” I thundered, tightening the noose just enough that she knew her life was on the line before pulling the magic back to me. After all, a dead servant couldn’t deliver her message.

      “I-I-I have news from the Koln Mountains, Your Majesty,” she said meekly, referring to the mountain range separating Ithenmyr from Eleyta, the Northern Kingdom.

      “What is it?” I snapped. “I don’t have all day.”

      I had things to do. Lords to kill. People to set in line. Kingdoms to rule, and ruinations to plan. It was no simple affair, being queen.

      The human swallowed. “It’s the vampires, Your Majesty.” Her voice dropped, but I heard every word as though she yelled them. “They’ve destroyed the forces you sent. They drained each soldier of blood, leaving their corpses as mere husks.”

      My face paled, and inside me, the dragon roared. That bitch Queen Marguerite of Eleyta was proving to be a rather prickly thorn in my side.

      “Lord Silvermoor?” I snapped.

      The male gulped. “Yes?”

      “Double the size of the army,” I commanded. “Send them all to the front. I will teach that blood-sucking bitch not to play games with me.”

      A pause, and then Lord Briarwood cleared his throat. “Is that really wise?” The werewolf’s eyes were wide, and he stepped forward, extending his hands at his sides. “Maybe we should try another approach if this one isn’t—”

      The lord’s words ended in a gurgle as a flurry of crimson ribbons tinged with black wrapped around his neck. His eyes widened and his face turned red as he struggled to breathe. I stood, clenching my fist. The noose tightened even further as the lord’s eyes bulged.

      No one spoke. No one moved. Death was in this place, and I commanded it. The horrible gurgles coming out of the dying lord were the only sounds as everyone else inched away from him. And then those ended as the magic cut through his flesh. Lord Briarwood’s lifeless body fell to the floor as his head left his neck.

      “Does anyone else feel that I am making unwise decisions?” I asked, ignoring the fresh blood coming from the recently deceased lord’s body.

      The six remaining lords and the human servant all shook their heads. Fear scented the air, and inside of me, the beast purred.

      “Good.” I fanned my gown out around me, stepping down the dais as I gestured to the mutilated corpses littering the floor. “Let this be a lesson for all of you. Anyone who comes between me and what I want will perish. There are no choices. No second chances. Move aside, my lords, because I am queen, and no one will take the throne from me.”
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XANDER

        

      

    

    
      A brisk wind blew against my wings, and chilly rain hinting at snow pelted my scales. Each drop sizzled as it landed on my too-hot flesh, sending wisps of steam into the night air. Clouds obstructed my vision as thunder roared. A bolt of lightning lit up the sky, but I didn’t need its light. My vision was powerful enough on its own. Each tree, each drop of rain, each black vine that had no place in Ithenmyr, was perfectly visible through my dragon’s vision.

      Right now, flying was the only thing I needed. Flapping my wings and soaring through the night meant that I didn’t have to pay attention to the anger and frustration roiling through my veins like an untamed tempest. It wasn’t Aileana’s fault. She was amazing. Perfect, actually. She was exactly what I needed. Confident and fierce and powerful. Maturing had only been good for her, and every day, she showed why the gods had chosen her to be the High Lady of Life.

      I was the problem. I couldn’t seem to do anything right these days. We spent hours earlier catching up with the others at Nonna’s. Laughter had filled the cottage, and there had been countless smiles on everyone’s faces as they exchanged stories over warm food and hot drinks. There had been so many moments where happiness should have cracked this shell of sadness and anger that had formed around my heart, but nothing did.

      I just kept replaying the moment when Saena’s blue dragon soared out of the temple.

      Where had I gone wrong with my little sister? She had been my responsibility, and I had failed her in the worst ways. A knot had taken up permanent residence in my stomach, and with every report we heard of the evil queen sitting on Ithenmyr’s throne, it tightened.

      Hours of listening to happy stories and laughter, mixed with Daegal and Maiela’s reminiscing about their shared childhoods, had darkened my mood. The twins reminded me of the sister I lost, until eventually, it became too much to handle. The dragon was restless beneath my skin and fire ran through my veins.

      When everyone else went to bed, I left to fly. Aileana offered to come with me, but I declined.

      I needed some time alone. Time to think. To mourn. And perhaps most importantly, to figure out what to do next. How did one heal from a twice-broken heart?

      The day I stumbled across Saena’s bloody, broken body in Drahan, I thought my life had ended. Seeing her like that, broken and bloody and dead—or at least, I thought she was dead—had nearly destroyed me. I had fled the Southern Kingdom and returned to Ithenmyr without any care for my own safety. I’d been close to destroying myself when Nonna had found and healed me.

      Then, after years of living in darkness, Aileana had come into my life. Like a goddess wielding daggers, Aileana had argued her way into my heart. With every witty word, every snarky exchange, I fell more in love with her. She had pulled me out of the darkness.

      Now my bonded mate had Matured. Aileana was stronger than ever. Maturation made her harder to kill, and her body had grown into its full power. Not only that, but we possessed the five pieces of the map. I should have been celebrating. These were good things. Great things, even. Aileana had even agreed to marry me, for the gods’ sake.

      But my heart was in a strange place. Overwhelming love for Aileana filled me, and yet I was broken-hearted over my sister. I hadn’t known it was possible to be overcome by two separate, all-consuming emotions like this.

      After our village had burned, I took responsibility for Saena. Too much, perhaps. Her actions felt personal now. Flying at night was one of the few balms for the near-constant pain in my chest. I had been doing it a lot since I learned about my sister. The clouds hid my form, for the most part. Perhaps I wasn’t being as careful as I used to be. Why would I bother? The people of Ithenmyr knew the dragons weren’t dead. Saena was certainly not trying to hide. On the contrary, everyone knew a dragon occupied Ithenmyr’s throne.

      I roared, and bright red flames burst from my mouth. They tasted like smoke and ash and gave me a moment of satisfaction.

      I did it again and again until it numbed the pain to a soft ache.

      Rain fell on my scales, sizzling upon impact, and I lit up the sky until I was so tired, I could barely flap my wings. But being tired was better than wallowing in pain and guilt, so I would take it.

      Only then did I return to the small clearing near Nonna’s cottage.
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        * * *

      

      I touched down on the moss, a resounding thud echoing through the serene stillness of the forest. This was my favorite time of the night. It was late enough that most animals were sleeping, but early enough that the darkness was coming to an end. My sharp talons dug into the frozen ground, stabilizing my large form as my expansive wings unfurled, keeping me steady. Above me, the full moon cast a soft glow on the dark forest, its silvery light dancing among the branches and leaves. The rain had slowed to a gentle patter, leaving behind a peaceful tranquility.

      Taking a breath, I pulled on the dragon. My bones broke and remade themselves as the beast returned beneath my skin, and I shifted back into my two-legged form. Cold air ran down my front as the wind brushed up against my bare flesh, but it did nothing to ease the fire running through my veins.

      A branch cracked nearby. I tensed, balling my hands into fists. My heart thudded wildly against my ribs, and I prepared to fight. Extending my senses, I listened to the forest. Night insects sang; a deer was asleep somewhere to my right, but in front of me… I sensed something large. It was nearby, but I wouldn’t run. Not when I was so close to Nonna’s. I would never lead a threat to the witch who was, for all intents and purposes, my grandmother.

      Getting ready to fight, I widened my stance. A leaf crunched, and my heart thumped. There was only one being approaching. That was good. They would be no match for me.

      Through the trees, a familiar form appeared. I exhaled, loosening my fists.

      “Get dressed, Xan.” A bag sailed through the air, nearly smacking me in the face before I grabbed it. Daegal stepped out from between the trees, his dark skin blending in with the night. He crossed his arms beneath his thick black cloak, and he stared at me. “We have to talk.”

      It did not surprise me that the Fortune Elf sought me out. He had remained by Ryllae’s side earlier, not seeming to want to stray far from the Death Elf princess we had rescued from Nightstone Prison, but when we first arrived, I noted a glint in Daegal’s eye. I knew it would only be a matter of time before he found me.

      I supposed that was now.

      Pulling out a pair of breeches and heavy boots from the bag, I put them on before drawing a tunic over my head and matching Daegal’s position. Leaning against the trunk of a nearby tree, I settled in for what could be a long wait. It was a side-effect of dealing with Fortune Elves. They operated on their own timeline.

      Luckily for Daegal, I was great at waiting. A few minutes passed, neither of us speaking. I took the time to steady my old friend. He looked different from before we’d left for the Queen’s Tower. That felt like a lifetime ago. He was older, somehow. More worn. But that wasn’t all. There was a spark of life about him I had never seen.

      It wasn’t a bad thing. If anything, he seemed… happy. I wondered at the cause of that feeling. Maybe Aileana was right, and there was something going on between Daegal and Ryllae.

      Eventually, he stepped forward. He hugged me, and I returned the gesture.

      “It’s been far too long, brother,” I said.

      He nodded; his expression grim as lines of worry etched across his face. “I’m glad the two of you came back, Xander. There isn’t much time.”

      The tone of his voice was dark, and a pit yawned in my stomach. “What’s wrong?”

      He stepped forward, clasping my arm in his. “Everything.”

      Silver took over Daegal’s eyes as he fell into his magic. We remained unmoving, and I gripped his arm, waiting for him to come out of the future. Extending my senses, I listened to the forest. A fox stirred in a burrow nearby; a wolf howled; and somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted.

      The forest itself was different from before. It was more overgrown, and there was an air of danger about it. Aileana was convinced the darkness had to do with the broken balance. I believed her—nothing we were seeing was normal. High King Edgar had started something, but the state of Ithenmyr was getting much worse since he died.

      Just last week, we’d crossed the dried-up bed of what used to be the Criwyn River.

      Thoughts of the broken balance and my sister’s hand in it occupied me until the silver magic cleared from Daegal’s eyes. The Fortune Elf’s mouth pressed into a firm line, and he shook his head.

      “What did you See?” I asked.

      His gaze met mine. Though the silver was gone, a haunted look remained. When he spoke, his voice was much deeper than normal.

      “Time is short. The balance is broken. Evil is no longer lurking in the shadows, waiting for the day it can rise.” His grip tightened on my arm, his nails digging into my skin, and his eyes widened. “Heed my warning, son of Aranuil, bonded mate of the High Lady of Life. Evil is here, among us all. No one can be trusted. Nothing is safe. You must journey to the hidden mountain and find the amulet of old. Darkness has arrived and it will claim us all. Make haste. Travel light. Trials will come your way, but you must persevere. Life and Death hang in the balance. Soon it will be too late, and all will be lost.”

      As the last words left Daegal’s lips, thunder roared in the distance. Goosebumps erupted on my skin, and I shivered as the Fortune Elf withdrew his hand.

      “Is that all?” I asked dryly. “Perhaps you’d like to tell me the sun is about to explode?”

      That seemed like it would be in line with everything else.

      Daegal blinked. “No, that’s not going to happen.”

      Clearly, my friend had left his sense of humor behind at the cottage. Still, his words were dark, and they awakened the dragon within me. It stirred, watching and waiting, as I stared at my old friend. I ran a hand through my hair. “And here I thought having a draken on the throne of Ithenmyr was bad enough.”

      Aileana and I hadn’t wasted any time yesterday in telling Nonna and the others about the Southern Queen’s true identity. It wouldn’t have been right to keep that kind of information to ourselves. Though Nonna, Ryllae, and Kysha had worn expressions ranging from shocked to horrified, Daegal and Maiela simply exchanged a knowing look. Fortune Elves were irritating to work with at the best of times. And this was not that.

      My friend’s eyes darkened as his fingernails dug into my arm. “Xander, your sister is the least of our worries.” His voice was low, carrying a hint of fear. “The world is crumbling. Edgar used black magic, and it’s tainting everything. Darkness is spreading all over the Four Kingdoms, and soon it will go beyond our continent. The merfolk in the Indigo Ocean will fall, and then the fae will be next. Evil is coming for us all.”

      I frowned, a pit forming in my stomach. Even for Daegal, whose abilities to See the future always skewed dark, this was grim. “Any other dire news, brother? Something else you want to share?”

      Daegal snorted. “Do you wish to hear about the strange happenings with the vampires in Eleyta?”

      A shudder ran through me. “No. I’m good.”

      I’d had enough dealings with vampires to last a lifetime. When I was working as the White Death, I fell into a dalliance with Valeria. The vampire had wanted to Bind herself to me and keep me as her Source. She’d become rather volatile when I turned her down.

      As if he knew where my thoughts had gone, Daegal smiled. “Not to worry.” Releasing my arm, he rolled his shoulders before asking, “How was the flight?”

      The air between us eased, and I grinned. “Restorative.” Clapping Daegal on the back, we turned and returned to the cottage. “Let me tell you, there is nothing like flying…”
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        * * *

      

      Aileana was waiting for us when we got back. The mating bond was practically vibrating as the crumbling, decrepit cottage came into view. She was agitated, her emotions flooding through the bond and causing the hairs on the back of my neck to raise. The door flung open with a bang, and she hurried out, her red hair streaming behind her.

      “You were gone for so long.” Aileana frowned, her eyes searching mine as though she was checking for an injury. She wore a fitted tunic the color of vibrant leaves and black leggings that blended into the land. The early light of the dawn glinted on the twin daggers strapped to her thighs. “I was worried about you and thought about reaching out through our connection. I was going to come look, but Daegal—”

      “I told her I would go,” the Fortune Elf said. “We had things to discuss.”

      “There’s nothing like a harrowing prophecy to round out a night,” I said, mostly joking.

      Daegal grimaced. “Sorry.”

      I shrugged. It was the way of our lives. Darkness was all around.

      Aileana glanced between us both before touching Daegal’s shoulder. “Ryllae is awake.” Aileana smiled knowingly as a teasing glint entered her eye. “She’s waiting for you in the living room with a cup of tea.”

      A grin broke out on Daegal’s face, and he hurried into the cottage.

      I told you something is going on between them. Even in my mind, Aileana’s voice was smug.

      I nodded. It looks like you were right, my love.

      Rarely had I seen Daegal so happy, and I made a mental note to ask him about the two of them. Something must have happened between him and Ryllae on their trek to the Indigo Coast. The door slammed shut behind my friend, and Aileana stepped towards me. Gnawing on her lip, apprehension and worry came through the bond as she reached out, running her hand down my tunic.

      “Did the flight help?” she asked, tracing a gentle line on my chest. “Do you feel… better?”

      Better was the wrong word. The frustration and anger I’d felt earlier was gone, but better? No. I was firm, at least, in the knowledge of what we had to do. But I didn’t want to worry Aileana. My mate had enough on her plate without taking my worries on her as well.

      Instead of answering the question, I gently grabbed her wrist where it was still drawing lines on my tunic and pulled her towards me.

      Our mouths met in a clashing kiss that echoed throughout my entire body. Using my lips, I told her how much I loved her. I told her I would be here for her, no matter what. Her lips parted, and I slipped my tongue inside, tasting the sweet strawberry jam lingering in her mouth. She moaned, and I held her against me. Despite everything going on in Ithenmyr, I loved Aileana and wouldn’t let the turmoil with my sister ruin us. I would never give up on her. On us.

      Together, we could do this. We would find the amulet and repair the balance. We could restore Ithenmyr back to the way it was meant to be.

      Together, we could do anything.
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AILEANA

        

      

    

    
      If Xander thought he could distract me with his kisses, he was mistaken. Not that I didn’t enjoy them. On the contrary, I could lose myself in this strong dragon shifter. I would gladly spend hours alone with him, exploring each other in all the best ways.

      But something was wrong.

      I felt it through the bond, and I saw it in the lines on Xander’s face. He had aged in the past month and a half, and his exhaustion was evident. He thought he was hiding it from me, but he was lying to himself. I could read this male better than anyone else in my life.

      I knew him like I knew my own mind.

      But for now, I would let it go. If for no other reason than the way his lips tasted against mine. Xander’s kiss was warm with the fire that coursed through his body, and as he drew me tight against him, he chased away any early morning chills that might have plagued me.

      Xander’s hand laced through my hair, and he held me close to him. Nipping at my bottom lip, he growled, “Gods, the things I want to do to you.”

      The promise in his voice caused warmth to flood through me, and my core twisted. I could easily imagine what he was talking about. The way he would make me his. No longer was I the naïve female who had escaped her tower with no knowledge of the world. I was powerful now, and I was well-acquainted with the ways two bodies could become one. I knew exactly how pleasurable the things he was promising were. We had spent many hours together since we first confirmed our mating bond exploring each other. He knew every part of me intimately, and I knew him.

      I wanted to take him up on what he was offering, but we weren’t alone. Not for the first time, I wished we could take a break from this insanity that was our lives. I would like nothing more than to pull on his hand and retreat to that waterfall where we initially solidified the bond that lay between us.

      But we couldn’t run and hide. I glimpsed the blackened trees, and I shuddered. We had a job to do. A continent to save and a balance to repair.

      Kissing and other things would have to wait.

      With one last kiss, tasting the smoke and ash on Xander’s breath, I broke away from my bonded mate. Weaving my hand through his, I pulled him towards the cottage. “Come on, dragon of mine. Let’s get some breakfast.”

      “You’re not tired?” he asked, taking the lead.

      I ducked beneath a low-hanging branch. “I’ll make it through the day,” I said, avoiding the question.

      Xander frowned, but he didn’t push the issue further. I hadn’t been able to sleep while he was flying. Being without my bonded mate, even for a few brief hours, was too much. Every moment alone reminded me of those dreadful days we’d spent apart after High King Edgar had stolen my dragon shifter.

      That first night after the king’s death, neither Xander nor I slept. He flew us away from the ruined temple, and we spent the next three days in a cave, just… being together. We spent most of that time in each other’s arms, reminding ourselves that we were still alive, that we had survived the high king’s wrath.

      Only once we’d been reunited had I been willing to admit that our bond was stronger than separation. Still, every moment apart had felt like the worst kind of heartbreak, and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. After the euphoria of survival had worn off, a grim reality had set in. We had a long way to go before restoring the balance. Xander and I had talked about it, and though we agreed to get married, we both decided that now wasn’t the right time.

      The cobblestones leading up to Nonna’s cottage were cracked and grimy, matching the rest of the run-down structure. It never ceased to amaze me that a ratty exterior could house such an immaculate home on the inside. I picked my way along the path carefully behind my mate. He tightened his fingers around mine, pulling open the door. “After you, Sunshine.”

      “Such a gentleman,” I teased, pecking his cheek.

      Only for you, he rumbled through our connection.

      I loved that about him. He could be gruff with everyone else, but there was a softness within him that was mine, and mine alone.

      Murmured conversations filtered through the air, and I smiled up at Xander as the smell of fresh bread and bacon reached my nose. My stomach grumbled and beside me, my mate perked up. One thing I had learned since leaving my tower was that no matter the situation, males always made time to eat. Especially my enormous, grumpy dragon shifter.

      A white-haired head poked out of the kitchen, and Xander grinned.

      “Just in time, young ones.” Nonna smiled, waving a spatula in the air in our direction. “Everyone is awake and waiting for you.”

      I started. “Oh, we didn’t know—”

      “Not to worry,” Nonna said. “There’s no harm done, my dear. Come along, I’ve made breakfast. We have things to discuss, and you have places to go.”

      We hurried into the kitchen—which was now practically palatial, thanks to Nonna’s incredible magic—and Xander pulled out a chair for me.

      I sat, smiling at the assembled group. The elderly witch took a seat at the head of the table, wrapping her hands around a porcelain teacup. Daegal and Ryllae sat to Nonna’s right, engaged in a quiet conversation. To the witch’s left, Maiela and Kysha sat, their intertwined hands laying between them. Sitting opposite his grandmother, Xander was next to me. Reaching for the large teapot in the middle of the table, he poured me a cup before doing the same for himself.

      Once I took a sip of my tea and declared it perfect, Nonna cleared her throat. Instantly, everyone stopped talking, and all eyes went to the elderly witch.

      “My dears. It has been an unprecedented blessing to have all of you remain beneath my roof on and off for many months. Having young blood in my home has been rejuvenating.” The witch shared a look with Maiela, Daegal’s twin sister, and the two of them burst into laughter. Evidently, they had created special memories while we’d been gone.

      “I’m glad, Elsbeth,” Kysha said. “We’ve enjoyed being here as well.”

      Kysha and Maiela had fled their home in Vlarone, finding refuge at Nonna’s after a horrible Winged Soldier attack.

      “Good.” Nonna smiled, and the lines around her eyes wrinkled. “As much as I have enjoyed having you all here, time is growing short.” She raised a brow. “Isn’t that right, Daegal?”

      The Fortune Elf nodded. “It is.”

      His tone was dark, and a shiver ran up my spine.

      Placing both hands on the table, palms facing up, Daegal cleared his throat. “I have Seen the future.” His voice was low, filled with equal parts fear and determination. “Darkness and danger intersect at every turn, threatening to destroy the Four Kingdoms.”

      I shuddered as my mind raced with various scenarios. Each one was worse than the last, and my breath started coming faster. Xander’s hand found my thigh under the table, and he squeezed.

      “But do not despair,” Daegal continued. “There is still one path that leads to life. Though the future is dark, there is hope. There is light.”

      Since escaping my tower, I had learned a lot about hope. I learned that hope kept us going despite the collapse of the world. It was the reason the females of Ithenmyr survived under Edgar’s tyrannical rule. And perhaps most importantly, hope kept people going when all else seemed lost.

      The Fortune Elf stopped, steepling his fingers and looking pointedly at our end of the table. “Xander?”

      My dragon nodded, reaching beneath his collar and withdrawing the necklace he always wore. No one made a sound as Xander pulled it off his head, placing the tube on the wooden table before opening it. He reached inside, his large fingers moving with an ease and grace that seemed at odds with a male his size as he withdrew the pieces of the map. All five had jagged edges, as though someone had ripped apart them in haste.

      Xander rearranged them until they fit together perfectly. The crackling of the fire and the hiss of the teapot were the backdrop to his movements as everyone, me included, stared at the parchment.

      It hadn’t changed a bit. My heart thudded faster in my chest as I studied the map that Xander had spent a century putting together.

      Kysha leaned over and her eyes narrowed as she read the tight cursive running through the parchment. “When great darkness is woken, and the balance is broken, only then will those with pure intentions and hearts of gold find the object they seek in the mount of old.”

      Her voice echoed through the kitchen, her words settling upon us all. I had read the verse on the map before, having spent many nights going over it.

      Pure intentions and hearts of gold.

      Ryllae looked up, her black horns catching the early morning light as she snorted. “Why are things always so difficult? I swear to the gods, nothing is ever simple. First, I get told the curse my father placed on me was ‘masterful’—which was less than delightful, let me tell you—and now there’s a gods-damn quest?”

      Honestly, I agreed with the Death Elf princess. This was getting ridiculous. Xander, Daegal and I had rescued Ryllae from Nightstone Prison, where she had spent two and a half centuries after her father locked her up. Both of us had our magic blocked, but Ryllae’s father had placed an additional curse on her that required a sea witch to break.

      The fates certainly had a strange sense of humor.

      Daegal nodded, placing his hand on Ryllae’s. “We must go, Princess. Maiela and I have both Seen what is to come. This is the only way forward that does not result in certain death.”

      I noted Daegal’s careful choice of wording. Death wasn’t off the table, at least not completely.

      Maiela dipped her head in agreement. “There are very few paths that lead to anything except utter darkness for the Four Kingdoms.” She looked at her wife, and the two of them seemed to communicate in that silent fashion belonging to couples, before Maiela added, “This is the only way. Dangerous or not, this is the path we must follow.”

      “Of course it is,” Ryllae mumbled. Her eyes flashed, and Daegal pulled her towards him.

      “Hey, Princess,” he whispered. “It’s going to be okay.”

      His voice dropped even lower, and I averted my eyes as the two of them pressed their foreheads together, murmuring quietly.

      Beside me, Xander ran his fingers over the map. He’d carried one piece with him for over a century, since the day High King Edgar massacred the dragons and burned his village to the ground. He’s spent a hundred years trying to put it together, the four other pieces having been scattered throughout Ithenmyr.

      A chair scraped against the wooden floor, and Nonna stood. Her right hand held onto the table for support as she lifted her left hand into the air. Magic slipped out of her open palm, and my magic thrummed at the sight. The witch’s power swirled around us in a sea of blue as bright as a cloudless sky before the ribbons settled on the map.

      Nonna closed her fist, and when she spoke, her voice was low and echoed with tinges of ancient power. “Gods of old, come to us here. Reveal what is hidden. If it is your will, allow the unseen to be seen. Give us guidance in this time of need.”

      She unfurled her fingers, one by one, and the magic slowly slid over the map. A blue spark flashed above the parchment, followed by a puff of smoke.

      When it cleared, I stared at the table in awe. Gone were the five separate pieces. In their place was a solid map, with lines running through it where the jagged edges had been mere moments before. Not only that, but there were new markings. A compass, and…

      Xander’s voice rumbled as he read the new script centered in the middle. “When the stars are aligned, and the balance is broken, what has long since been forgotten shall be remembered. The Chosen Six must follow the paths of wind and flame, passing through the Gate and uncovering the resting place of the Ancient Ones.”

      The Chosen Six.

      A sense of ancient rightness settled upon me; a calling put into place long ago but not revealed until this very moment. Glances were exchanged around the table as the prophetic words hung in the air.

      After this, nothing would be the same. The food I had eaten turned into a brick in my stomach. A sense of foreboding filled me, and my lungs tightened as breathing became more difficult.

      Are you alright, Aileana? Xander’s worried voice appeared in my mind.

      I forced myself to take a few deep breaths before nodding slowly. I will be. I just had the strangest feeling… but I’m sure it was nothing.

      At least, I hoped it was nothing.

      His hand landed on mine, and he squeezed gently. I’m here if you want to talk about it.

      I smiled at him, but before we could say anything else, Nonna waved her hand. A heavy, dust-covered tome lifted from the shelf on the far wall, floating on the air over to us. It landed on the table with a thump. Another blue ribbon escaped the witch’s palm, and she murmured as it rushed to the book, flipping the pages until it stopped a third of the way through.

      Leaning over the wooden surface, I eyed the open tome. The small handwritten script was in a language that I had never seen before. That wasn’t inherently surprising, considering my upbringing, but judging from the murmurs coming from all around the table, no one else did either.

      “This is amazing!” Kysha gasped, tapping the page excitedly. “I saw diagrams like these in my mother’s grimoire.” She glanced at Nonna. “Where did you get this, Elsbeth?”

      “It’s been in my possession for many years.” The witch smiled, waving a hand in the air. The tome turned on the table, pushing itself nearer to the Light Elf halfling. Kysha grasped the book, running her finger tenderly over the page. “The same Fortune Elf who told me to watch for Xander left this grimoire in my keeping. He said I would know what to do with it when the time came. This is that time.”

      The witch tilted her head, and her eyes reflected the wisdom of her years as she spoke. “Remain on the path of life, young ones. Keep in mind that magic is not the only powerful thing in this world. Watch your words, and remember, you are stronger than you think.”

      A quest.

      I had known when we put the map together something like this might happen. Now, here we were.

      A heavy weight settled on my shoulders, and I sighed.

      Xander squeezed my leg. You should tell them who you are, he urged silently. The time is right, we should lay all our cards on the table.

      He was right.

      “There’s something Xander and I haven’t told you yet.” My voice was barely audible over the beating of my heart, but I kept going. “When we were gone, I Matured.”

      Daegal nodded. “I noticed the longer ears, and the elongated canines.” He glanced at Xander, who growled. The Fortune Elf hurriedly added, “Noticed in a non-sexual, completely platonic way, of course.”

      The dragon shifter beside me relaxed.

      “There’s something else.” Drawing in a deep breath, I looked at Xander for strength. He gave me an encouraging smile, and I continued. “I am the High Lady of Life.”

      Silence blanketed the room. If I thought my heart was loud before, now it was thundering.

      Pulling up my sleeves, I laid my arms flat on the table. Alongside the swirling marks of my mating bond were the new, green tattoos of my Maturation. The swirls and whirls moved of their own volition, writhing beneath my skin, much like the magic within my veins.

      Ryllae placed a tentative hand on my arm. “You… you have markings.” Her voice took on a strange tone, and she tilted her head, sending her blonde hair cascading over her shoulder. “All over your body?”

      I turned, meeting her blue eyes. That strange tone was a stark reminder that this princess sometimes walked on the edge of sanity.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      The Death Elf stared at me for a long moment before turning and meeting Daegal’s eyes. The two of them communicated silently before Ryllae nodded. She pushed herself to her feet; the chair wobbling in her haste, and she yanked down the collar of her dress, revealing the swell of her breasts. Xander made a sound, averting his eyes, but I couldn’t pull my gaze away from her.

      I stood, walking toward the Death Elf.

      Red swirls and whorls, nearly the perfect match to mine except for the color, covered Ryllae’s chest before disappearing beneath her dress.

      “I am the High Lady of Life,” I repeated my previous words in a murmur, reaching out to run my finger over Ryllae’s chest, tracing the red line of one of her tattoos. “And you are…”

    

  







            We’ll Figure This Out Together

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






RYLLAE

        

      

    

    
      Aileana’s voice trailed off, and she raised her green eyes, staring at me as she waited for an answer. Behind her, the dragon shifter looked at me as if I was a creature from another planet. Maybe I was?

      Everyone else here knew who they were. They were strong in their identities. But me? I had no idea. Apart from the witch, I was the oldest of the group, and yet in moments like these, I felt as though I was a young outsider who had no business being here.

      The Earth Elf stared at me, waiting for an answer I did not have. My stomach twisted, and I trembled. Why was everything so hard? Why couldn’t anything be easy?

      You don’t deserve easy. The voice in the back of my mind taunted me, sounding far too much like my father for my liking. You should have stayed in prison; it was where you belonged.

      I shook my head, trying to clear the negative thoughts.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered, the tremor in my voice betraying the nerves and unease running through me.

      I thought I knew who I was. What I was. Former princess. Death Elf. Forgotten One. Cursed Daughter.

      But now, there was something else. Something new. The day I Matured, I woke up with red swirls and whorls that covered my entire body. They ran from my collarbone to my toes, marking me for… something.

      What was it?

      Green sparked at Aileana’s fingertips, and my magic reacted. Together, colored ribbons swirled through the air. The others gasped, and Aileana stared at mine with something akin to fright, but I just… watched those crimson threads. My powers had returned to me, but controlling my magic, using it like I used to, was another issue entirely. I hadn’t touched it for over two and a half centuries. To say that I was out of practice was an understatement.

      A green thread slipped out of Aileana’s palm, twinning around a crimson one. They moved in the air as though they were dancing to a tune no one could hear. Neither Earth Elf nor Death Elf magic destroyed the other. They simply remained together in harmony.

      The ribbons danced before simultaneously dissolving.

      I murmured, “I don’t know who I am, but I think… maybe… we need to find out?”

      My hand shook at my side, and I let the collar of my dress drop. The fabric rode up, the material itchy against my skin as I stumbled back. Daegal was right behind me, his arms wrapping around me before I could fall.

      “I’ve got you, Ryllae,” he whispered, pressing me against his chest. I leaned into him instinctively. That connection within me hummed, and I called my magic back.

      Tension filled the room. The air vibrated as everyone watched me carefully, as though I were a wild animal that they didn’t understand but needed to be wary of. Their eyes crawled over me, making me feel strange, and I wanted to turn and run away from this attention. Instead, I simply closed my eyes and focused on my breathing.

      In and out.

      Again and again. Daegal’s hands ran over my arms, and I allowed myself to find comfort in his presence.

      “Whoever you are, one thing is clear,” Maiela said after a moment. I opened my eyes to see her watching me carefully. She leaned across the table, tapping a finger on the middle of the map. “We’re the Chosen Six.”

      Equal expressions of fear and excitement danced on the faces of the other four elves in the kitchen. I couldn’t bring myself to meet their eyes.

      “The Chosen Six,” I murmured.

      What makes you think you’d be an asset to them, girl? that evil voice crooned. You’re worthless.

      I shuddered, shoving my father out of my head. Even as I did so, doubt flitted through me. What good would I be on a quest? Though I would venture a guess to say that my mental health was slightly more… stable since Daegal and I started our… whatever this was, I certainly wasn’t at the peak of lucidity.

      I lifted my right hand, pulling a crimson ribbon from the well within me. As bright as blood, the magic wove through my fingers as I stared at it. The others spoke all around me, but their words washed over me like water running over a rock in a stream.

      “Are you certain…” Aileana said.

      Murmurs, then Daegal added, “Of course, we could…”

      “I don’t know…”

      All I could focus on was the heat of Daegal’s hands on my arms. I turned, closing my eyes, and burying my head against his chest as they continued to speak. None of them addressed me, as though they knew I needed to be left alone. Maybe that was my problem.

      I had been alone for far too long. Days, weeks, months, years, centuries. After a while in prison, time had no more meaning. At least when I was alone, I knew my place. When I’d been locked up, my role was simple.

      Now, who was I?

      A soothing rumble came from Daegal’s as he spoke in a low voice with the others. They talked and planned, and the day slipped on. These elves were different from me.

      I was different.

      All of them were warriors. They were strong and courageous, ready for battle. Even Kysha and Maiela were proficient with bows and arrows. I was nothing but the princess who’d spent centuries as a prisoner. My skill set included talking to myself, hearing my dead father’s voice in my mind, and sometimes wielding erratic magic. Not exactly helpful.

      I was a liability.

      That voice snickered in the back of my head, and I shuddered. Down, down, down, I sank into a well of despair. Soon, even Daegal’s gentle brushes on my arms weren’t enough to keep me grounded. I had no place here. The others had goals. Reasons to survive.

      I had nothing. Though my father was dead, I was no closer to regaining my throne. The Southern Queen had stolen it from me. The rebels called me the Forgotten One. Perhaps I should have claimed the title. Perhaps being forgotten was all I was good at.

      Minutes flowed into hours. Conversations continued. That voice in my head grew louder and louder until it was the only thing I heard.

      Eventually, we relocated to the living room. Someone put a fresh cup of tea in my hands, and the warmth seeped into my skin. Daegal pulled me onto the settee beside him, his hand continuing to trace lines on my back as I leaned against him.

      I stared into the crackling flames, sipping the herbal liquid, as the day marched on. No one asked my opinion, which wasn’t surprising. I had nothing to add. No survival skills. I would just do what I was told.

      When the sun slipped beneath the horizon, the others had formed a plan. They felt like it was sound, and even paused a few times to ask my opinion, but what did I know? I was the elf who didn’t even know who she was. I couldn’t stop thinking about those swirling green tattoos on Aileana’s body. This was the first time I met another elf who had the same markings as I did.

      The Earth Elf knew who she was. Aileana was strong in ways that I could not even imagine. I watched the way she and her mate interacted with each other. They joked and bantered, seeming utterly comfortable together. I wanted that, too.

      Eventually, the couple stood. Aileana stretched, reaching her hands towards the roof of the cottage, and green sparked at her fingertips.

      “We’re going outside,” she said. “The earth is calling me.”

      Xander’s hand landed on the small of her back, and she leaned into him as the two of them walked out the front door. The Earth Elf had a purpose. A reason. What did I have?

      The witch yawned. “Well, my dears, I think that’s my cue to go to bed. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

      She stood, wobbling slightly on her feet. Daegal darted up beside her, taking her elbow and steadying her. “Thank you, child.” The one the others called Nonna patted his hand. “You’re a good elf.”

      My Fortune Elf blushed, mumbling something beneath his breath as the witch hobbled out of the living room. Maiela and Kysha followed quickly behind, exchanging kisses and flirtatious remarks as they slipped down the hall into the room they shared.

      Then it was just the two of us. Silence fell between Daegal and me, but it wasn’t bad. Nothing about him was bad. Whenever we were together, just the two of us, I felt comfortable in a way that I had never experienced in my entire life. Even my erratic magic calmed in his presence.

      The lack of noise in this secluded cottage used to bother me, but now I liked it. At least, I liked it when the Fortune Elf was with me. He didn’t make me feel bad for being strange or needing silence. He always knew what I needed and was happy to wait for me.

      Daegal was always waiting for me. Always watching. Not in a bad way. In a way that made me feel safe and secure. In a way that haunted my dreams at night and made it into my fantasies. He stood by my side, steady and strong and dependable. I liked that about him. Somehow, he always seemed to know exactly what he needed, and he gave it to me.

      Proving that he understood me far better than I even knew myself, Daegal turned towards me. The firelight illuminated his dark skin as he raised a brow, lifting his arm off my shoulders. He frowned, tucking a lock of blonde hair that had fallen across my face back behind my ear.

      “What’s wrong, Princess?” he asked.

      I blew out a long breath, reaching out and capturing his hand in mine. “I don’t exactly know how to explain it.”

      He paused, his thumb gently brushing my cheek. “Do you want to try?”

      Gnawing on my lip, I worked through the thoughts in my mind. They were tangled together like an unruly skein of yarn, and it took time to bring some order to them.

      He waited patiently.

      Eventually, I said, “I just… everyone else knows who they are. What they are. I don’t. I’m just… here.”

      “I enjoy having you here with me,” Daegal said earnestly, bringing our joined hands to his lips and pressing a kiss to my knuckles.

      Warmth curled in my core, and I shivered. “What if the others don’t?” My voice was barely more than a whisper as I exposed my deepest fears to my Fortune Elf. “What if they resent me for being a dead weight?” I shuddered. “What if I bring harm to them—to you—just by being around?”

      Daegal’s eyes widened, and he shook his head, pulling me onto his lap. His arms engulfed me once more, and his mouth met mine in a gentle, knowing kiss.

      “That will not happen, Ryllae,” he whispered.

      “How do you know?” I asked. “From where I’m sitting, I have nothing to add to this group. I’m not powerful or good with my magic. I’m not a warrior. I’m not even good company.”

      “Shh.” He nipped at my lip. “That’s not true. You may not know yourself, Ryllae, but I know you.” He kissed me again, and that thing inside of me, that connection that tied me to the Fortune Elf, hummed with approval. “You are exactly who you were meant to be, and the others will see that, too.”

      My brows furrowed. “But—”

      He quieted me with a kiss. “No ‘buts’. We will figure this out together. I promise.”

      Maybe he was right.

      I hoped he was right.
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      That night, Daegal’s promise remained with me as I lay in the small twin bed, counting the hours until dawn. Sleep was hard to come by, which wasn’t unusual. My magic throbbed in my veins, and I opened my palm, letting the red ribbons slip from my hand. They moved around me, waiting for my commands. It was a pleasant distraction as I thought about what we were doing. Where we were going.

      A quest.

      After the others had gone to bed, Daegal and I stayed up past midnight. Between kisses, he patiently walked me through the plan. Our journey would take us westward, through the forests and over mountains. Both Fortune Elves had Looked ahead, and they were convinced fate was directing us there.

      Fate.

      As if the gods cared about me. As if they hadn’t hated me from the moment I was born.

      But Daegal believed in them. He was so certain that going west was the correct move that I did not argue. In five days, we were fated to meet someone who was key to unlocking the strange language in the grimoire.

      How could I believe in fate? How could I believe that the gods had known I would be locked away for two and a half centuries and let it happen? How could I believe in them, knowing they had allowed me to suffer for so many years while my father ran free?

      I rebelled against it, but at the same time, I couldn’t deny the connection linking Daegal and I together. Was that fate, too?

      Probably.

      So, I would follow this path set by fate. Neither Daegal nor Maiela could See who we were meeting. They were shrouded in darkness, but my Fortune Elf said that was normal these days. He felt certain it would clear up the closer we got. This lack of direction wasn’t exactly inspiring to me, but there was little that could be done. Perhaps Daegal was right, and the visions would become clearer.

      Or not.

      Knowing my luck, they would remain blurry. Daegal hadn’t fully learned who he was associating himself with, but he would soon. Good things did not happen to me. My life was nothing but one terrible circumstance after the other. Bad luck followed me like an unwanted friend, trailing in my shadows, only to pop up at the most inopportune moment. I only hoped that my ill-luck wouldn’t follow us on this journey. It sounded dangerous enough without it.

      Eventually, after tossing and turning until the first rays of dawn shone through the window, I fell into a restless sleep.
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      A hand shook my shoulder, and I blinked wearily. Daegal’s blue eyes were inches away from mine and he smiled, brushing hair away from my face.

      “Morning,” I said groggily, rubbing my hands over my eyes as I tried to chase the last vestiges of sleep away. It felt like I had barely slept, and exhaustion pulled at me.

      “Good morning, Ryllae.” Daegal cupped my cheek, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I know how much you hate waking up early, so I thought I would let you sleep as long as I could.”

      His thoughtfulness warmed my heart. “What time is it?” I murmured, sitting up and holding the blanket to my chest.

      “It’s still early, but we need to go. Our journey is going to take many days, and we must begin.” Chuckling, Daegal stood and handed me a thick, brown wool cloak and matching gloves. “Everyone else is dressed and waiting for us.”

      They were waiting for me. Great. Not exactly the start I wanted for this quest.

      “Alright,” I said. “Just give me a minute.”

      “I’ll be right outside. Take your time.”

      As he left, I caught sight of the sword hanging off his hip. Two daggers were also strapped to his thighs, giving him the appearance of a warrior. On anyone else, those weapons would have frightened me. But not on him.

      Nothing about Daegal scared me.

      Taking care of my personal needs, I braided my hair quickly before drawing on a warm tunic and leggings. The cloak he left me was thick, and the hood was large enough to cover my horns.

      I pulled open the door.

      “Ready?” Daegal leaned against the wall, a patient smile on his face. Two enormous packs were at his feet, and he picked one up and helped me put it on my back before taking the second, heavier one for himself.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “I’ve got you, Princess,” he said, offering me his arm. “Just follow me. I’ll keep you safe.”

      Slipping my hand into the crook of his elbow, I nodded. “I know you will.”

      Daegal pulled open the door before lacing our fingers together and leading me into the early morning. Snow had fallen overnight, dusting the forest floor in white. The others were already dressed and ready to go, standing beneath the rising sun.

      Xander and Aileana hugged the witch, murmuring their goodbyes as the sun glinted off the various weapons hanging from their bodies. Kysha and Maiela were also armed, their unstrung bows hanging on their backs as they chatted quietly nearby.

      I faltered, looking at all of them. Each of them was a fighter, equipped for this quest in a way that I would never be. They bore thick canvas bags, matching the one Daegal had given me. The difference was that I already felt the heavy weight of the pack, and the others looked like they didn’t mind the bags at all. Of course not. They were probably used to this kind of thing. Not me. All I had was my magic, and that was still… questionable, at best.

      As if in response to my train of thought, my power pulsed in my veins. Its hum was a low, steady beat as Daegal squeezed my hand, leading me toward the others.

      Aileana looked up, her red hair partially covered by her hood, and she smiled. “Good morning, Ryllae,” she said warmly.

      “Morning,” I replied softly, leaning against Daegal. He was like a safe place in a storm, providing me shelter as five pairs of eyes turned to me at once.

      The others glanced at me with kindness, but I despised being the center of their attention. I didn’t remember being so attention-averse before my time in prison, but now I hated when people looked at me. I couldn’t help but shudder beneath their gaze.

      Daegal must have noticed my discomfort, because he slung his arm over my shoulder and drew me to his side. “Are we ready?”

      Aileana straightened. “We are.”

      “Thank you for everything, Nonna.” Bending, Xander pecked his grandmother’s cheek. “We’ll come back as soon as we can.”

      A shadow passed over the witch’s face, but it was gone as quickly as it arrived. “Of course.” She smiled, squeezing Xander’s hand before stepping back. “Be safe, young ones. Follow the path of light. Look after each other and remember—the six of you have been chosen for a reason. Never forget that. Ithenmyr needs you.”

      Nonna turned to Daegal and I. “Take care of each other, you two.” Her lips curved up into a soft smile. “Your auras tell a very interesting story. I hope you find refuge in each other when times are dire.”

      We both thanked her—what else was there to say to such a comment—and then she turned to Maiela and Kysha. “It has been an absolute pleasure getting to know the two of you over the past few months. Stay safe, and remember, lean on each other through the storms ahead.”

      “We will, Elsbeth,” Maiela said.

      “I’ll never forget what you’ve taught me,” was Kysha’s response.

      Nonna smiled. “You are a strong halfling. The strongest I’ve ever met. Never forget that, dear one.” Then she turned to Aileana and Xander, speaking so quietly, her words were lost to the wind.

      Then it was time to go.

      Goodbyes were never easy. This one was harder than most. Though I had known Nonna for a short time, I felt a kinship with the witch.

      I couldn’t help but feel as though after today, nothing would ever be the same. But as I glanced at the Fortune Elf beside me, the hood of his cloak hiding his face in shadows, I knew it would be okay.

      With Daegal by my side, I could do anything. Conquer anything. He was my strength, my sword, my protector.

      He was my everything.
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      Darkness was no longer a looming possibility in the future, something in the distance that haunted my visions. It was no longer coming. Like a nightmare turned into reality, the darkness was here. It was present and powerful, making itself known at every turn. Something had flipped in Ithenmyr. When Edgar died and Saena stole his magic, the fracture in the balance had completely snapped.

      Now, darkness as black and murky as an endless night was everywhere.

      We hiked through the seemingly endless woods, surrounded by evidence of the broken balance. I had spent decades in the wilds of Ithenmyr, making my living traveling from one city to the other and working as a Seer for anyone willing to pay. I knew these woods intimately, and nothing was as it should be.

      Perhaps even more eerie than the blackened hue of the countless trees was the silence permeating the air. Since leaving Nonna’s cottage, I hadn’t heard a single bird calling or an animal rustling. Even the falling snow was silent as it coated the dark, unnatural woods. It was as though the entire land was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.

      It wasn’t a surprise. At least, not to me.

      Evil was falling. I knew it. Mai did, too.

      The dark, empty forest was just further confirmation. Evil would be here before we knew it. Danger lurked in the darkness. Evil hid in the shadows like a lion, awaiting the perfect moment to pounce. It wouldn’t be long now until it was everywhere.

      Aileana and Xander led the way, their auras pulsing through the trees as the Earth Elf fed her magic into the land. The thistles and brambles moved aside as we hiked; the forest bowing to Aileana’s will. Maiela and Kysha followed the bonded pair, their hands intertwined as they walked. Their auras—silver and purple—were strong as we moved through the woods.

      Next to me, my dark princess hiked quietly. Her grip never faltered in mine, even as morning slipped into afternoon. The air was thick and heavy with tension as we waited for something to happen.

      Hours went by and the eerie anticipation grew. The sun’s yellow rays were giving way to the moon and dusk was falling when a howl rent the air. It was loud, shattering the silence like the first cry of a newborn babe.

      Shivers ran down my spine, and I helped my Death Elf over a fallen log just as Xander held up a hand, hissing, “Wait.”

      Ryllae stiffened beside me, and her grip tightened. “What is it?” she whispered.

      I turned in a circle, my eyes sweeping through the woods. Though the sun was setting, I could see well enough, thanks to my Maturation.

      Vines the color of the night crawled over snow-covered trees. Bark that was once brown was now mottled with inky black spots. Thistles and thorn bushes erupted where they should never have been, and weeds as dark as the blackest sky choked out what little life was able to survive through the winter.

      But there wasn’t a single animal in sight.

      “More than likely, it was a normal wolf.” I tried to infuse my voice with confidence.

      “It didn’t sound like a normal wolf to me, brother,” Maiela said.

      “Mai,” her wife hissed.

      “What? It’s true.”

      Ryllae stiffened at my side, and red sparked at her fingers. She didn’t even seem to be breathing as the bitter scent of her fright filled the air. Shooting my sister a look that told her how unimpressed I was with her fear mongering, my free hand crept to the hilt of my sword.

      “It’s probably nothing,” Aileana said reassuringly to Ryllae.

      The Death Elf exhaled, but then another howl cut through the silence.

      “That was a lot louder.” Ryllae’s voice trembled. “It doesn’t sound like nothing.”

      Xander looked over, raising a brow before nodding towards the females. After working together for so many years, I could read his expressions like they were my own. Look after them?

      I dipped my head in reply. I would do as he asked. Not that Aileana needed watching over. In fact, I was fairly certain she could take any of us down, including me, if she tried. But still, I would do my best.

      The dragon shifter stiffened, and his fists opened and closed at his side as he extended his senses. I knew the moment he heard something strange, because his ears twitched. Seconds later a third howl, this one a distinctly lower timbre, ripped through the forest.

      “There’s a pack,” Xander growled.

      Ryllae whimpered, and I drew her against me. More howls followed. Branches cracked. I shivered. Aileana swore, and Kysha and Maiela took down their bows and began to string them.

      “Are they… normal wolves?” Ryllae asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s too hard to tell. They might be werewolves. If that’s the case and they’re not friendly, we’ll have to fight our way out of this.”

      “I’ve heard guards were sounded more friendly than them,” my Death Elf muttered. She turned to me, putting her hand on my chest. “Are you… okay?”

      She knew. Ryllae always knew. My mother had been murdered by werewolves. Torn to pieces by their claws because of something I did. The others were talking, but Ryllae wanted to know if I was okay.

      “I’ll be fine, Princess,” I said, touched by her thoughtfulness.

      “We don’t always have to be fine, Daegal,” she whispered. Even here, in the middle of this dark forest, Ryllae understood me in a way that no one else did.

      “I know.” Cocking my head to the side, I met Xander’s eye. An unspoken understanding went between us. He nodded, and I knew he would protect my ma—the princess.

      Not wanting to waste any more time, I reached within myself and pulled on my magic. Slipping onto the silver plane that was my birthright, I drew in a deep breath. The moment my eyes adjusted to the wisps, I dropped to my knees, running my hands over the ribbons streaming past me like water.

      Dozens of paths surrounded me. Some were fluid and changeable, while others were nearly hard. All of them were tinged in darkness. A black fog-like mist covered the silver planes, making it difficult to see much at all. Tracing the paths, I kept going until I found the one I sought.

      It wasn’t difficult—ours was a pulsing, shimmering beacon that seemed to shine despite the darkness. Drawing it towards me, I skimmed it until I Saw what was to come. The moment I registered the glowing eyes, my stomach twisted in on itself. That feeling only grew worse as I Looked further ahead.

      We’d known that we would run into trouble on this journey. I just hadn’t expected it to begin so early. Neither Maiela nor I had Seen this earlier today, but the future was finicky. Events changed quickly, especially lately.

      Throwing myself out of the silver planes so fast that my head spun, I took a deep breath as my magic settled me back into my body.

      “They’re coming,” I said hurriedly, dropping my pack and rolling my shoulders.

      “How many?” the dragon shifter asked, following suit.

      “At least a dozen,” was my reply.

      Four other bags ended up on the snow in a haphazard pile.

      Kysha swore. “Shit.”

      Aileana chuckled, drawing her dagger. “I don’t know. I always enjoy a fight.”

      Xander snorted. “I know you do, Sunshine.”

      Ryllae was silent, and alarm bells went off in my mind. I turned, looking at the Death Elf. “Princess?”

      “Hmm?” Ryllae’s eyes were wide as they flicked back and forth between us and the forest. She was unnaturally still, and her breaths came in short bursts.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I told her.

      She opened her palms. Red sparked at her fingertips, but she looked at me like she’d seen a ghost. “Will it? Because I’m not sure that my magic is strong enough for this.”

      “It is,” I said. “I have faith in you.”

      She was so much stronger than she thought.

      Ryllae drew in a deep breath, but before she could speak, a chorus of howls came from the forest. The wolves surrounded our group, their cry a symphony of death and destruction. No longer were they warning us about their presence.

      Now, the howls were a war cry.

      Drawing my sword, I met Ryllae’s eye. “You can do this,” I said reassuringly. “You are strong.”

      She inhaled. “I hope you’re right.”

      Then there were no more words as we six moved like a unit, standing shoulder to shoulder in a circle. The snow here was light and packed down by our feet, barely enough to cover the tips of our boots. Dusk had set in, the last traces of sunlight painting the sky as the atmosphere shifted once again.

      The forest’s eerie silence gave way to a low, constant rumble. Leaves rustled and branches cracked as they drew nearer. The threat of violence filled the air, and I couldn’t help but remember my mother’s bloody, lifeless body lying on the floor after the wolves tore her apart. My knees shook, and yet I held my weapon firmly.

      I had failed my mother, but I would not—I could not—fail Ryllae. That was my only goal. Everything else was secondary to keeping my dark princess safe.

      Red caught my eye, and I glanced to the side. Ryllae wove crimson ribbons in the air, spooling the Death Elf magic in her palm. “I can do this,” she whispered. “I have to do this.”

      “Yes.” There was no question in my mind. “You’ve got this, Princess.”

      “I can do it. I will,” she said, drawing threads of power from herself.

      A snarl came from within the forest, and I straightened. Xander turned in a slow circle, his movements so smooth they were barely noticeable at all. The dragon shifter’s eyes glowed amber, and his stance was wide. Violence radiated off him, and I knew he was probably itching to shift, but there wasn’t enough room.

      Besides, I had Seen this. There was only one way we all survived, and there was no dragon in my vision. The path we were on was not overly large, and the tainted trees loomed above us. Even though Aileana’s magic had cleared some brambles, the area was still overgrown and the terrain uneven.

      This was certainly not an ideal fighting ground. Unfortunately, it was all we had.

      “How much time, Daegal?” Kysha asked.

      “Two minutes,” I whispered. “Maybe three.”

      “Got it,” Maiela said as she and Kysha notched arrows, pointing the readied bows into the forest.

      My heart pounded in my chest and sweat prickled on the back of my neck. This was the part of fighting that I hated with a passion. The actual battle was never the problem. That I could do without thinking. After being alive for so long, my sword was an extension of my arm. I knew how to fight. To survive.

      But the waiting.

      Knowing something was going to happen, anticipating it, feeling the weight of what was to come—that was the worst. It was the burden of a Fortune Elf to know the future. It was often difficult; knowing what was to come. I understood more than most the cost of delaying an action or moving too early. I knew what the darkness looked like. I had Seen what was happening in Eleyta.

      The waiting was where the darkness lay.

      The waiting wreaked havoc on my mind, making me question my sanity. It was in the waiting where flashes of the past intermingled with the present, pushing and pulling and prodding at me as I struggled to remain in the here and now. In those waiting times, the ones where the things I Saw were about to happen, my mind always went to the worst possible outcome. What if this moment was the end? What if this quest ended before it had truly begun?

      A branch cracked nearby.

      Another howl.

      I stiffened.

      “Soon,” Xander hissed.

      In the waiting, death played games. It taunted me, pulling at my mind and finding all the weak spots. And now, with this beautiful, brave princess standing beside me, there were many of those.

      No longer was my own well-being of any consequence. It had moved aside, ceding its place to Ryllae. She was the most important thing in my life. Everything I did these days was about her. She was all I thought about, waking, and sleeping.

      And now, in the waiting, I worried. What if we never got to fulfill this connection that lay between us? What if we ran out of time and we ended before we even began?

      Twin snarls, both sounding incredibly vicious and deadly, came from either side. I glanced at Ryllae as she shuddered. She pressed her shoulder against me, and the tiniest of mewls slipped out of her.

      “I’m scared,” she confessed quietly. “I’m worried my magic isn’t strong enough.”

      My pinky finger slipped out, hooking hers as we stood next to each other. I pressed the lightest of kisses to the middle of her head, in between her horns. “I know, Princess. I believe in you.”

      She might have been scared, but she was also brave. We needed to survive so I could show her how truly incredible she was. This Death Elf of mine thought she was broken, but I knew the truth. Like a piece of pottery that had been chipped and then put back together, Ryllae was remade. Formed in the forge of her father’s hatred and hardships so horrible most people couldn’t even imagine them, Ryllae was not weak. She might not have been a warrior, but she was strong in her own right.

      I needed time to show her exactly what that meant. Time to show her how much she meant to me. To ensure she knew that no matter what she had been through, she was everything to me.

      I needed time to show her I loved her.

      Survival was not optional.

      The wind blew. My nose twitched as the scent of wolf reached me. My heart pounded. A sinister howl. Leaves rustled. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

      These creatures knew how to move silently in the woods. That they were making sounds was not for their benefit—it was all a tactic. A warning. Feeding on fear and danger, they wanted their prey to know their doom was imminent.

      Like death, these wolves played games.

      Another roar, this one so loud it sounded as though it was right above us. A crunch on the snow was followed by three more. A series of howls. Then I saw it.

      A pair of glowing eyes broke through the shadowy darkness brought on by dusk. Like flickering flames, they shifted from a bright orange to a deep, burning red. A ferocious snarl ripped through the air.

      The six of us shifted, so we were all facing the creature head-on.

      Ryllae made a strangled, choked sound, and the other females swore. Xander was silent, but I knew he was assessing the situation.

      All I could do was stare at the wolf. Wrongness permeated the air, and I shuddered. In all my years, in the thousands of auras I had seen, none had ever been like this.

      Like all shifters, Xander’s aura was white. Aileana’s was a bright green, like grass after a fresh rain. Maiela’s aura was silver, and her wife’s aura was a deep purple. Ryllae’s aura was a dark crimson. Nonna’s was blue. Those were all normal. Natural.

      This creature’s aura was none of those things. Colorless like a raven’s feathers, the beast’s aura absorbed the fading light of the day.

      And then its eyes shifted from bright red to deep pits of black.

      Xander cursed, “Ashes and smoke, this is bad.”

      “Try horrible,” Aileana said, adjusting her stance.

      The massive wolf stepped out of the shadows as its eyes turned back to glowing embers. The beast was the color of spilled ink and the size of a full-grown pony. Its paws left massive dents in the snow, and when it snarled at us, giant elongated canines caught the rising moonlight.

      Two dozen more red-eyed wolves soon joined their companion, circling our group as they bared their teeth. The entire pack yipped and snarled, moving around in slow circles. The predatory glint in their eyes was visible, adding to the tension.

      The air was thick as both sides waited for the other to act. Any hope that we might escape this moment without bloodshed was lost when the large black wolf slammed his paw on the ground. The impact reverberated through the land, and time itself seemed to slow as the beast canted his head.

      He leaned back on his rear legs, preparing to pounce.

      “Now!” Xander shouted.

      His command echoed through the strangely silent forest, and the waiting ended.

      We burst into action. Red and green threads of magic exploded. Metal twanged. Wolves snarled. My heart pounded. Someone screamed. Arrows flew, and the creatures cried out as the weapons hit home.

      Lunging forward, I thrust my sword towards a wolf. It darted out of the way. I swung around, my blade arcing in the air. The wolf was fast, but I was faster. My blade hit flesh, the impact reverberating through my arm as my sword sank into the beast. The wolf cried as I withdrew my sword. My eyes widened at the black blood coating the blade.

      That was not normal.

      The beast fell, its inky aura pulsing as blood poured from the wound, staining the ground. I didn’t have time to watch it die as another wolf leaped toward me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aileana and Xander fighting back-to-back. The dragon shifter’s sword caught the rising moonlight as his mate sent a flurry of green magic around them. Vines erupted out of the ground, pulling wolves down from every angle.

      Arrows flew as Maiela and Kysha took down one beast after another.

      They kept coming, streaming out of the woods.

      Another wolf lunged at me, and I darted out of the way, bringing down my sword. It struck the beast just as a scream came from nearby. The sound hit me like an arrow in my core, and I gasped.

      Ryllae.

      Nothing else mattered.

      Pulling my weapon from the animal, I turned and sought the princess. When I found her, my heart stopped.

      Ryllae’s back was against a tree on the other end of the trail, where a pair of snarling wolves had her pinned on either side. She shot a flurry of magic in their direction as steady whimpers escaped her lips. The beasts’ flesh was seared and smoking from where her magic had hit them, but still, they came closer.

      Panic-filled eyes met mine.

      “Help,” she cried out.

      Red-hot primal anger pulsed through me like a raging river. It was unlike anything I had ever felt before, pulling me towards Ryllae.

      A massive wolf came barreling out of the forest. I cut it down in one smooth motion. Nothing would stop me from getting to my Death Elf.

      Every part of me was focused on her. Ryllae drew ribbon after ribbon of magic out of her palms, flinging them at the wolves. I didn’t know how deep the well of power within her ran, but I didn’t want to find out. Not right now.

      “I’m coming, Princess,” I called out.

      A snarl came from my right, and I snapped my head to the side. My eyes widened as an enormous wolf raced out of the woods, running directly toward my Death Elf. She didn’t seem to see it, concentrating her efforts on keeping the pair of wolves away from her.

      Everything happened in slow motion. My heart pounded. My lungs tightened. I moved with a swiftness I hadn’t known I possessed. Vaulting over a dead wolf with an arrow sticking out of its eye, I yelled for Ryllae.

      She looked up as I raised my sword. The third wolf leaped, its violent intentions clear, and my heart caught in my throat.

      “No!” I screamed. It couldn’t end like this. I wouldn’t let it.

      Ryllae was so close that I could see the red glow on her skin—but the wolf was closer. Turning, I brought my sword down in an arc. The beast snarled, twisting in the air as it avoided my blade. Ryllae’s crimson aura pulsed, and I could see the doubt in her eyes.

      She didn’t think she was strong enough.

      I knew she was.

      “Princess!” I yelled over the roar of battle. “Use everything you have!”

      At the sound of my voice, the two wolves who had been snarling at Ryllae turned. Those red, glowing eyes met mine, and they charged. Now, the three wolves were all set on me. But at least they weren’t focusing on my Ryllae. Adjusting my grip on the sword, I cut the first one down. The second leaped towards me, snarling viciously. Those sharpened canines ripped through my tunic, and the wolf clamped down on my arm.

      I roared as searing pain ran through my body. Still, the wolf did not let go. Stumbling back, I shook my arm as white appeared in my vision. I fought to keep my sword in my hand, even as my fingers numbed.

      Ryllae screamed my name. I trembled as the pain grew worse. The wolf was going to rip off my arm.

      “No!” she cried out.

      A blinding flash of red erupted from the Death Elf. It flooded out of her, coating the entire forest in a deadly crimson glow. The pain on my arm disappeared, and I gasped, falling to my knees. My torn skin knit itself together until there was nothing but a smooth pink line where the cut had been.

      Silence fell. A thick, red mist blanketed the area.

      The entire forest seemed to hold its breath as the strange crimson fog cleared. Little by little, it slipped into the earth. As it did, my eyes widened. My fingers released the sword, and the weapon fell to the wayside. My legs shook as I stood, moving toward Ryllae.

      She looked at me, a tremor running through her. “The wolf was going to kill you,” she whispered.

      I glanced down at my arm. My tunic was torn to shreds and covered in blood. “Yes,” I replied.

      “You were going to die,” she murmured. “I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “You healed me.” I stated the obvious. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      Ryllae reached out, her hand running down my cheek. “Neither did I.”

      The others were behind us, but they were keeping their distance.

      “She killed them all,” Xander whispered.

      “Every last one,” Maiela said. “I didn’t See this.”

      Neither did I. Aileana said something to Kysha, but I didn’t pay them any attention.

      Everything I had was focused on Ryllae. My Death Elf stood with her back against the same tree, her eyes wide as they searched mine. “I… I did this.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I heard the uncertainty in her voice. Even now that Ryllae had killed all the wolves, she was still unsure of the strength within her.

      A surge of anger rose in me, bringing my blood to a boil. If her father wasn’t already dead, I would kill him for the way he made this incredible female doubt herself.

      “You did this, Princess.” Taking her hand in mine, I gently pulled her away from the tree. “This was all you.”

      The entire pack of wolves was dead. More than dead. They were destroyed, their auras ripped from the land, that utter wrongness was gone. It had no place here, anywhere. I’d seen destruction of this magnitude once before.

      When Aileana’s earth magic first flooded out of her to protect Xander, she had turned a dozen Winged Soldiers into trees.

      But that manifestation of power was very different from this.

      Where the wolves had been, now there was nothing but skeletons. They should have been horrifying to look at, but instead, there was a strange beauty to the macabre display on this moonlit trail. Violet roses so dark they were almost black grew around the bones, shrouding the skeletons in what had become their ultimate resting place.

      A small smile crept on my face, and I wrapped my arms around Ryllae, pulling her tight against my chest.

      “You saved us,” I whispered.

      She trembled against me, and my heart broke even more than it did when she had screamed.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Ryllae drew in a shuddering breath. “When I… the last time… my magic has never done this before. I haven’t…”

      “There is beauty even in death,” I murmured, tightening my grip around her. “Especially when it’s in defense of yourself, Princess. They attacked us first. There is no shame in protecting yourself, Ryllae. Never.” Turning her in my arms, I placed a finger beneath her chin and raised her face. Her crimson aura pulsed as those blue eyes met mine. “Promise me that no matter what, if it comes to you and someone else, you will always pick yourself.”

      She frowned. “But—”

      “No buts,” I said fiercely. “Promise me, Ryllae. You’ll save yourself.”

      A long moment passed as my words sank into her.

      I needed this promise. More than anything else, I needed to know that Ryllae would keep herself safe. She was my heart. My soul. My everything.

      “I promise,” she whispered.

      Thank the gods. I held her until the trembling ceased. It didn’t matter that the others were standing around, waiting. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t yet said the words that would link us. Nor did it matter that Ryllae had to move at her own pace. I would move with her. Wait with her.

      For Ryllae, I would wait forever.
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      The moment the first flash of bright red magic flooded from the Death Elf’s palms, the bitter taste of fear pounded through the bond. Aileana had turned, her green eyes meeting mine even as her face paled. In those few moments before the crimson threads washed over everything, terror ran through my mate. A lesser being would have fled at the sight of the magic that had plagued them for years, but Aileana was not a coward.

      She stood her ground.

      Intense pride ran through me when I thought of how my warrior mate stood up for herself against the memories of her past. Between her magic and her daggers, Aileana had single-handedly taken down a quarter of the pack before Ryllae’s power had decimated the rest of them.

      Now, Aileana and I were side-by-side, staring at the skeletal remains of the wolves. The sinister sight sent chills down my spine. Black blood tainted the snow, and the flowers that had sprouted only added to the strangeness of the situation.

      My Earth Elf was silent beside me as I reached over, taking her hand in mine.

      That was not normal Death Elf power, the dragon remarked within me. He sounded curious, and I could feel him watching through my eyes.

      I know, I replied.

      It means something, the beast said. This elf is not just a princess.

      Again, I know.

      I would watch her carefully, now. I had seen many Death Elves in my time. None had ever wielded their powers like Ryllae had. To use so much energy in such a short period was impressive. The only other elf I’d ever seen work magic in such a manner was my mate.

      Sliding my sword into its sheath, I turned towards Aileana. Her emerald eyes were wide as she took in the destruction all around us. Kysha and Maiela were locked in each other’s arms nearby, their bows discarded at their feet as they whispered.

      “Aileana?” I placed my hand on her shoulder, and she looked up at me, her expression dazed. “Are you alright, love?”

      “She killed them all,” she murmured. “There was so much red… and she killed them.”

      As if she were in a trance, Aileana moved. Stepping over a skeleton, she opened her palms and released her magic. Green leaf-like threads slipped out of her, wrapping around her arms like bands.

      Armor, I realized.

      I followed, content to keep an eye on my mate as she approached the Death Elf warily. Stopping a few feet away, she canted her head.

      What are you thinking, Sunshine?

      The connection between us hummed. There’s something about Ryllae… I’m not sure what it is. Her magic is different from her father’s.

      “Who are you?” Aileana asked out loud, curiosity running through the bond.

      Daegal’s voice was gruff as he said, “You know who Ryllae is.” He tightened his grip around the princess trembling in his arms.

      Aileana shook her head slowly back and forth. Her hood had fallen off during the battle, and the wind blew her sunset red locks behind her. She brushed a strand behind her ear, never removing her gaze from the Death Elf. “No, we don’t. Not really.”

      Daegal growled. “Ryllae’s the same elf we rescued from the prison.”

      “Yes,” Aileana said slowly. “But who is that?”

      The question settled between us, and the air thickened.

      “Aileana is right.” Ryllae pulled Daegal’s arms away from her, and she bent, picking up a nearby skull. Her fingers ran over the white bones almost reverently as she whispered, “I don’t know who I am. But I’ll figure it out.” She glanced over her shoulder, smiling softly at Daegal. “We’ll figure it out.”

      A beat passed before Aileana nodded tersely. “Absolutely. None of us are here by accident. Of that, I am certain. There have been far too many factors at play here for this to be chance.” She held up her hand, ticking off her fingers. “I escaped the tower and met Xander in the King’s Forest. Fate was definitely at play there. Then we went to Thyr and picked up Daegal and Jo. That wasn’t by accident.”

      I shook my head. “Even the journey into Vlarone and finding Ryllae in Nightstone Prison would never have happened if fate wasn’t at play.” Moving beside my mate, I looked over our small group. “There were so many ways this could have gone, but we six are here today.”

      “The answers we seek exist. We just need to find them,” Aileana concluded, slipping her hand into mine.

      I’m so proud of you, I said through the bond.

      She smiled up at me, her brows lifted. Because I’m bossy, or because I know how to use a dagger?

      I smirked. A bit of both.

      The energy brought on by battle coursed through. My veins, and I wanted nothing more than to spend time alone with Aileana. I glanced at her and saw the same need reflected in her eyes.

      “Why don’t we get out of here?” Daegal said as the silence stretched on. Moving my gaze away from Aileana took physical effort, but I did it just as the Fortune Elf continued. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’d prefer to not spend the night next to a pile of bones. Especially since we still have four days of hiking remaining.”

      That reminder was as effective as dumping a bucket of cold water on my head. I shook my head, clearing my thoughts. Spending time alone with my mate would just have to wait.

      “I couldn’t agree more.” Kysha glanced at her wife. “Can you Look ahead and find a place to camp?”

      Maiela nodded, and that silver magic of her kind took over her eyes. She was gone for less than a minute before she came back to us, providing the welcome news that there was a cave roughly two hours from here.

      After that, things moved quickly. Maiela handed out small loaves of bread and cheese for a very late dinner; we gathered and cleaned our weapons; and then we were off.

      The mood was heavy, the toll of taking lives affecting us all as we walked. Quieter than usual, without a single snarky word or clever banter, Aileana leaned against me, her grip on my hand tight as her magic slipped out in a steady stream of green. It cleared the path ahead of us, and we moved swiftly through the blackened woods. I kept my senses extended, listening to the forest as we hiked. I would not allow us to be caught unaware again.

      When the moon was high in the sky and exhaustion was making moving difficult even for me, an opening in the mountainside came into view up ahead. To call it a cave was really an exaggeration; it was just a large overhang, but at least it was out of the elements.

      Aileana and I arrived a few minutes before the others. I pulled her aside, standing at the entrance of the cave. She’d been unnaturally silent since we’d left the skeletons, and I knew something was bothering her.

      “Are you alright, Sunshine?” I asked, taking her pack and placing it on the ground before doing the same with mine. “Was it the magic?”

      I didn’t blame Aileana for her aversion to Death Elves. After what Remington and Edgar had done to her, it was a miracle she was even willing to be in the same room as Ryllae, let alone travel with her.

      “I’m… fine,” Aileana whispered.

      “Fine?” I raised a brow. “I’ve been alive long enough to know that when females say they’re ‘fine’, it’s rarely the case.”

      “I’m… there was a lot of red.” She sighed. “It was a lot.”

      The admission told me just how not-fine Aileana was.

      “I know,” I murmured, rubbing her back.

      “I’ll get used to it.” She paused. “I have to. Ryllae isn’t going anywhere.”

      Conversations filtered through the air, and I glanced behind us as Kysha and Maiela emerged out of the forest.

      “We should get settled.” Tilting her head, she looked at the cave before tsk’ing. “Give me a minute. I can make this place more comfortable.”

      Leaning against the shale, I watched Aileana work. She opened her hands and ribbons slipped from her palms, slithering like snakes around the cave as they followed their mistress’ every command. Moss grew on the rocky floor, a flourishing apple tree erupted in the corner, and vines crawled up the walls.

      She ran an assessing eye over her work as the others caught up.

      “It looks great in here,” Kysha said. “You’re very gifted, Aileana.”

      My mate preened just as Daegal said to me, “Do you want first watch, or should I take it, Xan?”

      “I’ll do it,” was my reply. At the same time, Aileana said, “I’ll take the watch.”

      I turned and looked her over, frowning. “You should rest after using so much magic, love.” The last thing we needed was for her to end up sleeping for days. We were in the middle of a dying forest, and I was certain those wolves weren’t the only dangers lurking in the darkness.

      “I’m not tired,” she said stubbornly.

      “Aileana—”

      She put her hand on my arm. “Xander.” Her tone made it clear she wasn’t about to drop this idea. “I want to do the watch.”

      “Why don’t we draw straws?” Kysha suggested, ever the peacekeeper, as she stepped between us with her hands held up in the air. Dropping her pack, her gaze flicked from me to Aileana. “Let fate decide who keeps first watch. Mai, could you get some sticks?”

      “Of course, love.” Maiela hurried out of the cave.

      While her wife was collecting twigs, Kysha, who was half Light Elf and half witch, placed her bow on the ground and pulled off her hood, shaking out her dark brown hair. She opened her hands as violet ribbons slipped from her palms. They floated high, turning into orbs that hovered at the top of the cave.

      Maiela returned, and the six of us stood in a circle. One by one, following the halfling’s direction, we all drew a stick. Keeping our fists closed, we placed them in the middle of our group.

      “Now what?” Aileana asked, her brows furrowed.

      It was during moments like these that I was reminded of Aileana’s secluded upbringing. She never had the chance to play simple village games like tag, chase, and hide and seek. She didn’t get to draw sticks or tell stories or do the simple things that Saena and I did every day when we were young.

      “On the count of three, we open our hands,” Kysha instructed, her voice kind and non-judgmental. “The smallest stick gets first watch.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” Aileana replied.

      Kysha smiled. “It is.” She counted down, and then, as one, we unfurled our fingers.

      Aileana let out a whoop before turning and pressing a smug kiss to my lips. “There you go, dragon boy.” She waved the smallest stick in the air, beaming. “It looks like I get my way after all.”

      For a moment, the shadows that had been haunting Aileana since our encounter with the wolves cleared, and she grinned victoriously.

      I grumbled, but she plopped down at the front of the cave. “Go to sleep,” she ordered, drawing her daggers. “I will wake any of you if there’s any trouble.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that. Aileana loved to tackle problems by herself. But I also knew there was no fighting with her when she got like this.

      She’s as stubborn as you are, the dragon said smugly.

      Shut up.

      A chuffing sound that sounded remarkably like a laugh came from the beast living beneath my skin. I’m just saying, you’re lucky she listens to anything you say.

      The dragon wasn’t wrong… per se. Even now, after Aileana and I had been through so much, there were times when I couldn’t believe she had accepted the mating bond, let alone agreed to marry me when things with Saena were less tumultuous.

      “Fine,” I groused, deciding some arguments were best left alone. “I’ll sleep, but only if you wake me at the first sign of trouble.”

      “I promise,” Aileana said.

      Accepting my fate, I dropped down next to her. She raised her arm, and I placed my head in her lap. If I was going to rest, I might as well be comfortable. Her fingers ran through my hair, and I shut my eyes as drowsiness took over me. One of the lessons I learned after fleeing the burned remains of my village was how to fall asleep quickly.

      When one was on the run, sleeping efficiently was necessary.

      Fabric rustled and quiet conversations filled the small cavern as the rest of the group got comfortable. Aileana’s fingers ran over my temples, stroking my skin with care. Sometimes I couldn’t believe this was the same female who’d stabbed me the first time we met.

      We’d come so far.

      When I was moments away from sleep, I whispered, “Make sure you wake me to take over the watch.”

      Aileana’s lips brushed my forehead.

      I will, she murmured in my mind. Go to sleep, my love.

      Slumber pulled me under, and I slipped into the land of dreams. Nightmares of magic and fire and the sister I had failed waited for me.
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      “What did you See?” Aileana’s voice was low, but I would recognize it anywhere. Her hand was still running through my hair, the repetitive motion comforting as she shifted beneath me.

      “There is much danger ahead.” I recognized the other speaker immediately as Daegal’s twin sister. Speaking in that cryptic tone that all Fortune Elves seemed to possess, Maiela continued. “This quest is far more perilous than we previously thought.”

      Aileana sucked in a breath, and her fingers stilled. “What do you mean?”

      “The wolves yesterday were the least of our worries. The new queen…” The Fortune Elf paused, and Aileana’s fingers dug into my scalp. I wasn’t even sure she knew she was doing it. “Pools of blood surround Saena. I can’t See exactly what is happening in Vlarone, but lives are being lost at an incredible rate.”

      My heart thudded, and any hope I had about returning to sleep disappeared.

      “How many people?” Aileana asked.

      I peeked open an eye as Maiela shook her head. “Hundreds of lives are being lost each day throughout Ithenmyr. Elves. Humans. Werewolves. The streets of Vlarone are running red. Death is everywhere, and no one is safe.”

      My mind shuttered, and I felt sick to my stomach. Reconciling the girl I once knew with the reports of the evil queen was nearly impossible. How did the little sister I used to call Saena-bug become this monster?

      Growing up, before the village burned, I thought I knew what family was. Family was not supposed to hurt you. They were supposed to be there for you, to pick up the pieces of your broken heart. Family wasn’t supposed to cause the heartbreak.

      Gods, the elves in this cave were more of a family to me than Saena. I should have been celebrating the fact that she was alive. We should have been spending time getting to know each other again. Saena and Aileana should have been able to meet as sisters.

      Instead, Saena had given into the call of power and the draken had control over her. There was no hope. No chance for a joyful reunion.

      Now, there was only heartbreak.

      “And she’s in the capital?” Aileana asked softly.

      “At the moment,” Maiela replied.

      Their conversation lulled, and after a few minutes, I decided that this was a suitable moment to let them know of my wakened state. Stretching, I pushed myself off Aileana’s lap.

      “You were supposed to wake me, Sunshine.” I poked Aileana in the side.

      “Well, hello to you, too,” she said. “You were tired, and I wanted you to sleep.”

      Maiela glanced between us, quickly making her excuses before rejoining her wife on their bedroll a short distance away. On the other side of the cave, Daegal and Ryllae were sleeping peacefully side-by-side, his arm slung over her protectively.

      Glancing back at Aileana, I raised a brow. “How long was I asleep?”

      She shrugged, her tone evasive as she said, “A few hours.”

      The first rays of sunlight were already pushing the night away. This was definitely more than a few hours. A growl rumbled through me, and I sat up. “You need to sleep, too.”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered,” she murmured after a moment. “I couldn’t have slept, even if I wanted to.”

      My brows furrowed. “Why not?”

      Aileana’s eyes darted over to Ryllae and understanding dawned on me.

      “Oh, Sunshine.” Reaching over, I lifted Aileana by the hips. She protested, but I drew her onto my lap and held her tightly against me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that it was still bothering you.”

      I should have been more attentive. Even though Aileana insisted on taking the first watch, I should have stayed up with her. She deserved a mate who paid better attention. Vowing to be that male, I kissed her forehead. “I’ve got you.”

      After a few minutes, she relaxed against me.

      “Will you… talk to me?” she asked.

      “I’d love to.”

      We remained like that until morning. Keeping our voices low, we spoke of everything and nothing. Aileana asked me about Saena, and I shared about our childhood. My mate told me about her magic and the way it felt to connect to the land. The voices she heard and the songs the earth sang to her. We talked about the future—getting married when this was all over, and maybe one day, having a family of our own to take care of.

      The night marched on, and we just were.

      Together.
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AILEANA

        

      

    

    
      Somehow, I had forgotten how much I hated hiking. Those first few hours after we left Nonna’s had been enjoyable. The snow on the forest floor was just enough to paint a pretty picture in the woods, and being next to my dragon shifter had been nice.

      Things went downhill fairly quickly, though. The wolf attack had been less than pleasant, and then there was the issue of Ryllae’s magic. The sight of it had shaken me far more than I’d admitted to Xander.

      I knew she wasn’t her father or her brother. I was also fairly certain she didn’t want to hurt me. Despite that, when I saw those red ribbons, all I could think about was the sound of the whip flying through the air, the stinging when it landed on my back, the painful clenching, and the drip, drip, drip of my blood on the cold stones of my tower.

      Needless to say, I had not slept at all that first night.

      The second day, I’d been exhausted before we even began our hike. By the time we stopped for the night, every single muscle in my body ached. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the sun disappeared on the third day.

      Clouds rolled in early in the morning, and by the middle of the afternoon, a winter storm caught up with us. We found shelter under enormous pine trees, huddling together for warmth. Snow fell from the sky in droves, ice slammed into the ground, and lightning burst through the clouds.

      After the unusual weather died down, we hiked. This time, blustery, frigid winds reminiscent of everything unpleasant battered against us every step of the way. We picked through the forest silently. None of us had the energy to speak that day, or the next. Every hour was more miserable than the last.

      When the sun rose on the fifth morning, any traces of happiness were well and truly gone. Snow had fallen overnight again—not a surprise, considering it was winter—and now we trudged through feet of the white substance.

      Using my magic and significant guidance from the earth, I formed six pairs of snowshoes out of vines. While they made traveling easier, the cold continued to make its way into our bones. Everyone was tired, sore, and done.

      Even with Tiaesti’s special cloak, the frigid temperatures were getting to me. Heat was just a memory, becoming more fleeting with each passing day. Walking kept my blood moving, but it did little to keep me warm. My fingers numbed and my teeth chattered as I fed my magic into the earth. The well within me seemed to fill even as I poured magic into the land, the forest strengthening me in return for my magic.

      This journey reminded me of traveling with Kethryllian. The Guardian of the Appointed Ones was an enormous deer-like creature that had first appeared to me in the Sanctuary. Sent by Thelrena herself, he had helped me on my journey to rescue Xander.

      He couldn’t help us with the broken balance, but he’d said to summon him if we ran into trouble. I kept that in the back of my mind, always.

      How are you, Aileana? Xander’s hand brushed against mine as the trail widened and we walked side-by-side over the snow.

      Releasing some ribbons into the forest, I sighed as they cleared the path in front of us. Tired, I replied. Cold. Ready to stop hiking.

      Muscles that I hadn’t even realized existed were sore. When Xander and I had hiked before, it had been a more relaxed experience. We had taken our time, picking our way through the wilds slowly.

      There was no such slowness now. Apparently, being Mature didn’t automatically grant me a body that could withstand the rigors of extensive, vigorous exercise. Who knew?

      Daegal and Maiela seem certain that we will find the person we seek today, he reminded me.

      Thank the gods for that. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.

      Xander chuckled, the sound rumbling through the forest. “Is my fierce mate about to be taken down by some snow?”

      His amusement tasted sweet as it came through the bond. I huffed. It wasn’t fair that the cold didn’t affect him as badly. The fire in his blood gave him an overabundance of heat.

      “Not taken down,” I said, switching to speaking out loud. “I might just be a little frozen when we finally stop.”

      He chuckled, holding out a branch as we turned a corner. Lifting my feet gingerly in the snowshoes, I formulated a plan as the path widened. Pine trees wearing white stood tall, their bark tainted with traces of the blackness that permeated the land. Xander was still laughing to himself as he walked ahead of me. He moved as though he’d been born to wear snowshoes, having taken to them immediately.

      Sometimes his ability to be good at everything was rather irksome.

      “Coming, Sunshine?” he called over his shoulder.

      “Just a moment.” Pretending to be sending magic into the land, I scooped up some snow. Packing it together lightly, I stifled the giggle rising in my throat and surged toward Xander. I stumbled, but I made it to him without issue. Moving the ball to my other hand, I reached up and yanked the hood of his cloak before releasing my icy gift.

      He roared, the sound causing birds to tweet in distress as they flew out of the trees. “Oh, I’m going to get you back for that one, Aileana,” he promised darkly. The way he did a little dance and shook diminished his threat. My mighty dragon shifter held out his tunic as he desperately sought to rid himself of the snow melting against him.

      A twinkle entered my eye, and I felt lighter than I had for the past few days.

      “Only if you can catch me.” I would show him who was fierce.

      Laughing, I hurried on. Sending ribbons into the land, I encouraged the forest to help me. Brambles cleared ahead of me, only to reform as soon as I walked in front of them.

      “Cheater!” Xander yelled out as a snowball slammed into my back.

      I giggled, which was strange and something I hadn’t done in months. Bending, I scooped up a snowball and sending it sailing behind me. I missed. Of course.

      Xander was getting closer. I coaxed some ribbons out of my palms, the green magic turning into vines that crossed the path.

      “All’s fair in love and war, Elyxander,” I sang sweetly.

      A growl was my only response. More snowballs pelted my back, the initial impact stinging but not leaving any long-lasting pain.

      The sweet taste of happiness came through the bond as I darted around a tree, another burst of laughter following me.

      I evaded Xander for nearly an hour before I spotted a pillar of smoke rising above the trees. Skidding to a stop, I stared at it, only to be shoved to the snowy ground moments later. I fell down, and he yanked the hood of my cloak back. Cold snow landed on the back of my neck, freezing my skin instantly, and I screamed.

      “Not so funny now, is it?” His voice was hard, but there was a lightness to his tone that made me smile.

      Shaking off the cold, I turned. The movement was awkward, my pack making things difficult, but eventually I looked up at my mate. Xander straddled me, his golden eyes twinkling. His face was flushed, and his silver-white hair fell around him as he looked down at me.

      He smiled. “Do you have something to say, Sunshine?”

      Did he think I was about to capitulate just because he was on top of me? He was wrong.

      “I want you to admit I’m fierce, even in the snow,” I said, fighting to remain confident despite our position. I had evaded him for quite a while, after all.

      He reached down, grabbing my arms and pinning them above me. I struggled, lifting my hips and feeling his heavy weight pressing against me. Warmth flooded my core, and though I thrashed against his grip, there wasn’t much force behind my movements.

      “Why should I?” he asked. “You started this.”

      “And I can end it, too.” I grinned as threads of magic slipped from my palms. A pair of vines burst out of the snow behind us, wrapping around Xander’s wrists and pulling taunt. He growled, releasing my hands as the makeshift ropes forced him to kneel. He straddled me, his impressive muscles straining beneath the force of my power, and I pushed myself up onto my elbows.

      Winking, I lowered my voice as though I was imparting a secret. “Admit I’m fierce, dragon boy, or I’ll leave you here in the forest.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” he snarled, yanking on the vines.

      They snapped back, refusing to break despite his strength.

      “Says who?” I asked.

      “Me,” was his growly response.

      I shrugged, pretending nonchalance as I lifted my icy hand and studied my fingernails, looking for dirt that didn’t exist. “Oh, I don’t know.” My gaze flicked to his. “Perhaps you might convince me to let you go.”

      His eyes searched mine before a smile broke over his face. He leaned forward, no longer struggling against the vines, and his warm mouth captured mine. This kiss was claiming, biting, demanding—and loving.

      “Are you convinced yet?” he asked, pulling away.

      I pretended to think for a moment. “Not quite,” I said, rather breathlessly.

      He snorted. Leaning in, he sucked on my bottom lip. Warmth ran to my core, and I writhed beneath him. “How about now?”

      “Getting closer,” I breathed.

      His lips claimed mine for a third time, as a hoot came from behind us.

      Daegal chuckled. “I would tell you to get a room, but I don’t think that’s possible, given our current circumstances. However, if you’re done, can we keep going? We’re almost there.”

      Xander kissed me once more, before glancing up at the Fortune Elf. “We’ll be right there, brother.”

      Our friend nodded, and moments later, the other three elves walked past, deep in conversation.

      When we were alone once more, Xander turned to me and raised a brow. Finally, he capitulated to my demands. “You are strong and fierce and utterly incredible, mate of mine.”

      I smiled smugly. “That’s all true.”

      He laughed. “Now will you release me, oh Fierce One?”

      “Of course, it would be my pleasure.” I waved a hand, and the vines disintegrated into thin air.

      Once his wrists were free, Xander stood before helping me to my feet. We dusted ourselves off before Xander’s arms wrapped around me.

      “Thank you, Aileana,” he said, holding me against him.

      I looked up at him in surprise. “What for?”

      He pressed his lips against my forehead. “For bringing me happiness. The past few days, I’ve been… in my head.”

      Nodding, I bit my lip. I’d noticed his distraction—it would have been difficult not to notice. But I didn’t blame Xander for needing some time to process everything. He was taking Saena’s betrayal hard, and he had every right to be upset. The evidence of the broken balance was all around us.

      “I’m glad I could help,” I said earnestly.

      Xander’s eyes searched mine. “How do you do it?” he whispered.

      “Do what?”

      He sighed. “You’ve been through so much, Aileana.” He kissed me softly. “How did you not lose your spirit? The things you’ve suffered, the loss of your family, the Red Shadow, and the high king…”

      I frowned. “It sounds rather depressing when you say it like that.”

      “Yes.” He held me tight. “You’ve survived so much, and yet you are still happy. Carefree. You know how to laugh easily.”

      “I am rather delightful, aren’t I?” I smirked.

      “When you’re not stabbing me, you are.” His face twisted, and he looked serious. “You make me happy, Aileana. When I’m with you, I forget about my sister and the destruction she’s causing.”

      “That’s good, right?” I thought it was, but one look in his eyes told me he was still in pain.

      Xander drew in a breath. “I’m… Guilt has been haunting me since Saena’s return.” He paused, but I did not push him. A few moments later, he continued. “Every time I hold you in my arms, every time I kiss you or make love to you, waves of guilt slam into me. How can I find happiness with you when Saena is destroying the world we live in? How can I smile when people are dying because of my sister?”

      My eyes widened, and I put my hand on his arm. “Xander, your sister’s sins are not your own.”

      “She was my responsibility,” he said gruffly, a dark look overtaking his face. “I should have looked after her. Helped her.” He pulled out of my grasp, forming a fist before slamming it into the nearest tree. The trunk trembled and snow fell in a powdery blanket as he growled, “Saena was mine to protect, and instead, I failed her. The draken took over because I left her all alone.”

      His eyes lifted to mine, and a staggering amount of pain came through the bond. I gasped, clutching at my heart. How had he hidden it from me for so long? All traces of happiness were gone. In the back of my head, I knew the others were waiting for us, but this was more important. I couldn’t let Xander remain in pain. Not if I could help it.

      “It’s not your fault,” I whispered, shaking my head. “None of this is your fault.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Sunshine.” He frowned. “This is all my fault. It’s my weight to bear.”

      “No,” I insisted. “Do you remember what I told you when you shared with me about the White Death?”

      His eyes darkened, but he didn’t respond.

      Not to be deterred, I stepped toward him. “I choose you. All of you. That includes your burdens, your worries, and your hurts. Do me the honor of allowing me to shoulder those with you. Allow me to bear the weight of your burdens, Elyx.”

      A long moment passed, and his gaze searched mine.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll… try.”

      That was better than nothing, especially since I knew how much Xander hated asking for help. He was strong, this dragon of mine, and he’d spent so many years on his own. But there were two of us now. Two souls to bear each other’s burdens; two bodies to work alongside the other; two minds to solve problems.

      Not wanting to push him too far, I forced a smile on my face. “Come on,” I said. “I’m sure the others are waiting for us.”

      After a moment, Xander’s arm slung over me. He held me against him as we continued towards the pillar of smoke, the snow leveling out as we approached the others.

      Soon, our group stood atop a hill blanketed in white, looking down at the lone building nestled in the nearby mountainside. Xander was a quiet, broody presence by my side, but he was here.

      “I think we can get there in a few hours.” Hope infused my words as I adjusted the pack on my back. “Maybe they’ll even have some warm food.”

      There was only so much bread and cheese one could eat, and after five days of strict, bland rations, I was at the point of being done with it. What I needed was something sweet. Preferably something sweet, warm, and gooey. That was the trifecta of deliciousness. But for now, I would settle for something that wasn’t packed and dried.

      My stomach grumbled, agreeing with me.

      Kysha groaned. “I would give anything for a shower. Snow baths just aren’t the same.”

      Daegal chuckled. “I’ll be happy as long as they can help us.”

      “No one’s going to be happy if we just stand here chatting,” Xander said, moving past to continue down the hill. “Let’s keep going before it snows again.”

      Sure enough, a glance at the sky confirmed that another storm was indeed on its way. Chatter rose as the others speculated about what we might find at the cottage.

      Thoughts of warm tea and a crackling fire filled my mind, keeping me occupied as we hiked. Xander was silent, surely thinking about Saena, but I didn’t push him.

      I would be here when he was ready.
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        * * *

      

      When the sun was high in the sky, the snow glistened like diamonds. My body ached and my legs were sore, but none of that mattered, because finally, the source of smoke was so close, I could smell the burning wood. A stout log cabin was nestled in the snow, looking like someone had dropped it in the middle of the forest.

      A well-trodden path led from the entrance of the cabin to an outhouse nearby, and the tops of several large garden beds peeked out from beneath the blanket of snow. Vibrant curtains the color of fresh grass hung in the windows, seeming rather out of place for the middle of the woods, and a pillar of black smoke rose from the chimney. Underlying the scent of smoke was another one that made my stomach grumble.

      “Fresh bread,” I said on an exhale. That was ten times better than the stale, hard loaves in our packs.

      Gods, I hoped the person inside the cottage was kind. We all needed a break. Especially Xander. He might not have thought himself capable of happiness because of his sister’s actions, but I knew differently.

      He was worthy of everything.

      My dragon shifter looked over at me, the slightest of smiles on his face as he drew me toward him. The others came up behind us; the snow crunching beneath their feet. Pressing his lips to the top of my head, Xander tugged my hood firmly over my ears.

      “Daegal and I will go first,” he said. “Even though the Fortune Elves Saw this meeting doesn’t mean this person is trustworthy. Promise me you won’t come until I tell you it’s safe.”

      Usually, I’d argue with him, but this time I could see his point. I gave him my word, staying at the top as he started down the hill.

      “What’s the plan?” Maiela asked, coming to stand next to me moments later.

      “Xander and I will go first,” Daegal said, echoing my mate’s words. I wasn’t sure if the males had discussed this beforehand, but their desire to keep the rest of us safe was endearing, if not a tad overbearing. “If anything happens, you four need to run.”

      His tone was ominous, and none of us spoke as Daegal joined Xander at the base of the hill. The two males spoke quietly before Xander raised his fist. The knock shattered the silence of the forest, echoing the pounding of my heart.

      A moment later, the door swung open. I couldn’t see whoever was inside, but I had the perfect view of Xander’s imposing body. His muscles were bunched, and his form was tense as he exchanged words with the unseen person. Xander towered over Daegal—to be fair, he towered over everyone—and he was nearly as tall as the door itself. Even after hiking for days on end, Xander looked incredible. I was not-so-discreetly admiring the way his tunic accentuated his muscles when his golden eyes flitted up and met mine.

      A knowing smile crept over Xander’s face, and he spoke through the bond. Were you checking me out, Sunshine?

      I blushed. You wish.

      He chortled, the sound warming me through and through. Come on down, my love, and bring the others. It’s safe.

      Glancing at the other three behind me, I adjusted my pack before turning toward the cabin. “We can go down,” I said. “Xander says it’s safe.”

      My back was turned, but I felt the weight of my companions’ stares. Raising a brow, I looked over my shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      Maiela, Kysha, and Ryllae were all wide-eyed as they stared at me.

      The Death Elf was the first one to recover from her shock. Her blonde brows furrowed. “What?”

      “How are you—” Maiela asked at the same time that her wife said, “Neither Xander nor Daegal spoke.”

      Shit.

      Grimacing, I ran a hand through my hair and chewed on my bottom lip. Xander and I weren’t exactly trying to hide our new mental connection, but in all the chaos, we hadn’t yet told the others about it. It was more out of forgetfulness than anything else.

      So much had taken place since Xander and I had left for the Midnight Ball, foolishly hoping we could sneak into the Queen’s Tower and steal the piece of the map without High King Edgar’s knowledge. It had been a trap, and he’d caught us, nearly killing us both. It was hard to remember what we had and hadn’t told our friends since our return.

      All three elves looked at me expectantly.

      “I can… we can… since I Matured, Xander and I can sort of… talk to each other.” I waved my hand in the air, as if that would help the explanation. “In our minds,” I finished lamely.

      Silence stretched as they gaped at me.

      Aileana, what’s taking so long? the male in question growled in my mind.

      I think I accidentally told them we can do this, I replied. They might be in shock.

      A pause, then amusement came through the bond. Ah. In that case, I’ll tell Daegal it may be a few minutes. Have fun untangling this one, Sunshine.

      “Are you doing it now?” Ryllae asked, her hand on her hip as she stared at me.

      I had little experience with other females, mostly because of my isolated upbringing, and I hoped they wouldn’t be angry with us for forgetting to tell them about this. I felt like I was making friends with these three. Or at least, making friend with Kysha and Maiela. It would take me time to get comfortable around the Death Elf, but I was trying.

      “Umm… yes,” I said after a moment.

      Kysha smiled. “That’s a useful skill.”

      Ryllae studied me quietly, as was her way, but Maiela frowned. A flicker of distrust ran through the Fortune Elf’s eyes, reminding me of the way she’d been… less than delighted by Xander’s dragon.

      In all fairness, he had almost killed Kysha by accident.

      “Is there anything else the two of you haven’t told us?” Maiela asked, a harsh edge to her tone. She raised a brow, her gaze dropping knowingly to my stomach. “You’re not pregnant, are you? Because that would make travel very difficult.”

      My eyes widened, and my hand flew to my middle.

      “Gods, no,” I exclaimed, even as I tried to remember the last time either Xander or I had taken a contraceptive. I was drawing a blank, but I was certain it had been fairly recently… Right?

      Adding that issue to the ever-growing pile of things I fully intended to deal with when things were calmer—including the Accompaniment Law, breaking females free, marrying Xander—I shook my head. “Honestly, I think that’s it. You know about my Maturation, the mental connection, and Xander’s sister. That’s all there is.”

      Silence stretched, and I shifted on my feet. My stomach grumbled, and it suddenly struck me that I was starving. Hoping to steer the conversation away from me and toward the food that I prayed was waiting for us inside that cottage, I suggested we moved our talk into the cabin.

      “All right.” Kysha raised a brow, leaning in towards me as her lips twitched. “But just so you know, Aileana, a baby wouldn’t be the worst thing in the entire world. Despite what my wife said, Maiela and I have always wanted to be aunts. It doesn’t seem like Daegal is going to give us a chance anytime soon, but we think we’d be great at it.”

      Maiela begrudgingly nodded. “It’s true.”

      “Think about it.” Kysha took her wife’s arm, and the two of them walked ahead.

      A baby. I was… stunned. Xander and I had talked about having children the other night, but in the far-off future. One where we weren’t traipsing around the wilds of Ithenmyr, hiking for days and sleeping in caves and under trees. One where we could provide for our children, give them a peaceful life filled with joy and love.

      I wasn’t one for making quick decisions. It had taken me a long time just to get used to the idea of marrying Xander. I loved him and there was no doubt that we belonged together. But children were different from mates. They would depend on us for everything. That felt like… a lot.

      Even as the thought entered my mind, something else swiftly followed. I wasn’t sure whether it was a dream or a vision of what was to come, but a perfectly clear image flashed before my eyes.

      My big, burly dragon shifter stood in front of a window, the sun streaming on him as he cradled a small infant. The child had a tuft of red hair and was bundled tightly in a blanket. Xander’s hair was cut short, which was odd, but it was definitely him. His eyes were wide and filled with love as he focused on the tiny bundle, cooing as he murmured to the baby.

      In the vision, he looked up at me and smiled. Love and joy were etched onto his face as he moved toward me.

      My love.

      My family.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad—in the future.

      The dragon shifter in question stood outside the cabin, ushering the others inside. I was last in line, slipping halfway through the door, when Xander gently took hold of my arm.

      His brows furrowed, and he looked me over. “This feeling through the bond,” he said, green flickering through his eyes as the dragon made an appearance. “It’s new.” He tilted his head quizzically. “What are you thinking about?”

      For a moment, I thought about telling him about the dream. I wasn’t even sure how he would react. Would he be happy? Upset?

      In the end, I decided it didn’t matter. I wasn’t pregnant. I couldn’t be pregnant. My courses had been a few weeks ago, and like Maiela said, we were on a quest. I would be hard-pressed to think about a worse time for something like this to happen.

      Besides, I was ill-equipped to be a mother. I barely had any maternal instincts, and I was still learning about our world. Gods, I had barely tasted freedom. How could I be someone’s mother?

      “Aileana?” Xander sounded truly concerned now. “What’s on your mind?”

      Deciding to keep my thoughts to myself, I smiled softly.

      “Just you,” I whispered. “I love you.”

      Whatever the future held, we would always have each other. And as he led me into the cabin, I realized he was all I needed.

    

  







            Prophecies and Halflings

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






DAEGAL

        

      

    

    
      Fate had been my constant companion since the day my silver magic made itself known. I’d barely been ten when I first stepped onto the silver planes. Maiela had come into her own considerable powers two days before, a fact that my twin sister had never let me forget. Since then, our magic grew as we Matured, until we became the powerful Fortune Elves we were today. Both of us had Seen this mysterious meeting several times, and I always thought it was strange that neither of us could See who we were meeting.

      Now that we were here, though, the reason for the murky visions was evident. Fate was absolutely at work in leading us here. Why else would they bring us to an isolated home in the middle of the wilds of Ithenmyr, let alone one of a halfling? It was rare to find halflings in Ithenmyr, rarer still for them to be living in the middle of the woods sitting across the table from you with loaves of freshly baked bread and butter.

      Ryllae’s hand brushed against mine, and she leaned toward me as our host bustled around serving slices of bread and pieces of soft white cheese.

      “Have you met many halflings in your life, Daegal?” she asked softly.

      “A few,” I murmured. “There’s Kysha, obviously. I once knew a Light Elf halfling whose mother was an Earth Elf, but she died.”

      “Oh.” Ryllae’s finger laced through mine, and she frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      As was I. Carthina had been a good friend for many years. By the time I had Seen High King Edgar’s plan to wipe out the Earth Elves, it had been too late. No one had been able to warn the Earth Elves of what was coming. The bastard had somehow hidden his plans, and when I Saw what was to come, his Winged Soldiers were already spreading through Ithenmyr, slaughtering the elves.

      Bloody bodies had been all that remained at Carthina’s home. That summer day, Ithenmyr had run red with the blood of the Earth Elves. It was even more incredible that an Earth Elf sat across the table from me now, let alone the High Lady of Life.

      Aileana caught me looking at her and she smirked, raising a brow before turning her attention back to Kysha, who was talking quietly.

      Our host slid a cup of tea in front of me.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Of course.” The halfling nodded. “I’ve been waiting for you all to arrive.”

      His eyes glowed orange, which was the regular marker of a werewolf—not one of the deadly ones we had encountered a few days ago—but the silver glow woven into his aura spoke of his Fortune Elf lineage. He had been waiting for us, that much was clear from the moment he opened his door. He put up with Xander’s questions, seeming to understand our apprehension of trusting someone new.

      The halfling seemed kind, but kindness only went so far. My sword was at my side, and Xander and Aileana’s weapons were within reach as well. None of us were especially used to trusting others… for good reason.

      Our host slid into the last seat at the table, not hiding the fact that he was studying us intently. In return, I did the same. His hair, a few shades too dark to be called red, was pulled back in a high bun. His lengthy, thin face was tanned and freckled as though he had spent hours in the sun. Pointed ears and elongated canines spoke of his elven heritage, but it was the long nails that drew my attention.

      Ever since my mother’s murder, I was wary of werewolves. Not that I thought the entire species was evil. Good and evil did not find a home in one breed or another—it was far more complex than that. However, in my experience, many werewolves were harsh.

      The halfling was different, though. From the way he carried himself to the softness in his eyes, I could see that this male was disinclined to violence. Not only that, but he was utterly unlike any other werewolf I’ve ever met. It wasn’t just the fluidity of his appearance or the way he held himself. The elf had an air about him that I had never seen before. He wore a fur-lined taupe tunic belted around his waist and thick breeches that tapered at his feet, revealing bright purple woolen socks.

      “I’ve been expecting you,” our host said, his voice soft but ringing with confidence as he brought his hands together and rested them on the table. “My name is Olwine. Welcome to my humble abode.”

      One by one, we introduced ourselves. He listened intently, asking a few questions about our journey, but none of them were terribly prying.

      Once the necessary introductions were done, Olwine smiled. “When I was young elf, barely past my Maturation, I Saw this day. For many years, I have remained in the forest, awaiting the darkness to befall Ithenmyr. Once it swept through my woods, a knowing filled me. I Saw you coming, and so, I waited.”

      “You can see the darkness?” Aileana picked up another piece of cheese, her eyes trained on Olwine.

      “I can feel it,” was his reply.

      My eyes widened. I had never met anyone who could feel the darkness.

      Xander asked, “What do you mean?”

      Olwine shrugged. “When I shift, my wolf is… different from most. I am a werewolf like my father’s people, but not. That is why my partner and I live apart from the rest of our pack.” He looked troubled as he picked at the rim of his cup. “When I am a wolf, I can sense things happening in the unseen realm. Darkness and light, disturbances of the balance… They all call out to me. Our pack found me troublesome, and they asked that I remain on my own.”

      Ryllae frowned, and her crimson aura pulsed as she laced her fingers through mine. “That must have been very lonely,” she whispered.

      “It was, for a time,” Olwine said. “Wolves are not meant to remain on their own. Luckily, Kydona has blessed me with a partner who loves me for who I truly am. He came with me, leaving our pack behind, and we live here together. We are two against the world.”

      A quick glance around the cottage confirmed Olwine’s story. Multiple hooks hung on the walls and tucked under a worn cabinet by the front door were two pairs of boots.

      “Where is he?” Ryllae asked.

      Olwine sighed. “He’s in the south, near the border of Drahan.”

      “You must miss your partner when they’re gone,” Maiela said.

      Our host nodded. “I do, but you know what they say about separation.”

      “It makes the heart grow fonder.” Kysha’s lips twitched as she shared a look with her wife.

      “Exactly.”

      A comfortable silence settled upon the group as the soft ticking of the large wooden clock filled the air. It must have come from Eleyta—I had only ever seen timepieces that hung on walls in the northern country run by vampires.

      Across the table, Aileana laced her hand through Xander’s. Leaning against her mate, she said, “I understand drawing strength from your partner.”

      Olwine smiled knowingly. “Yes, I imagine you do. I—” The halfling’s voice trailed off and his eyes turned silver. He stilled, placing his hands flat on the wooden surface as he retreated to that place where only Fortune Elves could go.

      My own magic pulsed at the sight, and next to me, red ribbons twinned around Ryllae’s hand. I was proud of my Death Elf for drawing on her magic, preparing to defend herself if needed. Aileana sucked in a breath, but she did not speak. Drawing Ryllae against me, I laced our hands together as we waited for Olwine to return from the silver planes.

      When he did, his aura crackled with lightning. His eyes swept around the table, settling on mine.

      “You are a male of strength.” Olwine’s voice was deep, tinged with echoes of power as he spoke. “When the time comes, rely on that to get you through the trials.”

      I raised a brow, watching the halfling closely as his attention turned to Ryllae. “They called you the Forgotten One, didn’t they?”

      A growl ran through me. I hated that name. My Death Elf nodded. “Yes,” she replied.

      “You will not be that for much longer,” Olwine said. “When the time is right, Princess of Ithenmyr, you shall learn who you are. Do not let fear stop you from walking on the path of truth. Follow your heart; it will guide you.”

      Ryllae swallowed, and her fingers tightened around mine. I tucked her against my side, the top of her horns brushing my chin as she whispered, “Okay.”

      Seemingly satisfied, Olwine turned. To my sister and her wife, he said, “You shall both experience trials in the days the come but take heart: you are stronger than you know. Rely on each other, allowing your magic to lead you to freedom on the other side.”

      I waited for the halfling to turn to Aileana and Xander, expecting a similar prophecy, but it never came. Instead, Olwine’s chair scrapped against the floor as he pushed it back. Walking on silent feet, he moved over to the far wall and stood on his tiptoes.

      He returned in a minute, holding an ornate black box with silver embellishments between his hands. It thunked as Olwine placed it on the table before reclaiming his seat.

      Aileana raised a brow. “Don’t you have something to say to us? A prophecy, perhaps?”

      The halfling gestured to the box. “In due time. First, open this, please.”

      Xander narrowed his eyes, grabbing Aileana’s hand before she could grab the box. “What is it?” he asked, suspicion leaking into his tone.

      Olwine did not seem intimated by the dragon shifter. If anything, he found Xander’s antics amusing. Reaching across the table, Olwine placed his hand on Xander’s arm. The touch was not threatening, but still, green flashed through the shifter’s eyes and his skin rippled as his scales came closer to the surface.

      “I know who you are,” Olwine said, seemingly unperturbed. “What you are.”

      Xander snarled, and the halfling continued quickly. “I know you have sworn to do anything to protect your bonded mate.” Olwine drew back his hand, placing it on the box. “I swear on my life, there is nothing in here that will harm any of you.”

      The air in the cabin was like soup, thick and tense and hard to breathe through, as Xander’s eyes swept over the halfling. Speaking would have been difficult, let alone moving. The last time Xander had nearly lost control of his dragon, it resulted in him almost killing Kysha. The guilt had sent him into a spiral of doubt that had come close to destroying his relationship with his mate.

      This time, however, it seemed as though things were going to be different. Aileana pushed back her chair, leaning over and placing her hand on Xander’s arm. Her thumb stroked his forearm, the shifter’s muscles tense beneath her touch. Though Aileana did not speak, he turned to her and nodded. His shoulders relaxed, and those scales disappeared underneath his skin.

      Beside me, Maiela let out a long breath.

      “All right,” Xander said gruffly, slowly pushing the box towards his mate. “You can open it. Slowly.”

      Though the immediate threat of the dragon was gone, Xander’s free hand shifted to the hilt of his sword as he glared at Olwine. Our host didn’t even move under the dragon shifter’s glare, a testament to his strength. I hadn’t seen many who could do such a thing.

      Aileana turned the lock, and a click echoed through the space. She lifted the lid, her eyes widening as she reached inside. Ryllae leaned over me, trying to get a good look as the Earth Elf placed two objects on the table.

      The first was the size of my palm, circular and golden. Even from here, the sparkling forest green lines carved into the gold were visible. Next to it was a yellow roll of parchment.

      Aileana looked at Olwine expectantly. “What are these?”

      “Not long after I initially Saw this visit, a witch entrusted these in my care.” Olwine smiled. “In order to repair the balance and restore Life and Death to their rightful place of honor, there is an object you must locate. You have a map, correct?”

      Xander nodded tersely.

      “The Gilded Amulet is what you seek,” Olwine said wisely.

      Xander glanced over at me, raising a brow. I read the question in his gaze. Is he telling the truth?

      I studied Olwine. His aura was strong, his face unmoving as he subjected himself to my gaze. After a moment, I dipped my head. “I sense no lies.” Turning to my twin, I said, “Maiela?”

      She canted her head, staring at Olwine. “I agree,” she added after a moment. “The halfling speaks the truth.”

      “I’m glad you believe me.” Olwine gestured to the items on the table, and his aura remained strong. “Take these with you. They will guide you on your path toward your fate. In the place where fire meets wind, and where life and death collide, the truth shall be revealed.”

      Aileana picked up the circular object, running her fingers over the green lines. “What’s this?”

      “Thelrena herself has blessed the compass you hold,” Olwine said. “When placed in the hands of one of her own, it will reveal the true direction of their path.”

      The halfling paused, pushing the rolled-up piece of paper towards Kysha. “When the time is right and there is nothing else to be done, this shall open the Gate and keep you safe.”

      Releasing Maiela’s hand, my sister-in-law picked it up and tucked it gingerly into the pocket of her cloak. “Thank you,” Kysha said. “I will not forget your words.”

      The air in the cottage was lighter now, and Olwine’s shoulders loosened as he drew the box towards himself. He put the lid back on, returning the object to its rightful home.

      Aileana placed the compass on the table, tapping it lightly. “We’re really doing this,” she murmured. “Going on a quest to the gods-only-know-where.”

      Ryllae set her teacup down on the table, tilting her head. “It’s going to get more dangerous.” There was no question in her words. Just the cold, hard truth.

      “Yes,” Maiela and Olwine said at the same time.

      My Death Elf nodded, tracing the rim of her mug with her finger. “That’s what I thought.” She sighed. “Such is the theme of my life.”

      My hand found hers, and I drew her against me as Olwine and Kysha began comparing notes about being halflings.

      The conversation carried on around us, but all my focus was centered on Ryllae. I rubbed her back as the tea grew cold and the hours slipped by.

      When Olwine suggested we remain here for the next few days and wait out the snow that was already falling, Xander and I had a brief discussion before agreeing. We would take advantage of luxuries like a roof over our heads, baths, and fresh food while we could. We tried to give our host some gold in payment, but he insisted our money was no good for him.

      The idea of staying made Ryllae happy, which was all I needed to see.

      I would give her the world if she asked for it.
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SAENA

        

      

    

    
      Glimmering, shining, luxurious gold surrounded me on all sides. Riches, ranging from the smallest of coins to entire beds made of the solid treasure, glistened in the torchlight. My eyes widened in delight, and I clapped my hands like a small child, turning in a circle as I took it all in. The click, click, click of my black heels on the cold stone floor was the only sound as I walked through the immense underground keep.

      The Winged Soldier at my side eyed me carefully, his grip never faltering on the torch he held in front of him.

      He’s afraid of us, the draken remarked. Good.

      “Everyone should be afraid of me,” I said out loud, walking to the nearest pile of gold.

      The guard gulped, his eyes widening. “Your Majesty?”

      Shaking my head, I picked up a gilded chalice inlaid with rubies and emeralds. It was so heavy that I needed two hands to hold it. “You must admit, Ranor, High King Edgar was a horrible male—most of you are, if you’re being honest with yourselves—but he had excellent taste.”

      Ranor’s eyes widened, and he blinked. “Yes, Your Majesty.” A lock of his dark brown, almost black hair fell in his eyes as he dipped his head. “Of course, Your Majesty. The highest taste in gold.”

      Find out how much there is, the draken commanded.

      I relayed the question, tapping my nails on the chalice as I waited.

      “This is but a fraction of the treasures that the king,”—Ranor coughed, his wings snapping behind him and his face reddening as he quickly blurted—“I mean you, own, oh incredible, powerful queen. Witches enchanted the entire collection, ensuring it will never need to be polished.”

      The Winged Soldier’s hasty correction wasn’t lost on me, but luckily for him, the discovery of these riches pleased me. He would keep his head. For now. Perhaps if he was very good, he might find his way into my bedroom later. I eyed his physique, from his powerful jaw to the musculature hiding beneath his tunic.

      Yes, I mused, reaching over and stroking his black wing. He would make a good bed-mate.

      It had been far too long since I’d had some fun.

      Ranor remained as still as a statue as I walked around him in a circle, eyeing him carefully. I was a queen, after all—I did not go to bed with just anyone.

      Focus on the gold, the creature inside of me growled, forcing my eyes away from the guard and towards the shelves stacked with treasure. Look how beautiful it is. You can think about trivial matters such as carnal pleasure later.

      You’re right, I replied. The chalice dropped to the floor, rolling away as I ran my fingers over a gilded mirror the size of a small child. Who needs males when you can have something like this?

      My reflection stared back at me through the polished gold. I tilted my head, studying the queen staring in the mirror. Silky locks of straight black hair fell to my waist, shimmering in the torchlight. My nose was long and thin, cutting the perfect symmetry of my face neatly in half. My lips were my best feature. As red as roses, they instantly drew the eye. My skin was pale, and hints of the dragon flickered in my eyes. The sleeve of my gown—the same color as my hair—lifted as I raised a hand, running it down my cheek, revealing the faint sheen of scales that had taken up permanent residency under my flesh. The most expensive jewels in the land hung off my neck and ears, matching my heavy crown inlaid with sapphires.

      Some people might have found the amount of jewelry I wore offensive, but they didn’t understand. This was my right. I was queen of two countries, and soon, I would rule the entire continent.

      Once we find it, there will be no one capable of stopping us, the creature within me crooned.

      My lips tilted up into a wolfish smile. Exactly. I will do whatever I want.

      Growing tired of looking at my reflection, I moved away from the gilded mirror. Strolling through the underground keep, I cataloged each item in my mind. Those of greatest value, I touched, letting the beast within me purr in pleasure at the presence of such great treasure.

      Hours went by.

      All of this was mine.

      These riches. This country. These people. The Winged Soldier behind me. They were all mine.

      This treasure was so much—and yet it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough until I proved everyone wrong. Dante thought he destroyed me that day in Drahan, but he was wrong. He might have called me a worthless dragon-whore and stolen the one thing I held dear, but I had the last laugh. The night I returned to his castle and slit his throat, spilling his blood all over his precious throne room, he learned his lesson.

      After I stole his life, I took his crown and his country.

      Soon, the entire continent was going to be mine.

      Confident in my right to anything I wanted, I turned around. Ranor stood nearby, watching with one hand on the hilt of his sword and the other on his torch.

      Yes, he would do nicely, after all.

      Crooking my finger in his direction, I said, “Come with me.”

      Like a good soldier, Ranor followed willingly as I led him to my bedchambers.

      Tonight, we would play. And tomorrow, if he was lucky, I would let him live to see another day. In the same way that the rest of the Four Kingdoms would have to do, Ranor had learned his lesson quickly.

      No one—male or female, king or queen, elf, vampire, fae, mermaid, werewolf, shifter, or even human—was going to stand in my way. I would not rest until I was the most powerful one of them all.
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XANDER

        

      

    

    
      The wailing wind battered against the too-small walls of this gods-damned cottage. The clock on the wall kept time fastidiously, the minutes passing ominously by. Tick, tick, tick. Every second, my need to leave increased. It was like an itch beneath my skin that I couldn’t scratch. The map was heavy around my neck, a constant reminder of the quest we had embarked upon.

      We had been at Olwine’s cottage for a week; the storm having morphed into a blizzard that made going outside impossible. I felt like a caged animal—I needed to get out. To run. To breathe fresh air.

      I needed to fly.

      All of us were feeling the impacts of being stuck inside for seven days. Even Kysha, who was the most level-headed of our group, was getting snappy.

      Something slammed into the window, and I looked up as snow battered the glass. The wind howled, and the storm raged on. Aileana and I were side-by-side on the small blanket roll that was serving as our bed. This cottage had not been built to accommodate a dragon shifter of my size. My feet hung off the bottom, and no matter how I shifted, I was never comfortable. My mate had fallen asleep a few hours ago—a feat in and of itself, since she had spent most of the past few days pacing by the front door, anxious to feed her magic to the earth—but sleep still evaded me.

      A hand landed on my shoulder. “Are you awake, Xan?”

      Pulling open my eyes, I made out Daegal’s form in the near darkness. “Yes.”

      He tilted his head, and I read the message in his expression. Extricating my limbs from around Aileana, I brushed a kiss across her forehead before tucking the edges of the blanket around her sleeping form. Privacy was a foreign concept in this cabin that was becoming smaller by the day, but we walked to the front door, near the banked fire. It took some careful maneuvering, stepping over sleeping bodies, but eventually, we made it.

      “What’s going on?” I asked in a hoarse whisper.

      The Fortune Elf sighed. “I had another vision.”

      “I suspected as much.” Both Daegal and Maiela had several visions over the past week while we had been stuck here.

      Daegal nodded. “The situation has declined.”

      The situation. That could mean so many things. My sister. The country in general. The darkness that had been coming but had now arrived.

      I sighed. “What do you mean?”

      “War is brewing on two fronts,” he said. “The Western and Northern Kingdoms are holding Saena off for now, but I don’t know how much longer they’ll last.”

      Why was she doing this? Weren’t two kingdoms beneath her rule enough? Even as the question appeared in my mind, I shook my head. I knew the answer. Drakens craved power. This wasn’t Saena—or at least, it wasn’t the sister I had once known. Her power-hungry draken had taken over.

      Suddenly, a memory flashed before my eyes. It was so strong that for a moment, I couldn’t breathe.

      “Remember children,” Mama said to Saena and me as we sat at the small kitchen table in our home a few months before the destruction of our village, “you must always be careful to keep your dragon in check. The onus is on the shifter to never let the creature that lives beneath their skin take control.”

      “Why not, Mama?” Saena asked. My sister sat next to me; her legs curled underneath her as she ran her hands through her rag doll’s red string hair. She pursed her lips, studying the toy intently.

      Our mother stood. Lifting the brush off the nearby shelf, she took my sister’s long black hair in one hand, running the brush slowly through Saena’s locks. Neither of us spoke—we were used to this. Sometimes, when Mama had something important to say, she took her time putting her words together.

      I always enjoyed these moments. Since Papa had died, Mama was often sad. She rarely smiled, and her eyes were heavy. Sometimes, I caught her crying when she thought we couldn’t hear her. Those days were the worst. But she seemed to want to talk as much as we enjoyed talking to her.

      When Saena’s hair was ready, Mama separated it into three strands. Only then did she speak. “Dragon shifters are not like the other shifters in the Four Kingdoms.” She smiled softly at me. “Why is that Elyx?”

      Frowning, I tapped my hand on the table as I thought. “Other shifters can control their animals, right?”

      Mama beamed. “Very good. Yes, they have complete dominance over their creatures. Feline shifters can choose their size, what their animals do… they control everything.”

      “But dragons aren’t like that, are they?” I asked seriously, as Mama plaited Saena’s hair.

      A sad look came over my mother’s eyes, and she shook her head.

      “No, Elyx,” she said. “That’s why the others in Ithenmyr fear us. Dragons have desires and thoughts of their own. They are real beings that simply reside within us, sharing our skin. They’re not meant to be contained.”

      My own dragon woke within me at that. We’re meant to fly, it said.

      “Dragons want to be powerful.” Saena smiled, putting her doll on the table. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes, my dear. They want many things.” Mama tied off Saena’s hair before reaching over and lifting my sister into her arms. Hugging Saena tightly against her chest, Mama met my gaze. “More than anything else, dragons crave power and riches. That is why we must keep them on such a tight leash.”

      I nodded, taking her words seriously. Even if Saena didn’t understand what Mama was saying, I did.

      I wouldn’t let either of them down. Not now, not ever.

      “Xander?” Daegal’s voice broke through the fog of my thoughts.

      Shaking my head, I ran my hand through my hair. “Sorry, I… it was a memory.”

      More and more of them had been cropping ever since Saena returned to my life.

      Daegal’s eyes filled with understanding, and he nodded. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Gods, no,” I said. “Just… what do you know about the darkness?”

      “It’s everywhere.” He shuddered. “We need to hurry, Xander. Time is running out. The balance is broken, and the situation is growing dire.”

      “Of course it is.” Nothing was ever easy or lacked urgency these days. A sound came from the cot where I’d left Aileana, and I glanced over. She was tossing and turning. I needed to go back to her.

      Before I could, Daegal grabbed my arm with a strength I didn’t know he possessed. “I have Seen a future where the draken reigns over the Four Kingdoms, Xander.” His fingernails dug into my arm, drawing blood as a wild overtook his eyes. “It’s dark and filled with so much evil that it makes the vampires and their bloodthirsty ways look like child’s play.”

      He fell silent, and I tugged my arm out of his grasp, moving toward Aileana. I was nearly at our make-shift bed when Daegal spoke once more. His words chilled me to my bones.

      “In that future, Xander, there is no hope.”
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      How are you feeling today, Xander? Aileana asked through our mental connection. She rested her head against my chest; her hand drawing mindless circles on my tunic. It was midday, and the storm still battered the windows.

      I want to get out of here, I said honestly, my tone betraying the frustration running through my veins. I want to be alone with you, not always surrounded by other people.

      That was perhaps the most frustrating thing about being in this cottage. Seven people, three of them couples, were too many to pack into such a small space. This morning, privacy seemed even more of a distant concept than it had last night.

      And I wanted privacy. In fact, I would go so far as to say that I needed it. Being with Aileana tamed the rage and fire burning within me. She made me a better male. Talking to her, fighting with her, was the best part of my day.

      Not to mention the more intimate aspects of our relationship. I wanted to lock her in a room and spend time alone with her, reminding her she was mine. I craved the way she sounded beneath me, breathing my name in short bursts as she fell apart beneath my fingers and tongue and body. I wanted her to scream my name. And then, when we were tired, I wanted to talk to her. Not just speak mind to mind, but out loud, with no one else able to hear the things we whispered—shouted—at each other.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t possible.

      Aileana pushed herself up, resting her chin on her palm. Her eyes searched mine as she tilted her head. You want to be free.

      She understood me so well. Being cooped up in here felt far too much like a cage. I didn’t want to stay here, confined by something that was out of my control. There was a tightness in my chest that came from being inside for too long.

      Yes, I said through our connection. I need to be free.

      Aileana ran her hands through my hair, pressing feather-light kisses to the stubble on my cheeks. I understand, Elyx. Freedom is like tasting sugar after a lifetime of eating bland food. Once you have it, you can’t give it up.

      I nipped at her lips. Talking about food again. Are you hungry, Sunshine?

      She laughed softly, nuzzling my cheek. I’m always hungry these days.

      That was true. Aileana had always shown an appreciation for food, but for the past few weeks, she seemed hungrier than usual. Her scent had changed, too. It was deeper now. Earthier. It must have been caused by the stress, but it was worrisome. This quest was taking a lot out of all of us.

      Pushing up and resting my back against the wall, I tucked Aileana against my side. She sighed, releasing a green ribbon that flew around the room before diving beneath the floorboards. Her eyes closed, and her head leaned back, resting against my shoulder. Picking up her hand, I rubbed it slowly before moving up and tracing the mating mark on her arm.

      At least we have this, Aileana murmured in my mind. Even in this cottage, we have each other.

      Continuing my ministrations on her hands, I kissed the spot where her neck met her shoulders. You’ll always have me.

      Aileana shivered, pressing herself against me. Thank the gods for small mercies.

      If it wasn’t for this mental connection, I would have probably lost my mind by now.

      Everyone was dealing with the cramped quarters differently. The Death Elf princess seemed to have retreated into herself, her eyes becoming more forlorn with each passing day. She drank copious amounts of tea, sitting by the fire from dawn until dusk. Daegal watched over her like a hawk, the Fortune Elf barely speaking to anyone else unless it was time to relay his visions.

      Right now, Ryllae sipped an herbal tea as red ribbons of magic floated around her. She didn’t even seem to notice them.

      When Maiela wasn’t Looking ahead into the future with her brother, she and Kysha spent hours with Olwine. The trio played every type of card game under the sun as they murmured at the table.

      And then there was Aileana.

      With each passing day, my bonded mate grew more and more agitated. It had taken me a long time to cajole her away from the door, where she’d practically worn a hole in the ground with her pacing. Day and night, she waited for the storm to ease up enough to go outside. The earth was calling her; she said. Beckoning her.

      I worried about her far more than she knew.

      Aileana pushed herself onto her elbows. Her brows furrowed as those emerald eyes passed over my face. What’s wrong?

      Reaching over, I brushed a lock of hair from her face. I didn’t want Aileana to know I was worried about her. It wasn’t that I didn’t think she was strong—I knew she was. I’d seen her kill Edgar. I worried because she did so much, and sometimes, she forgot to take care of herself.

      The gods must have been smiling down at me, because Maiela looked out the window and let out a whoop of joy, saving me from having to explain myself.

      “The storm is over!” she yelled; her voice filled with excitement.

      “Thank the gods,” I groaned. “We can finally leave.”

      Stealing a kiss, I stood, bringing my mate with me.

      Aileana raised a brow. “Don’t think you can just kiss your way out of this conversation, dragon of mine. I know something’s wrong.”

      Smirking, I brushed my lips over her knuckles. “Oh Aileana, that’s where you’re wrong. I can kiss my way out of practically anything.”

      “I’m serious, Xander,” she hissed.

      The fire in her voice warmed me from the inside out.

      “As am I,” I assured her. She continued to stare at me, her hand landing on her hip as she opened her mouth to speak again. I kissed her once more, unable and unwilling to resist the temptation. “I promise, I’m fine.”

      I could tell that she thought this conversation wasn’t over, which didn’t surprise me in the least. I might have been a dragon shifter and a renown assassin in the Four Kingdoms, but my bonded mate always seemed to see right through me to my soul.

      “Come on, you two.” Daegal’s voice came from near the fireplace, where he pulled on his boots. “I’ve Seen the future and another storm is quickly approaching. We need to go.”

      “We’re coming.” Brushing her lips over mine, Aileana added, “This conversation isn’t over.”

      But it was postponed. At least for now. Thank the gods for small mercies and reprieves from infuriatingly persistent mates.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling the hood of my cloak firmly over my hair, I opened the door. A gust of wind blew into me, carrying shards of ice into my lungs. Even with my dragon’s heat, the cold slammed into my bones.

      “Thelrena help us all,” Aileana muttered from next to me.

      One god didn’t seem like enough to deal with this situation. When we had arrived, there had been a few feet of snow on the ground. That was no longer the case. Now, it reached more than halfway up my chest. A thick layer of ice was on top of the snow, packing it all down even further. The seven of us stood pressed together at the open door, staring at the wall of white.

      “Well, I guess we’re climbing out,” Maiela said, stating the obvious.

      We quickly formed a plan. We would send out our packs and snowshoes first, following quickly behind.

      “Maybe the forest floor isn’t so icy,” Kysha said, her voice filled with hope.

      “Don’t count on it,” Ryllae grumbled. “I’m here. Everything always turns out poorly when I’m involved.”

      Daegal wrapped his arm around her. “Don’t say things like that,” he murmured. “You’re perfect.”

      The two of them moved away from the door, and I ran my hand down the ice. It was rough to the touch, and so cold that it was like needles stabbing into my fingertips. I had never seen weather like this before. Even in Eleyta, the Northern Kingdom, where the vampires reigned, and it snowed for ten months out of the year, the weather rarely turned this bad. Everything about it felt off.

      “Come,” Olwine said, urgency filling his voice. “We must hurry.”

      One by one, we slid our packs down the ice. They slipped precariously on the thick, slippery surface before settling against the trunks of nearby trees. Our snowshoes soon followed, forming a haphazard pile.

      A hiss came from behind me as Olwine poured snow over the fire. “I’ll be leaving as well. Now that you’ve arrived, I no longer need to remain here.”

      “Where will you go?” Kysha asked.

      “I am going to meet up with my partner,” he said.

      “Thank you for all you’ve done,” I said. I might have been a dragon shifter, but I still had manners. The halfling’s hospitality had gone beyond the realm of necessary, and I was appreciative.

      “Of course,” he said. “One cannot deny the hands of fate.”

      “I’m ready,” Aileana said, withdrawing her daggers with a zing. She slammed them into the slippery surface; the metal reverberating as they lodged themselves into the hard surface. Grabbing one, she tested it before grunting, swinging herself up.

      She is strong, the dragon within me remarked.

      Yes, she is. Pride ran through me at the sight of my mate taking charge. She was incredible, and I was so proud of her.

      Reaching back into the cottage, Aileana beckoned for the Death Elf to step forward. Ryllae looked nervously at Aileana’s outstretched hand.

      “I’ve got you,” my mate said.

      “Alright.” Ryllae took Aileana’s hand, holding on tightly as Aileana pulled her up, the dagger serving as leverage.

      Kysha, Olwine, and Maiela quickly followed Ryllae out of the cottage. Each one slid on the ice as they exited the small abode, slipping and sliding their way over to the pile of snowshoes.

      Soon, Daegal and I were the only ones left. The Fortune Elf took one look at Aileana’s outstretched hand before smirking. He moved back, bending his knees before bounding up and grabbing onto the dagger. He lifted himself up in one fluid motion, the sword at his hip not impeding his movements at all.

      I was the last one to leave. Unlike the others, my size allowed me to pull myself up onto the ice with ease. Maneuvering carefully, I pulled the door closed behind me.

      Aileana kneeled near the daggers; her eyes dark as she watched me appreciatively. “That was… attractive,” she said after a moment.

      I smirked, stealing a kiss as her desire scented the air. It was oddly satisfying to know that I wasn’t the only one suffering from this lack of alone time. “I’m glad you’re not bored with me yet, Sunshine.”

      Aileana yanked her daggers out of the frozen surface, sheathing them once more before sliding down the ice towards the others. Elyxander, I don’t think I’ll ever be bored with you. You keep me on my toes.

      Following my bonded mate, I laughed. Good.

      Once we all had our snowshoes on—something that took far longer than it should have—we began our trek into the forest. Thank all the gods, once we moved into the woods, the ice gave way to snow.

      When the cottage was out of sight, Olwine cleared his throat.

      “This is where I say goodbye.” He turned in a slow circle, smiling at each of us. “May Kydona and Thelrena bless your journey.”

      The halfling took a step back, dropping his cloak on the ground. A flash of white erupted from his body, temporarily blinding even me. When it cleared, a massive white wolf with silver-lined blue eyes stood before us.

      The wolf that was Olwine barked once before turning and running through the forest, disappearing into the snow-covered pines.

      “Well, that’s one way to make an exit,” Daegal said after a moment.

      Aileana turned in a slow circle, taking in the woods. Tinged in black, the forest was dark and gloomy despite the shining sun. Brambles and briars extended over the snow, and vines the color of the night stretched between the trees.

      “The broken balance is worse than before,” she whispered. Her gaze flicked to mine. “I need to help. Before we go. I can’t… the earth is in pain.”

      “Whatever you need to do,” I said.

      The corners of her lips tilted up as she moved towards the nearest tree. Pulling off her glove, Aileana placed her hand flat on the trunk, closing her eyes. Ribbons the color of bright leaves slipped from her palms as her skin shone a vibrant green. Her markings glowed and our mating bond tingled as she tugged on her power.

      After a few minutes, Aileana’s shoulders loosened, and the lines on her face disappeared. All around us, the blackened trees pulled back their branches, moving to clear a path.

      “Incredible,” Maiela breathed.

      She was right. There was no one more incredible than my mate. Aileana worked with skill, pouring herself into the land. The forest shifted all around us, changing before our eyes. Midnight black vines dissolved in a flurry of green. Trees grew stronger. The air itself seemed lighter.

      When my Earth Elf stepped away from the tree, a faint green sheen still tinging her skin, she seemed more relaxed than before.

      “That’s better.” She exhaled, rolling her shoulders. “For a moment there, I really thought I was going to explode if I couldn’t get rid of some of my magic.”

      Pulling her in for a kiss, I murmured, “The earth and I are both lucky to have you.”

      “Both of you?” she raised a brow.

      I chuckled. “Both of us.”

      I couldn’t imagine my life without her. It wouldn’t be worth living. She was everything. She was my fire and my life and my reason for living.

      Smiling, Aileana reached into her pocket and withdrew the compass. Everyone crowded around as she flipped it open. Glowing green like her skin, the interior was just as expertly made. Four points, each one made of pure gold, pointed north, east, south, and west. Unlike a typical compass, the middle of this one was not an arrow, but the branch of a pine tree. The needle spun in a circle three times before settling in a northeastern direction.

      Aileana looked up at me expectantly. “Xander?”

      Taking out the map, I unfurled the parchment and held it flat against the nearest tree. It didn’t take us long to find our location; the compass made navigating much easier.

      Our destination was brightly marked, still a distance from where we currently stood.

      Aileana tapped the map. “Can you fly us there?”

      A forest stretched from the bottom of the parchment, leading toward a massive mountain range. Biting my lip, I studied it intently.

      “I don’t think so,” I said after a moment. “The weight of five people is too much to carry for long periods of time, especially if we aren’t sure where we’re going.”

      Not to mention I could fly us into a trap, or worse, we could go so off course that it could take days to correct.

      “So hiking is our only option.” Aileana groaned. The way she said “hiking” made it sound like the activity was akin to dying. “Great. Well, let’s do it. Hopefully, this is the worst part of this quest. We’ve already faced a pack of murderous wolves. What else can go wrong?”

      What else, indeed.

      In hindsight, that was the moment I should have known this quest would end the way it did. That was the moment I should have put a stop to all this.

      But hindsight, in all its cruelty, does not exist to help us. Hindsight is the curse of survivors, there to taunt us in all the ways we could have done things differently. Hindsight, like the hands of fate, plays games with us.

      So instead of stopping this quest, I rolled up the map, took my mate’s hand in mine, and together, we hiked once more.
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RYLLAE

        

      

    

    
      Four days of nothing but trees and snow and cold were taking their toll on me. Tiredness had come and gone two days ago. At this point, my exhaustion was so complete, I did not know how I was still putting one foot in front of the other. In all my years, I had never seen a winter like this. I’d never known that I could be so completely cold. That the air could be so painful. I had never experienced a wind that ate away at your bones until you forgot what it meant to be warm. Though the sun shone periodically, its rays did not warm me.

      Memories of sun-kissed skin and heat were distant dreams at this point.

      If it wasn’t for Daegal’s constant presence by my side, I would have collapsed long ago. Every time snow fell from the cursed sky, it made this trek even more perilous. Walking in snowshoes while carrying a heavy pack for days required a level of physical ability that I simply did not possess.

      Case in point: the bruises that now covered my arms and knees. I had fallen more times than I could count, catching my feet on branches and roots that always seemed to find themselves in my path.

      Daegal and I were walking at the back of the pack, a small distance from the others, as I struggled to keep up. My breath came in short bursts, and my muscles burned. I couldn’t help but feel bad about keeping him from his friends. He was stuck here with me.

      Still, he did not complain

      “Careful, Ryllae,” he murmured, holding my hand as he led me over a patch of ice.

      Moving with care so as not to slip, I dipped my head once I was back on the snow. “Thank you.”

      Daegal smiled. “Always.”

      We walked in silence some more, the Fortune Elf stopping numerous times to help me over the difficult terrain. He seemed to know I needed the quiet right now.

      He always knew what I needed.

      Most nights, Daegal and Xander talked around the fire late into the night, sharing stories about their travels together. I didn’t say much—after all, prison life wasn’t exactly good conversation fodder, and I didn’t have much else to add.

      The best part of each day was getting to sleep beside Daegal. No matter where we stopped, he held me against him, infusing my body with his warmth as we snuggled beneath a shared blanket. Nothing had happened—we were too tired, and there was no privacy—but I dreamed about him every time I closed my eyes.

      That connection between us grew stronger. It kept me going, even as the simple act of picking up one foot and putting it in front of the other felt like it would be too difficult.

      The others had so much more energy than me. Even Maiela, who had been stabbed repeatedly mere months ago, was in better physical shape than me. I probably would have found that frustrating if I wasn’t trying so hard to remain sane and in one piece.

      Using her magic, Aileana cleared a path through the forest. We stopped repeatedly so she could pour her ribbons into the earth, helping the land. Daegal and Maiela both Looked ahead multiple times a day to See what was coming. Kysha healed small wounds and provided light late at night.

      But me?

      I’d seen rocks that were more useful than me. All I could do was practice pulling on my magic. But there was no use for it. Not right now. I played with the ribbons, getting used to the way they felt in my hands, before I drew them back into myself.

      With every passing day, I danced closer to that ledge of madness. Like an old enemy, one that had haunted me for many years, insanity called my name. Sometimes it was a nameless, faceless voice. Other times, I heard my father yelling at me. Taunting me. Madness waited for me like an eager puppy, eager for me to slip up when I got too tired.

      Time slipped on.

      We walked and walked and walked. The others talked quietly among themselves up ahead, the distance between us increasing as I struggled to keep up.

      When the sun was high in the sky, Daegal squeezed my hand. “Would you like some water, Princess? It’s been a few hours since we stopped to drink.”

      Until he said that, I didn’t even realize I was thirsty. That was how bad I was at this. I wasn’t even paying attention to my bodily cues.

      “Yes,” I replied, rubbing a gloved hand over my neck. “I am.”

      I had the food in my bag, but both of our bottles of water were in Daegal’s pack. Nodding, he slipped his hand out of mine. Not even ten seconds went by before I took a step, yelping as my foot caught on a piece of ice. One moment, snow-covered pine trees were in front of me. The next, I was staring at the clear blue sky.

      “Ryllae!” A thump came from beside me, and I blinked as Daegal’s concerned eyes appeared in my line of sight. “Are you alright?”

      His hands swept over my body, starting at my neck and slowly making their way down as he checked for injuries.

      Shaking my head, I pushed myself up. “I’m fine, Daegal. I’ve injured nothing except my pride.”

      He frowned. “Are you sure, Princess?”

      I took a tentative step forward and managed to stay on my feet despite the pain radiating through my body. Forcing a smile on my face, I nodded stiffly.

      “Perfect,” I lied.

      Daegal eyed as though he didn’t believe me, but to his credit, he didn’t push me. Instead, he just pulled out the bottles of water, handing one to me. After we had both drunk our fill, he offered me his hand once more.

      This time, we walked even slower than before. The snow crunched beneath our feet and the wind blew, the steady symphony of the forest keeping us company as we continued this never-ending trek. Every step, every ache, every bruise taunted me, reminding me of my failures. I couldn’t even walk in a straight line without falling.

      You worthless female. Father’s voice was so loud and sounded so real that I jolted. My heart pounded and my eyes widened, darting around the forest. But there was nothing but trees and snow.

      See? That same voice crooned, laughing. You’re nothing but a problem.

      I shook my head. The king was dead. Thank the gods. Though I knew he was gone, it didn’t stop the meaning of his words from piercing my heart. I didn’t need for him to be alive to know that if he were here, he would have told me in no uncertain terms that I was a failure.

      Father would have found a twisted pleasure in the pain rippling through my muscles with every step. If he knew my head pounded or the way my boots chaffed against my feet, he would have called me a weak female, incapable of the simplest of tasks.

      “Watch out, Ryllae!” Daegal’s voice pulled me from my dark thoughts, and I jumped, stumbling back and ducking just in time to miss a thick branch hanging over the path.

      That was far too close. The last thing I wanted was to fall twice in the span of an hour. “Thank you.”

      Daegal’s brows furrowed as he tugged me to a stop. Concern filled his eyes as they swept over me. Glancing ahead, I could barely see the red of Aileana’s hair as she picked her way through the forest, the others following close behind. They moved easily over the snow and ice, as if they had been born to wear snowshoes.

      “Look at me,” Daegal said, a quiet order in his voice. “Don’t worry about them, Princess.”

      Whenever he called me that, butterflies erupted in my stomach. It was stupid—I was a princess. It was my title. But coming from him, it made me feel… loved.

      Peeling my gaze away from the rest of the group, I met his eyes. Daegal’s mouth twitched, and his free hand lifted to my chin. With as much care as someone holding a newborn animal, Daegal turned my head to face him. His lips brushed mine, the kiss little more than air, before he squeezed my hand. “What’s wrong? Earlier, you seemed… distracted.”

      He noticed. He always noticed.

      Biting my lip, I tried to decide what to say. I didn’t want to tell him I was hearing voices—I was already unstable enough. If Daegal lost faith in me, if he thought I was insane, then I truly would find myself falling over the ledge of madness. He was the only person who really believed in me. The only one who saw me for who I was. Even more than myself—he seemed to look into my very soul and see the elf I should be, not the scarred one I was.

      But it was more than that. I didn’t want to admit that my father was right. I didn’t want to admit that I was a weakling and unable to keep up with the rest of the group. My entire body ached from where I fell earlier, a constant reminder of my failures.

      This quest was important, and I was the reason it would not succeed.

      When I didn’t answer, he frowned. “Ryllae?” His brows knit together as his eyes swept over me. “What’s wrong?”

      Everything was wrong. In the end, I settled for the most plausible and least disturbing answer. “I’m so tired.”

      The last word had barely left my lips before he moved towards me, taking my pack. He swung it over his own back as if it weighed nothing before scooping me in his arms.

      I protested, “Daegal…”

      He shook his head. Wrapping my cloak tightly around me, he headed in the direction the others had gone. My snowshoes dangled awkwardly off my feet, not touching the snow, but coming close.

      “I can walk, I’m not—”

      He kissed me with all the care in the world, effectively silencing me. “You’re not heavy at all, Princess. Let me do this for you.”

      It was nice, being held and my feet were already feeling better now that they weren’t carrying me over feet of snow. Not to mention Daegal’s warmth that seeped through his layers. Already, the cold that had taken up residence in my bones was a little less bitter.

      My retorts died on my tongue, and I buried my face in his cloak. His scent flooded me and his steady heartbeat pounded in time with the thrumming of my magic. I felt safe. Warm. Cared for.

      Soon, we caught up with the others. If any of them had something to say about the fact that Daegal was carrying me, none of them said anything.

      The voices never came back, and the ledge of insanity was further than ever.

      It wasn’t long before my eyes slipped shut and I drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Princess.” A gentle hand landed on my cheek, and I opened my eyes, blinking as they adjusted to the darkness. The moonlight illuminated Daegal’s dark skin as he carried me.

      Hours must have passed, and yet, I remained in his arms. That thing within me hummed with the knowledge that Daegal was looking after me. Protecting me.

      No one had ever done that before.

      No one had ever cared.

      “I care deeply about you,” Daegal replied, his voice gruff.

      I hadn’t realized I said that last part out loud.

      Drawing my bottom lip through my teeth, I met his gaze. “I care about you, too.”

      “Good.” He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Can you stand?”

      I nodded, and he placed me on my feet. My legs wobbled, but soon I found my bearings. Daegal held onto my arm as I turned in a slow circle, taking in our surroundings. We were in a large cavern; the roof stretched high above our heads, providing shelter from the snow that was falling once again. The cave didn’t really end, it just… narrowed at one end, turning into a tunnel.

      Aileana and Xander stood near the entrance, looking between the map and the compass intently beneath the light of the full moon. They weren’t speaking out loud, but I could tell by the way they glanced at each other that they were communicating mind to mind.

      On the stone floor, a small fire that was barely more than kindling burned. It gave off the barest amount of heat, but at least it was warmer than being in the elements.

      Pulling off my gloves, I flexed my fingers as I finished my perusal of the space.

      “Where is your sister?” I asked Daegal.

      Both Kysha and Maiela were missing, and I didn’t hear either of them.

      He turned as red as a rain berry as he averted his eyes and coughed, running his hand through his hair.

      “They went to get some firewood a half hour ago,” he said. “They wanted some… time by themselves.”

      I had never seen the elf so embarrassed before, and somehow, it endeared him to me further. Biting back a smile, I closed the distance between Daegal and I. Cupping his cheek; I enjoyed the feeling of his rough stubble beneath my fingers, and I brushed my mouth over his.

      “I can see the benefit of finding some time alone,” I said. The huskiness of my voice surprised me, and Daegal’s eyes darkened as he claimed my lips, his hand landing on my hip as he held me flush against him.

      He chuckled, nipping at my mouth. “Is that so?”

      Visions of how the rough stubble would feel against other, softer places ran through me. My core warmed, and I pressed my thighs together. “Mhmm,” I said. “There is a certain… value in being alone that seems desirable right about now.”

      Privacy wasn’t the only thing I desired.

      “When you put it that way, Princess, I can see the benefit.”

      Daegal pulled me towards him, our mouths meeting in a kiss that somehow managed to be both gentle and possessive. He made me feel warm and safe and wanted. His hand shifted to the small of my back as he drew me tighter against him. His tongue ran over the seam of my lips just as a cough came from nearby. We broke apart, and blood rushed to my cheeks.

      Xander and Aileana watched us with matching amused expressions on their faces. The dragon shifter tilted his head, opening his mouth as though to speak. Before he could, feminine laughter rose through the air.

      Hand in hand, Kysha and Maiela walked into the cave. They stopped abruptly near the entrance, their brows raising in unison. The wives exchanged a look before glancing around.

      “What did we miss?” Kysha asked, subtly adjusting the fit of her cloak as she unsuccessfully tried to hide the disarray of her clothing. Her tunic was hastily thrown over her leggings, the belt barely done up beneath her breasts. Even if her garments had been in pristine condition, the wild state of her hair would have given them away.

      “Oh, not much,” Aileana said. “Daegal and Ryllae were just… talking.”

      Xander coughed. “There wasn’t much talking going on that I could see.”

      Aileana elbowed her mate in the side, and he bent, dramatically gasping for air. The Earth Elf smothered a laugh as she addressed the couple. “Where’s the firewood?”

      Maiela’s eyes widened, and she stared at her empty hands. Her hair was mussed and her cheeks had a red tint to them that had nothing to do with the cold. “Damn it,” she said after a long moment. “Would you believe that we couldn’t find any?”

      Xander looked over Maiela’s shoulder, where dozens of trees stood cast in snow and moonlight.

      “No,” the dragon shifter said dryly. “There isn’t a single one of us here who is going to believe that.”

      A moment passed before Kysha shrugged. “We got… sidetracked.”

      “Sidetracked?” Aileana chuckled.

      The halfling nodded enthusiastically. “There’s another, smaller cave nearby, and we had to… make sure it was safe.”

      “And was it?” Xander asked, smirking as he failed to contain his amusement.

      “It was,” Kysha informed us smugly, slinging her arm over her wife’s shoulders and pulling Maiela in close, kissing her passionately.

      Beside me, Daegal groaned. When the females broke apart, they both laughed.

      “Come now, baby brother.” Maiela walked over, patting Daegal’s forearm. “You’re a grown elf. Surely you know the ways of the world.”

      “Oh, he knows,” Xander snorted. Exchanging a heated look with Aileana, he joined their hands. “We all know.”

      “Just because I know what it is doesn’t mean I want to know my sister is… doing those things,” Daegal grumbled, his blush deepening even more.

      Maiela raised a brow. “You are aware I’m not a virgin, right? We are married.”

      “Oh, my gods,” Daegal groaned. Pulling me towards Xander, he pointed at the compass. “What’s the plan?”

      My Fortune Elf’s attempt at changing the topic of discussion couldn’t have been more obvious if he tried, but no one commented on it.

      “The good news is, it looks like we’ll be staying out of the snow for a while,” Xander said.

      “And the bad news?” I asked.

      There was always bad news where I was involved. Bad luck. Bad news. Bad people. Bad circumstances. I attracted bad things. Maybe it was because I was a Death Elf, destined to live a horrible life, or maybe I was just unlucky.

      “It’s not bad news, per se,” Aileana said after a moment. “Just… strange.”

      A pit formed in my stomach. “Oh?”

      Strange was worse than bad. Strange could mean practically anything. I would have preferred bad news over something strange. My heart rate quickened, and a cold sweat appeared on the back of my neck. This wasn’t good at all.

      All the levity from earlier dissipated as Aileana unfurled the map, laying it out on a large rock. Using small stones as paperweights, she kneeled before the parchment. Xander crouched beside her, his hand on her lower back, and the rest of us followed suit.

      The crack of knees bending and muffled groans spoke to everyone’s soreness. For some reason, I was happy to know I wasn’t the only one suffering during this journey. Once we were all kneeling, purple ribbons left Kysha’s palms. They formed six orbs of light that hovered above us, illuminating the parchment.

      “We’re fairly certain this is our location.” Aileana tapped a drawing of an endless forest coming up to a mountain. “We thought the compass was going to lead us around this, but it looks like we’ll be going through.”

      Through the mountain. That was strange and absolutely, definitely, not delightful. I did not enjoy tight spaces, nor did I enjoy being underneath mountains. I’d spent long enough in Nightstone Prison to last me a lifetime.

      And yet, fate had brought us here. What else could we do?

      A pit formed into my stomach, growing into a chasm when I glanced at the back of the cave. Little more than a hole in the wall, it did not seem like the type of place anyone would want to go. The opening was barely larger than Xander and had the distinct appearance of being both extremely dangerous and highly unpleasant.

      “This entire situation does not bode well,” I muttered under my breath.

      For a long moment, no one spoke. It was Daegal who broke the silence as he pulled me against him. “It’s going to be okay.” To Aileana, he asked, “This is the only way?”

      She nodded. “We’re following the compass, and it is clear about the direction we need to take.”

      “Even if it leads us into danger,” I said bitterly.

      It wasn’t a question. Evidently, this was our path. I was the first to acknowledge that my mental health wasn’t the strongest, but this seemed foolhardy, even to me. Especially when I got a closer look at the map.

      “What about those drawings?” I asked, running my finger over the parchment. Dots surrounded the mountain where we currently stood. From afar, they just looked like markings on the page, but now that I had a better look, I could have sworn they were tiny skulls. “What are they?”

      Aileana lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. Hopefully, it’s nothing. Either way, we’ll be finding out sooner rather than later.”

      The others kept speaking, forming plans all around me. The feeling of dread remained with me as the night wore on. Daegal and Xander collected firewood while Aileana worked to create semi-private quarters in the cavern. Curtains made of vines hung from the rocky ceiling, and moss covered the stone floor.

      Kysha and Maiela built the fire—for real, this time—and I was putting our bedrolls in place when a branch snapped outside.

      I paused, my ears twitching.

      I would have dismissed the sound, but then I heard it again. My magic, which had been quiet for most of the day, pulsed in my veins. It urged me forward, encouraging me to see what was outside. A quick glance around the cave told me the others were all occupied.

      Wrapping my cloak around myself, I followed the sound. An icy breeze slammed into me as I exited the cave, but I barely noticed it. Near the entrance of the cave, sitting barely ten feet away from me, was a white hare. Its eyes were wide, but it did not move.

      I inhaled, staring at the creature.

      “Are you a gift from the gods?” I whispered.

      It didn’t reply. Of course not. It wasn’t a shifter—their size was usually two to three times that of their animal counterparts—it was just a hare in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      “Maybe you’re just unlucky.” Pulling on my magic, I kept my eyes on the hare. “I’m unlucky, too, you know. Bad things happen to me all the time. But maybe you’re going to change that for me, little one.” Drawing my red ribbons out into the air, I met its gaze. “You’re going to help me prove that I’m not worthless. For that, I thank you.”

      The hare did not say anything. It just stared at me as I crouched, slowly extending my palms.

      “It’s okay,” I murmured. “I promise this will only hurt for a moment.”

      The animal canted its head, its black eyes boring into mine as the red threads of magic left my palms. They swept over the snow, moving swiftly towards the creature before sinking into its white fur.

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then I closed my fist, willing the hare’s life source to leave its body. It felt no pain as its heart slowed and then stopped. Its eyes closed, and it fell to the snow-covered forest floor.

      Tears pricked at my eyes, and a burn lodged in the back of my throat as I moved towards the animal that had given its life to me. Bending, I picked up the small creature and held it against my chest.

      “Thank you for your gift,” I whispered.

      For the first time since embarking on this quest, as I presented my offering to the others, something sparked within me.

      Maybe my father was wrong.

      Maybe I wasn’t a failure, after all.
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      The back of the cavern was little more than a hole. A tiny hole, now that I was seeing it in daylight. Or perhaps it was just the enormous silver-haired dragon shifter crouched in front of it that made it seem so small. Either way, I knew getting through it would be troublesome. The first thing I’d done this morning was to check the compass, hoping that somehow I’d read it wrong last night.

      Alas, it still pointed toward the inside of the mountain.

      On top of the rather frustrating confirmation that we would be going through the mountain—something I was looking forward to even less than hiking—this morning I woke up filled with nausea. I had barely kept down a piece of bread, let alone the dried meat Olwine had given us. Adding in the call of the earth, which was growing more dire by the day, and I was stressed.

      The land was in pain, and the broken balance was affecting everything in Ithenmyr. Nevertheless, Xander’s worry came through the bond. He had a right to worry, but at this moment, I needed him to worry about himself and this quest. I only convinced him to stop asking me if I was alright when I threatened to stab him again.

      I leaned against the cavern wall, sipping water and trying to calm my roiling stomach. The others had gone to a small stream nearby, filling their bottles and washing up as best they could. Now Xander and Daegal knelt at the back of the cave, their heads together as they held an animated discussion. The two males were easily the largest of our party, and if they could make it through the tunnel, the rest of us could, too.

      If.

      That was the question of the hour. If we couldn’t go through, I wasn’t sure what we would do next. That being said, I wouldn’t be averse to finding another way. My stomach twisted as flashes of our time in Vlarone, the capital of Ithenmyr, went through my mind. Our experience in the city built beneath the mountain had not been enjoyable. We had barely escaped with our lives, breaking Ryllae out of Nightstone Prison on our way out. I would have preferred to never step foot inside another mountain again.

      Unfortunately, it seemed the gods—or fate—were playing games with us.

      “What’s the plan?” Kysha asked, crouching beside me.

      I eyed the two males. “It seems… tight.”

      There were other words for it. Impassable. Tiny. Barely large enough for Xander’s shoulders. But I kept those thoughts to myself. At least for now.

      More footsteps came from the entrance of the cave as Maiela and Ryllae walked in. Both of them looked refreshed, their faces clean of the grime that naturally accumulated after days of travel.

      “Do we have a choice?” Kysha asked.

      Pulling out the compass, I opened it again. The pine needle spun before pointing directly at the opening at the back of the cave. The directions were clear. If we wanted to get the Gilded Amulet, we needed to go through the tunnel.

      “It doesn’t look like it,” was my response.

      Daegal stood, clapping Xander on the back before walking over to us. He took Ryllae’s hand, moving her away as he asked, “How did you sleep?”

      She murmured a reply that was too low for me to hear.

      Putting the compass away, I moved over to my mate and bent, placing my hand on the small of his back. “Thelrena have mercy on me. It really is small, isn’t it?”

      Up close, somehow, the opening looked even smaller.

      Xander sighed. “It’ll be a tight squeeze, but I think I’ll fit.”

      I frowned. That doesn’t sound very promising.”

      My dragon shifter turned, capturing my hand in his. “It’s not like we have many other options, Aileana.” He kissed my knuckles, and the mating bond hummed. “The sooner we finish this quest, the better.”

      “I’m not going through the mountain without you,” I said. “If you don’t fit, we will find another way.”

      Xander snorted, cupping my jaw and kissing me. Sparks flew between us, and I warmed at his touch. As if I would let you go, he said through our mental connection. You’re mine.

      The claiming words resonated through me, and the mating bond hummed on my arm.

      I was his, and he was mine.

      We were in a strange place, the two of us. A good one. Ever since I killed Edgar, Xander seemed to realize that I truly could take care of myself. As if my proficiency with weapons hadn’t already taught him that lesson. He was still an overprotective alpha male who had anger issues—more than likely because of the enormous green dragon living beneath his skin—but now, it truly felt like we were equals in this relationship. As if he understood I was fully capable of taking care of myself, and he was okay with that.

      When he was overprotective, I saw his actions for what they truly meant. He acted that way because he loved me and wanted me to be safe, not because he was being an ass. Most of the time. Sometimes, he was still an ass. There were still moments where I wanted to stab him.

      Repeatedly.

      But for the most part, I just loved him. I hadn’t known love could be like this. I thought it was something static. Singular. I thought it was something that happened once, a special, unique, once-in-a-lifetime moment. You fell in love, and that was it.

      Since leaving my tower, I learned that was not the case. Love was not static. Nor was it linear. Love was strong, but it was malleable. It grew and shifted, becoming more encompassing with each passing day. Love started small, but it changed until it was a part of one’s very being. Xander and I were so connected, our lives were knit together. We were one soul, but in two bodies.

      I would never have believed that something like this existed. The warmth in my heart was wholly unlike anything else I’d ever had. Was this love—romantic love—the same as what parents felt for their children? I didn’t know.

      Now that I realized how little I knew about love, I was coming to realize I could care deeply for more than one person. Family—both by blood, and those I chose like the elves in this cave—could be loved.

      “Aileana?” Concern laced Xander’s tone as his hand landed on my shoulder.

      I jumped, blinking rapidly. “Sorry, I got lost in my head.”

      His lips tilted up. “I know.” He touched my chin, tilting up my head. “It’s time.”

      The others had stepped back, giving us space to talk. I wrapped my arms around Xander, holding him tightly. “You’re going into the hole.”

      He nodded, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “Yes.”

      “You’ll be careful?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “I always am, Sunshine.”

      Clasping him even tighter, I ignored that last statement.

      “It’s time,” he whispered. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Biting my lower lip, I watched as he kept his pack in front of him and maneuvered into the opening. It was tight, and for a moment, it seemed like he wouldn’t fit. His cloak got stuck on a rock, and he grunted, trying to squeeze through.

      Then he disappeared.

      My heart raced in my chest, and I squeezed my fists as I waited. Scuffles and scrapes and grunts filled the air, followed by muffled curses. Daegal stood beside me, his hand on the hilt of his sword as he stared at the space where Xander had gone.

      A heavy silence enveloped us as we stood in the cave. There was not a cough, not a whisper, not a rustle of clothing. Only the pounding of my heart. The quiet was so palpable that even the slightest of sounds would have shattered it.

      This silence stretched for far too long. My stomach twisted, and I crouched at the entrance. The tunnel was pitch-black, and the rocks seemed to absorb all traces of light. A sense of wrongness came from them, and I shivered.

      “Should it be taking this long?” Ryllae asked, worry in her voice.

      “I don’t think so,” I replied, gnawing on my lip.

      “Xander?” I called out.

      There was no reply, and when I went to tug on our bond, silence and emptiness filled me. I tried our mental connection, but nothing was there. Why was it silent? Something at the back of my mind niggled, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      Frowning, I yelled for Xander again.

      No response. Even the early morning birds had ceased their songs, seeming to comprehend the severity of the moment.

      This was wrong.

      I glanced at Daegal. “Can you See the future?”

      “Of course,” he replied.

      His eyes turned silver a heartbeat later. I couldn’t sit still, though. Standing, I pulled one of my daggers, pacing back and forth in front of the opening where my mate had gone. My stomach twinged, and my palms grew slick around the handle.

      Finally, Daegal’s eyes returned to normal. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say anything, a shout came from the tunnel.

      “Come on down!” Xander yelled. “You’ll all want to see this!”

      The sound of his voice was like the first ray of sun after a storm. I breathed a sigh of relief, tugging on the bond between us. It was alive once more, humming strongly.

      I was so worried, I said, a trace of ire lacing my words. Why didn’t you answer me?

      I’m sorry, Sunshine, Xander replied.

      For a moment, I was stunned speechless by the apology. Taking advantage of that fact, Xander told me what happened. He’d cut his arm, he explained, snagging it on a rock, but it was healing already. It was safe, according to him, and there was something he wanted us to see. Curiosity flooded through me, but despite my questions, Xander refused to answer anything else about what was waiting on the other side.

      Kysha went next, pushing her bow and her bag in front of her. After Xander gave us the all-clear, Maiela and Ryllae quickly followed. Each time one of them disappeared, Daegal and I stared at each other, the silence stretching between us until our friends’ safe arrival was confirmed.

      Finally, it was my turn. I crouched before the hole, staring into the darkness.

      “Gods, I really hate tight spaces,” I muttered under my breath. They reminded me far too much of my time spent in captivity.

      Sunlight. Trees. The damp, earthy smell of being outside. Fresh air. Flowers. Xander. Those were things I loved.

      Darkness was nowhere on that list. I hated darkness almost as much as I hated the color red.

      Staring into the hole, I tried to muster up the courage to crawl inside. Daegal didn’t say anything as he stood sentinel behind me, waiting patiently.

      It’ll be over before you know it, Sunshine. Xander’s voice was calm and controlled, and a sense of safety and security came through our bond. You can do it.

      I pulled up a ribbon of green magic and wound it around my arm before taking a deep breath.

      “See you on the other side,” I said to Daegal.

      He nodded, and I slipped into the hole. Within moments, the only source of light was the gentle, mossy glow of my magic. The air was thick and stale, as though it had sat untouched for a long time before today.

      Pushing my pack in front of me, I slowly inched my way down. My daggers dug into my thighs, pressing into my skin hard to leave bruises. I didn’t know how Xander had made his way through this tight space with his sword. I was much smaller than him, and I could barely breathe.

      And then it happened.

      I was barely around the first corner when the green ribbon suddenly flashed before disappearing completely. The bond went silent, and I gasped. Emptiness filled me, and my heart thundered.

      Shit.

      My breath came quickly as I looked around. What happened? I reached inside myself, but the well of magic was… gone.

      Why?

      I looked up.

      Black, shimmering rocks surrounded me.

      Prohiberis.

      A shudder ran through me at the sight of the magic-blocking substance. No wonder I hadn’t been able to feel Xander’s connection.

      Quickly, I moved away from the obsidian stones that stole power and rendered us as helpless as beings who had been born Without. My knees hurt as I crawled with little care to where my legs landed, but it was worth it to get away from the substance of my nightmares.

      Eventually, magic thrummed in my veins once more. The feeling was so welcome, I nearly sobbed in relief. The moment it was back, I let a ribbon slip out of my palm, and it slithered into the mountain.

      A deep, ancient song reached me. It was far older than the earth’s melody had been in the forest near Nonna’s home.

      We see you, High Lady of Life, a booming voice rumbled in my mind. It has been many years since a daughter of the earth has touched this place. You are welcome here.

      A warm breeze blew past me. I did not know where it came from, but it brought a smile to my face. Shuffling through the tunnel, I let green ribbons flow from my palms freely.

      They sunk into the rocks, and that voice returned. Thank you.

      Who knew mountains could speak? The wind brushed up against me in a caress.

      I crawled through three more dead spots where prohiberis lined the walls. Each time, my movements grew more hurried. When a tiny pinprick of glowing light appeared in my vision, I was ready to be out of here for good.

      “Thank Thelrena,” I muttered as the exit came into view.

      Giving my pack one final push, it fell to the ground with a thump.

      “I’ve got you, Aileana.” Xander reached into the tunnel, his hands landing around my waist as he hoisted me out. The moment my feet touched the ground, he called out, “It’s safe to come down, Daegal!”

      “On it!” was the Fortune Elf’s faint reply.

      Xander’s hands remained on my hips, and he rested his chin on top of my head as he turned me around, holding my back to his front. “Take a look at this.”

      My breath caught in my throat. Xander was right; it truly was a sight to behold. Like Vlarone, the interior of this mountain was hollow. Unlike the capital city, however, this one was abandoned. Now the stale air made sense. Life hadn’t been in this place for many years.

      Not only that, but it was enormous. I started counting the buildings, but I gave up at fifty. There must have been hundreds of them, stretching as far as my eyes could see. This place made the small city of Thyr look like a village. Large structures spanning multiple stories climbed towards the cavernous roof, while other, smaller ones sat stoutly between them. Courtyards were connected by cobblestone streets, cracked and worn with age.

      The sun did not exist here. Glowing clusters of mushrooms grew sporadically throughout the city, casting a colorful glow that felt out of place with the cold gloom. They were far too happy for a place like this, far too alive for this tomb of a city.

      There was no room for the dragon here, either. Gargantuan shards of rocks hung haphazardly from the cavernous roof, low enough that flying would be dangerous.

      This was definitely not great.

      A frigid wind blew by, and goosebumps erupted on my arms. Shivering, I wrapped my arms around myself. The atmosphere felt off. My skin crawled, and I shivered. The air was heavy and cold, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched.

      I turned in a slow circle. Ryllae stood near the tunnel waiting for Daegal, while Maiela and Kysha murmured nearby, digging through their packs.

      Still, I felt eyes on me. My skin crawled, and my magic churned in my veins, adding to my growing sense of trepidation. My queasiness was back, but this time I was certain it was because of our surroundings.

      “We shouldn’t be standing out in the open,” I murmured, rubbing my arms. “This city is… wrong.”

      Xander looked at me quizzically. “Do you feel something?”

      Nodding, I met his golden gaze. “It’s not right. You don’t sense something off about this place?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t, but I trust you.” Lacing our fingers together, Xander squeezed them tightly. “If you feel that this place is wrong, then something’s wrong.”

      Less than a minute later, Daegal’s pack landed on the ground. The Fortune Elf swiftly followed, landing on two feet. He raised a brow, pulling Ryllae in for a one-armed hug as he looked around. “This is… interesting.”

      That wasn’t the word I would have picked.

      “There’s a wrongness here,” I said, not willing to waste any time.

      Daegal’s hand went straight to the hilt of his sword and his shoulders stiffened.

      “What do you mean?” Ryllae asked, her blue eyes widening as she clutched Daegal’s arm.

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head as a shiver ran down my spine. “It’s just… it’s too quiet.”

      As soon as the words left my lips, echoing around this empty, cavernous space, I realized that was the problem. Silence reigned in this mountainous tomb. Even the earth’s song was muted, and the humming of the magic in my veins was dimmer than before. Everything was too quiet.

      The only sound was that of my heartbeat, which was far too loud in this place of death.

      Then I heard it. A tapping, skittering, crawling sound seemed to come from all around us. It was quiet at first, barely audible, but soon it was the only thing I could hear.

      Maiela and Kysha grabbed their bows, straightening. Ryllae shifted away from Daegal, pressing her hands against her ears. “Do you… does everyone hear that?”

      I swallowed. “Yes, I hear it.”

      “Me too,” Kysha added.

      The sound grew louder and louder.

      “This is bad.” Xander had to shout to be heard over the skittering.

      Bad was an understatement. This was wrong.

      “Daegal, what do you See?” my mate asked.

      The Fortune Elf’s eyes turned silver. We waited for him, the intense feeling of wrongness growing until the air felt like an imposing weight pressing down on my lungs. Everything was too tight. Too much. Too heavy.

      “Arm yourselves,” Daegal said in a rush, the silver clearing from his eyes. Panic was written all over his face, and he grabbed his pack off the ground, hurriedly throwing it on his back. The rest of us did the same.

      The skittering matched the pounding of my heart as I withdrew one of my daggers.

      We were still alone… but not.

      My chest squeezed, and I swallowed a lump in my throat.

      The eerie silence was better than this.

      Horrible anticipation grew as our group moved toward each other. I called green ribbons out of me, and they swirled, their hum discordant in this place of death.

      Purple, red, and green surrounded our six. The males drew their swords, and both Kysha and Maiela nocked arrows.

      The skittering, crawling sound grated against my every nerve. My stomach twisted. Bile rose in my throat. My heart pounded. Dread built within me.

      This was the right place; of that, I was certain. But this was a path of death. How could the compass have led us here?

      Every single second dragged on as that awful sense of trepidation grew.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Maiela muttered. “Should we—”

      Her words were cut off in a gasp as the skittering came to an abrupt stop. For one long, terrible moment, nothing happened.

      And then the floor shifted beneath our feet. A sound like the gnashing of teeth filled the air. Rocks peeled away from the wall. A black mist pooled on the ground.

      I saw them.

      Horror and revulsion ran through me.

      This was worse than the wolves.

      This was worse than anything I could have ever imagined.
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      I wasn’t sure what was worse—the black mist rising from the ground or the creatures making their way towards us. With every single second that passed, they drew closer. I supposed it didn’t matter which one was more awful than the other. They were both the things of nightmares.

      “For Kydona’s sake, run!” The dragon shifter’s voice echoed through the massive underground city. Moving his sword into his left hand, he grabbed Aileana and pulled her behind him. Green ribbons slipped from Aileana’s palms as she ran after her mate. The magic slammed into the creatures, buying us all a few seconds.

      Kysha and Maiela quickly followed suit, running after the mated pair. Soon, the four of them disappeared into the dead city.

      Not me.

      No matter how much I urged my body to move, it wouldn’t listen.

      Time slowed.

      The mist crawled up my legs. My heart pounded. I was frozen in place. I told my mind to run, but my treacherous body ignored me.

      A hand landed on my arm. “Come on, Ryllae,” Daegal urged. “We need to go.”

      I knew that. I understood the problem. But I couldn’t… I couldn’t move. Red threads of magic swirled around my palms, but I didn’t give them any direction.

      Worthless. Useless. Awful. Good for nothing.

      My feet danced over the ledge of insanity. I could feel it beckoning me. Calling me. So close.

      “Ryllae,” Daegal said again. “Come.”

      “Do you see those?” I asked, my voice at once too loud and yet so quiet, I could barely hear myself. Spiders, but not spiders. Skulls, but not skulls. Whatever they were, they steadily made their way toward us. I shivered. “They’re…”

      “Aberrations,” Daegal finished for me, shuddering.

      That was a good way to describe them. Their bodies, if you could call them that, were white skulls. They crawled on long, black spindly legs that ended in pincers, clicking on the ground. That wasn’t the worst part, though. It was their eyes that would haunt me for the rest of my days. Mossy green bulbs looked out through the holes in their skulls as bits of black vines wove through their bodies.

      These skull-spiders were Life and Death come together to form one horrific being. Some were small, others were the size of small dogs, while some were even larger still.

      They were coming for us.

      “Come on!” Daegal yelled, pulling on my arm as more of them swarmed towards us.

      I tilted my head. “Do you know, I don’t think I can move.” My voice was matter-of-fact, and I stared at the creatures of death. “I think I might die here, now. This seems like… fate.”

      These aberrations, the mist, this place… all of it was wrong. I often felt wrong, too.

      That’s because you’re worthless. Father’s voice was louder here, and I trembled.

      “You should go, Daegal,” I whispered. “Run.”

      The skull-spiders were getting closer.

      “Like hell I’m going to leave you here,” he growled. Sheathing his sword, his hands landed on my hips and he threw me over his shoulder in one swift movement, as if I weighed nothing at all. He gripped my thighs, running towards the others.

      The creatures came closer still, peeling off the walls and appearing out of nowhere. Dozens became hundreds, which would soon be thousands.

      “Ryllae!” Daegal squeezed my thighs. “Fight, Princess. You can do this.”

      My gaze dropped to my hands. The crimson magic seemed so out of place here.

      Fight.

      I could do this.

      I had to do this.

      If not for me, then for Daegal.

      Fight.

      “I’ll try,” I told him.

      He grunted, and I opened my fists. Red magic flooded from my palms, and I directed the ribbons toward the hideous creatures. The first wave slammed into them, and they erupted in a burst of crimson. A sharp, high-pitched whine came from the skull-spiders as they disintegrated.

      I shuddered, but there was no time for anything else. More and more of them appeared. The black mist rose. Reaching into the well of magic within me, I scooped up as much as I could hold. Again and again, I threw it at the creatures.

      They kept coming.

      Daegal ran, and my pack slammed painfully into my back. None of that mattered. No matter how many I destroyed, more and more of them came.

      At least when I was fighting, the madness didn’t seem so close.

      My Fortune Elf turned a corner, running down a thin alley between two tall stone buildings. The black mist was everywhere here.

      “Hurry!” Xander’s commanding voice sounded far away, and I couldn’t see him anywhere. “Do not stop fighting!”

      Daegal turned, but just then, a spider that wasn’t a spider came barreling down the street. It was the size of a small dog and it snarled, black venom dripping from its teeth.

      “Run!” I screamed.

      Forming a sphere of magic, I hurled it at the creature. The not-spider gnashed its teeth as it launched itself into the air. My heart pounded and a cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck as I pulled more and more magic out of my well. The sphere struck the skull-spider mid-jump, and an ear-piercing screech erupted from it as it exploded in a flurry of inky blood. Shards of bone flew, and I ducked as one went whizzing past.

      The black mist thickened until seeing was practically impossible. The glow of my power was the only source of light as Daegal carried me through the city.

      The skull-spiders kept coming. There were so many of them. The mist was so thick that the creatures were almost invisible. But I could hear them. Feel them. Closer. They kept coming closer.

      “Run faster!” I yelled.

      Heavy, unnatural darkness surrounded us. The city itself was bathed in darkness, the buildings little more than shadowy outlines as we ran from the skull-spiders.

      “Believe me, Princess, I’m running,” was Daegal’s breathless reply as he carried me.

      Time seemed to slip away as I fought. Red ribbons flowed out of me, matching the flashes of green and purple that burst through the darkness.

      Daegal’s footsteps pounded on the stone, adding to the symphony of death. The voices of the others disappeared, and I lost track of time. All that I knew was the pull of my power. It was intoxicating, the feeling of letting loose after so many years.

      There was just me, my magic, and the male who never let me go.

      A loud screech came from behind. Then another. The darkness thickened. Daegal cried out, and his grip on me faltered for the first time since he picked me up.

      My heart pounded as though it was trying to escape from my chest, and I looked around, seeking the source of the Fortune Elf’s distress. Pulling up as much magic as I could, I prepared to launch it in the air.

      Daegal yelled.

      There was the strangest sensation of falling.

      Then everything went black.
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      “Duck!” Xander’s voice broke through the sounds of battle, and I dropped to the ground.

      A horrible scream like an animal being torn apart from the inside out came from above me, followed by the sound of metal meeting bone as Xander destroyed one of the nightmarish creatures. Shards of cartilage fell on my head, and I shuddered, shaking them off as he helped me to my feet.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Always.

      After that, there was no time for words, spoken or otherwise. The strange spiders kept coming at us. Reaching into my well of magic, I pulled up as many ribbons as I could. They flooded out of me in a rush of green, slamming into these awful creatures.

      I had witnessed many things since escaping my tower, and I had met many different people. Some were good, others were bad. I had seen evil personified in Remington and Edgar. And yet, nothing was as terrifying as these creatures that were Life and Death melded together.

      They shouldn’t have been alive, but they were. Their eyes glowed in the dark mist as they made their skittering, crawling advance of death.

      It felt as though hours had passed since the first creature appeared, though it had probably been far less than that. Xander and I fought side by side, beating back the nightmares as we moved through the city. The sound of metal crunching through bone would forever be ingrained in my memory.

      If we survived this.

      At the moment, I wasn’t sure that would happen. Flurries of ribbons left my palms, crawling toward the horrible creatures before erupting into vines, thorns, and briars covered in black blood. Even as I destroyed the skull-spiders, more of them cropped up.

      Every so often, flashes of red and purple magic broke through the darkness, a reminder that we were not alone. Xander fought with ease, his eyes having no problem seeing through the mist.

      I wasn’t so lucky. Even though I was Mature, I couldn’t fully see in the dark. There were limitations to all magic, I supposed. Following the light emitted by my ribbons and using the glow of my skin, I fought to the best of my abilities. I had quickly realized that my dagger was virtually useless against these creatures, so I focused on my magic.

      My heart pounded and my breaths were heavy as I battled next to my mate. The sounds of fighting raged all around. The weight of the compass felt heavier than ever in my pocket, almost as though it were taunting me. It had led us to this tomb—was this all a joke?

      The nightmare creatures pushed us deeper into the city. Rough, cracked cobblestones were beneath my feet and I stumbled, slamming various parts of my body into the stone buildings as I struggled to remain upright. Countless ribbons flooded from me as I pulled on the depths of my magic. I lost myself in the battle, giving into the innate part of me that wanted to keep me safe.

      Fighting was in my blood, and I was good at it. Great, even.

      I wondered if that was why High King Edgar had hated females so much. Was that why he locked up Ryllae? Was it the reason behind the Accompaniment Law?

      Did he realize the power that females had running through their veins?

      Fear was a powerful motivator. Perhaps he knew if we weren’t oppressed, we could transform the world. Perhaps he knew that if females pushed back against the powers holding them down, they could bring about a genuine change in Ithenmyr.

      Equality wouldn’t happen overnight. Opinions wouldn’t be transformed in the blink of an eye. But if females could fight for themselves, one day this could be a place of hope. Joy. Safety. That was the future I was fighting for. Females were not property to be bought and sold. We were not bargaining chips, nor were we breeders. We were gods-damned warriors. Males thought they were better than us simply because of the parts that dangled between their legs.

      They were wrong.

      I had killed High King Edgar, and I wouldn’t stop until I had righted all his wrongs. That was my fight. My fuel. It was that rage that burned in me as I fell into a dance of death. Shoving everything else aside, I moved as one with Xander. He swung his sword, and I pulled on my powers. Our movements were a synchronized waltz, set to the dying tune of the deadly spiders.

      Minutes dragged on, and we engaged in battle.

      Screams and battle-cries intermingled with the high-pitched wails of the spider-skulls as they died. I fought and fought until, finally, the skittering slowed. The horrible screeches were more spread out.

      We were winning.

      Still, we fought.

      My limbs burned, and my feet ached. The well within me was dangerously low. Lower than it ever had been before.

      And then, a strange sound came from above me. A high-pitched trill, like a bird in distress, rang out three times before stopping.

      It must have been a signal. The terrible mist dissipated. The remaining skull-spiders ran into the walls and under rocks, leaving black blood and the bodies of their dead companions behind.

      “They’re retreating,” I breathed.

      Relief coursed through my body, and I sagged against the nearest building. I was so tired, so depleted, I didn’t even think about why the strange creatures had left. Dropping my pack, I found my water and drank the entire bottle dry. Xander leaned against the wall opposite me. Grey dust and black blood covered him in equal measure, but it seemed to escape his notice as he breathed in heavily.

      “Are you alright, Aileana?” he asked.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I ran a mental check over myself. Everything seemed in place. “I’ll live. You?”

      “I’m fine,” he grunted. “Let’s go find the others.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was pick up my bag again, but we couldn’t stay here and risk another attack. Sighing, I pulled it on and wearily followed Xander.

      It wasn’t hard to find our path. Death marked it on all sides. Shards of bone and bits of spider legs were everywhere. Black blood oozed over the stones. Vines crawled up buildings, pinning some creatures to the structures in their last resting place, while others were nothing more than singed spots on the stone. My heart quickened at the sight of red blood. I had a few cuts on me, as did Xander, but both of us were healing quickly. Who did it belong to?

      He turned a corner. I hear someone, he said through our connection. Extending his hand, he waited until I slipped my fingers through his before continuing down a cobblestone alley. This way.

      Soon, Maiela and Kysha came into view. The couple leaned against the side of an abandoned building, their chests heaving. Their tunics were ripped, and blood and dust covered them from head to toe, but they were alive.

      I called out to them, and they turned. The moment Maiela saw us, her brows furrowed.

      “Where’s Daegal?” she asked.

      The question slammed into me like a rock falling from above. My lungs squeezed, and I could barely breathe. Where were Daegal and Ryllae?

      “We thought they were with you,” Xander said quickly.

      “No.” Kysha shook her head, her eyes widening. “They were with you.”

      For a long moment, no one spoke. My feet carried me in a slow circle as I willed the pair to appear from between the stone buildings.

      They did not.

      Maiela cried out. The sound was like a dagger to my chest. Her eyes gave into the silver so fast that her legs buckled beneath her, and she slumped to the ground. Kysha darted forward, grabbing her wife before her head slammed into the cobblestones.

      The eerie silence was back, and this time, it was heavier than before. My heart thundered in my chest and every single breath I took was too loud.

      Where were they? In this silent metropolis, without those creatures coming at us, we should have been able to hear them. But there was no sound at all. Nothing except for Kysha’s whispers as her wife remained in that place where Fortune Elf magic reigned.

      My head was light, and my hands slickened as I stepped toward Xander. He looked at me with wide eyes. His mouth was pinched, his nostrils were flared, and dread came through the bond.

      The horrible, deafening silence continued, echoing through the city. The walls of this courtyard were closing in. Breathing was difficult.

      Why had the compass led us here?

      Why had I led us here?

      If they were…

      This was my fault.

      A tremor ran through me. My magic was slowly replenishing, and it thrummed in my veins once more, but I did not heed its call. Instead, I tightened my grip around Xander’s hand as we waited for the Fortune Elf to return from the silver planes.

      Minutes passed with agonizing slowness, and the silver remained in Maiela’s eyes.

      “Is this normal?” I asked. The twins were the only Fortune Elves I knew, but this seemed… unnatural.

      Shaking her head, Kysha looked up.

      “It never takes this long,” the halfling whispered, her face pale despite the black blood splattered on her features. “Mai is powerful. She’s never gone for more than a minute or two at a time.”

      My stomach twisted, and bile rose in my throat. Beside me, Xander was as still as the rocks surrounding us as he listened to the dead city.

      Anything? I whispered through the bond.

      He turned to me with wide eyes. He shook his head, the movement so small that it was barely visible, but it rocked me to my core. My legs trembled.

      Where were they?

      Maiela coughed, and we hurried to her side. Dropping to my knees, I held Xander’s hand as the magic cleared from her gaze. Apprehension thickened the air like soup as we all looked at the Fortune Elf expectantly.

      “Well?” Kysha asked, helping her wife sit up.

      “I don’t know.” The Fortune Elf’s eyes were wide, and her fists clenched the fabric of her tunic. Back and forth, she shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know.” Her voice broke. “I don’t know.”

      She kept repeating the words, burying her face in her hands. A strangled sound came from Xander. He stared at Maiela with growing horror, matching the twisting, churning bitterness coming through the bond.

      Kysha gently cupped her wife’s cheek. “What do you mean, Mai?”

      A choked sob escaped the Fortune Elf. “I can’t See them.” She gasped, pressing her hand against her heart. “I can’t See much of anything.”

      I opened my mouth, but no words formed. What could I say?

      Maiela’s tear-filled eyes met mine. Her voice cracked, and her words were little more than a whisper as she said, “I think…” Her mouth opened and closed, as though she couldn’t believe what she was saying. “I think they’re dead.”

      Dead, dead, dead. The words echoed through the hollow mountain.

      How could they be dead? They were here fighting with us. I saw Ryllae’s magic.

      My stomach sank and my heart galloped like wild horses. “What?” I breathed.

      “How?” Xander demanded gruffly.

      “I don’t know.” Tears flowed freely down Maiela’s cheeks, and she took in a shuddering breath. “I just… I don’t See them at all.”

      Maiela cried out, turning and burying her face in Kysha’s cloak. Her shoulders shook and sobs filled the air.

      Now this gods-damned place was not silent. It was not quiet, nor was it still. Echoes of grief were all around us. Each sob was deep. Heart-wrenching. Aching. Devastating. Pain and agony and horror packed each sob, slowly cleaving my heart in two.

      I wished that horrible silence was back. Anything would be better than this. I hadn’t known grief could be like this. Hadn’t known that it could be so encompassing, so overwhelming. So… much. Hadn’t known that it would feel like my heart was being ripped from my chest.

      We had found a family in this group of elves, and now they were gone? Taken away from us in the blink of an eye.

      When High King Edgar had stolen Xander from me, the agony I’d experienced was different. It had started in my chest, radiating to my extremities like a slow burn.

      But this.

      This was the kind of anguish I wouldn’t even wish on my worst enemy.

      Glistening tears ran down Kysha’s cheeks. She bundled up her wife in her arms and turned the wailing female away from us. They rocked together, their grief filling the air. My eyes pricked and the back of my throat burned as Daegal and Ryllae’s faces flashed in my mind. Xander was a statue beside me, staring at the two grieving females.

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he mumbled disbelievingly.

      Placing my hand on his arm, I waited for his gaze to meet mine. “What?”

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said again. His nostrils flared, and he shook his head as the dragon flashed behind his eyes. “This wasn’t the plan.”

      Pulling away from me, he slammed his fist into the wall. Once. Twice. Three times. The stones cracked beneath his touch, and a trail of blood ran down his arm.

      He roared, “None of this was supposed to happen!”

      Anger pulsed through the bond, matching the ire in my bonded mate’s eyes. Scales rippled on his skin, and I could have sworn that smoke billowed from his mouth. Xander grabbed the map from around his neck and flung it on the ground. It rolled away as he threw back his head and screamed.

      “No one was supposed to die!” he yelled at the cavernous roof of this horrible mountain. “No one!”

      Xander’s fury mixed with Maiela’s anguish, and my heart ached. Everything burned. Picking up the necklace, I tucked it into my pocket before pulling out my daggers.

      This couldn’t be right.

      They couldn’t be dead.

      They just… couldn’t.

      I was halfway up the nearest road before Xander’s rough voice came from behind me. “Where are you going?”

      “To find them,” I replied. “I don’t… they can’t be dead.”

      Not waiting for a response, I ran down the street, retracing our trail through the city. We had come so far through the stone buildings. Red and black blood was everywhere, leaving an obvious trail to follow.

      Footsteps came from behind me. Xander cursed the gods in the Common Tongue before switching into a language I did not speak. By the tone of his voice and the rage coming through the bond, I knew the words he said were not good.

      With every passing moment, desperation grew within me.

      They weren’t here. I made it back to the entrance without seeing a single trace of them.

      Blood and dust and gore were everywhere, but Daegal and Ryllae were nowhere to be found.

      I ran down the path again.

      And again.

      I ran until my muscles burned, and then I walked, calling their names.

      Maiela’s steady sobs were the only sounds in this cavernous city of death.

      Hours went by.

      Eventually, Xander and I returned to the square. Defeated, I sagged against my mate. He supported my weight, but I could feel his anguish as though it were my own.

      “They’re not here,” I whispered, hugging him tightly. “They’re not… How could this have happened?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      Maiela had stopped crying. She sat with her back against a stone building, her eyes red-rimmed and her nose swollen.

      “I can’t See them.” She was quiet, despair lacing her words. “I can’t See anything. It’s all black. There is no hope. There is nothing at all.”

      How was this happening?

      The Chosen Six, the prophecy had said. It had not mentioned dying. Certainly not inside a cavernous mountain, killed by horrible creatures that were neither alive nor dead.

      This was wrong. I was having trouble piecing things together. Nothing was working properly. It didn’t seem real.

      Xander groaned, and the sound pulled me out of my thoughts. Grief flooded our bond, the emotion so potent that for a moment, my lungs stopped functioning for one long moment. I gasped, struggling to breathe, as my bonded mate slumped to the ground. A deep, shuddering sob came from him as he buried his face in his hands.

      He was… crying.

      That’s when I knew. This was real. They were gone. They must have been dead. What else could have happened? The skull-spiders must have killed them and carted away their bodies before we could find them.

      “Oh, my gods.” I fell to my knees next to Xander. Wrapping my arms around my mate, I hugged him as tightly as I could. His shoulders shook, and he wept.

      He. Wept.

      I had never seen Xander cry before, and the sight ruined me. Hot tears flowed down my cheeks, and the harrowing sounds of grief filled the air once more.

      My heart ached. Everything hurt. I had never known death to feel like this. Never felt grief this deep. This potent. Every part of me had shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. I was no longer whole.

      How could I be after this?

      Maiela’s sobs returned, becoming keening wails. Each one was louder than the last, and though she spoke no words, I heard the sobs for what they truly said.

      Your fault. Your fault. Your fault.

      They wouldn’t have been on this quest if it hadn’t been for me, the stupid prophecy, and the map that seemed to lead only to death. What good was being the High Lady of Life if I couldn’t even stop my closest friends from dying?

      The grief was overwhelming. Time had no meaning. Not anymore. Tears ran down our faces until we ran out of tears.

      Maiela retreated to those silver planes, searching for something. Anything. Five times, she pulled on her magic, seeking any sign that we were wrong, and her twin was alive. That somehow, we just… missed them. Each time, she came back and shook her head as replenished tears streamed down her face. Every time, her words were the same. “I can’t See him. I can’t See anything, anymore. It’s all dark.”

      Hopelessness filled us all.

      I lost track of how many times I searched the city, running between the mourning wives and the tunnel. I ran down cobblestone streets, moving through abandoned squares and leaping over dried-up riverbeds.

      No matter where I looked, the results were the same: nothing.

      The silence was oppressive, hard, and painful.

      Eventually, night fell—or at least, the semblance of night. There was no sun, but the glowing mushrooms dimmed. and this dreadful day ended. The spiders made of skulls never returned. I supposed they had accomplished their mission.

      Bitterness filled me, coating the back of my tongue.

      For once, I was happy when Xander took charge.

      “Come,” he said, holding out his hand and pulling me toward him. “We can’t stay out here. It isn’t safe.”

      He helped Maiela stand, then Kysha. The Fortune Elf swayed on her feet, and I darted over, wrapping my arm around her. Kysha did the same, and together, we held her upright as Xander checked the nearest home for any signs of life.

      It’s empty, he said through our connection.

      I would have snorted if I wasn’t so gods-damned exhausted and heavy with grief. Of course, there was no one there. Everything was empty. The four of us were the only living, breathing beings in this entire place.

      The structure was probably a modest home at one point. A single story; it was small and compact. It had a bathing room—no running water, of course—a living space and a cramped bedroom. Kysha and Maiela took that, and Xander and I remained in the kitchen.

      No one spoke. There was nothing left to say.

      That night, I hugged Xander tightly as tears dampened both our cheeks.
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        * * *

      

      Rough grass, brittle from too much sun and not enough rain, pricked the bottoms of my bare feet as I ran through the forest. Blackened twigs snapped beneath me, and a dozen tiny cuts bled on my face and arms as I ducked under branches and hurried through clusters of trees. My heart pounded and my lungs were tight, unable to get sufficient amounts of air, as I moved as fast as I could.

      My muscles burned, and my entire body ached. Hours had passed since I first got here, wherever that was, but I kept running. My dress was torn and covered in mud from when I’d waded through the small stream crossing the river, thinking it would stop them.

      It did not.

      The sound of their pursuit chilled me to my bones.

      They were getting closer. Leaves crunched and branches cracked as they drew near. The well within me was dry, having long since been depleted. Even my closeness to the earth was not helping my magic.

      I pulled on the mating bond for the hundredth time, but there was no response. There wasn’t anything at all except an undercurrent of overwhelming pain and grief. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had seen Xander.

      Where was my mate?

      A field was up ahead. A break from this deadly forest.

      My feet pounded, and I ran for it.

      Maybe I could find a place to rest. Maybe my magic could replenish.

      Maybe…

      “Keep running, little elf,” a female voice mocked from behind me. It was deep—far deeper than was normal—and tinged with echoes of evil and violence. “You and your dragon are too late. No one can stop me. The balance is shattered beyond repair. Darkness is here. Power will be mine. Give into me, and I might let you live.”

      Running around a tree, my heart drummed a frenzied beat, and my legs burned as I vaulted over a log. My feet tripped as I landed, and I stumbled into the field.

      “Saena? Is that you?” My hands landed on my thighs, and I gasped for air as my pursuer finally came into view. Her long black hair was woven in a loose braid to her waist, but unlike me, she didn’t seem winded at all. “Xander’s so worried about you. He doesn’t know where you are—”

      “Saena is no longer… available.” The female cackled, stepping out into the field. Black, lifeless eyes stared at me.

      Dread pooled in my stomach. This felt wrong. Suddenly, the field wasn’t so appealing anymore.

      That feeling only intensified as Saena tilted her head in a distinctly animalistic fashion and snarled, “I’m here now.”

      Wishing I hadn’t lost my daggers somewhere in the forest, I stumbled away from her. “If you’re not Saena, who are you?”

      “You know who I am.” A flash of white filled the air. A blue dragon burst forth in Saena’s place. No. Not a dragon. The draken.

      Frigid fear ran through me and chilled my blood. My lungs tightened as fire erupted from the creature’s maw. Grass turned to ash, and I gasped, running away from the scorching heat.

      Then the voice echoed in my head. “I’m your worst nightmare.”

      I screamed.
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        * * *

      

      Bolting upright, I hugged my cloak to my chest as I greedily sucked in gulps of air. Bad dream. It was just a bad dream.

      Right?

      But if it was just a nightmare, why did it feel so real? Why was the scent of smoke and ash burned into my nostrils? Why was my heart racing? If it was a nightmare, why was my stomach churning? If I’d eaten lately, I was certain I would be sick.

      Shaken from my first—and hopefully last—encounter with a draken, I forced myself to take long breaths. In and out. Again and again.

      It was dark, which wasn’t a surprise considering our surroundings, but low, steady snores came from beside me. Xander was on his back, his arm flung over his head as he slept. I didn’t want to wake him—the gods only knew that he was not getting nearly enough sleep—but I couldn’t sit still.

      My mind was already racing, and there was no way in the seven circles of hell that I was going to risk falling back asleep and ending up in the same nightmare again.

      Meticulously inching away from my sleeping mate, I pushed myself to my feet. Synchronized sounds of breathing came from the other room where Maiela and Kysha slept, and relief ran through me. At least they were sleeping. This small house was just large enough for the four of us. With six, it would have been tight. And yet, there should have been six of us here.

      A sob rose in my throat, and I pressed my hand against my mouth. Slipping outside, I slid the door shut before letting the ragged breath escape. Tears pricked at my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. Not now.

      Yesterday, I had wept for Daegal and Ryllae. I had shed more tears than I had known was possible. Yesterday, I had held my bonded mate as he grieved the loss of his closest friend, and watched as Daegal’s sister mourned her last remaining family.

      Today, I was going to seek answers.

      Shaking my head and breathing in deeply until I was certain I would not cry; I kneeled on the cold stones. Nothing about this city was safe, but that strange feeling of being observed from yesterday was gone. For now, I felt secure. At least, secure enough to do what I had planned.

      Drawing my daggers from their sheaths, I arranged them next to my knees. I would keep them in easy reaching distance, just in case. Wrapping my cloak around myself to ward off the chill permeating the air, I set my palms flat on the cold cobblestones. A shiver ran through me as I dove into the well of power within me, gathering a handful of magic. Pulling it out all at once, I pushed it into the earth.

      For a moment, nothing happened. My magic felt its way through layers of shale and stone, trying to reach the earth. More. I shoved another handful into the land. Then a third.

      Finally, my magic connected with the earth, and the ground rumbled beneath me. It was quiet at first, but soon it grew in strength.

      A familiar, ancient, ethereal voice reached my ears. High Lady of Life, you are grieving.

      A hot tear ran down my cheek. Yes.

      A comforting wind blew past me, ruffling my hair. What do you need? the earth asked.

      Sending it even more magic, I told it what I required.

      The land hummed, seeming to think over my request, before it trembled. It shall be done.

      Breathing out a sigh, I turned my attention to the land. Even from here, deep within the mountain, the earth’s desperate need echoed in my bones. It was dry, crying out for sustenance.

      It needed me.

      I had failed Daegal and Ryllae, but this I could do. I had been denied my magic for years, but connecting with the earth was as easy as drawing breath now that I was Mature. Maintaining that connection barely took anything out of me.

      I probably had hours before any of the others woke. Sitting back, I got comfortable against the rigid stone wall. Directing some of my ribbons to form a green shield around myself—it was quiet, but I wouldn’t let my guard down—I allowed the rest of my threads of power to flood out of me. It did not take long for them to find the land that was desperate for my touch.

      Here, the earth was dying far more quickly than any other part of Ithenmyr I had seen. It was thirsty, drinking up everything I poured into it with the ravenous hunger of a starving being. Shriveled, blackened roots absorbed my power, growing stronger by the second. Trees called out, their trunks thickening. Night insects, mice, and rats all stopped what they were doing to turn to me.

      They all acknowledged me at once. The High Lady of Life walks among us.

      Their relief echoed through me, touching a part of me that belonged solely to the land. My magic poured into the earth, righting the balance—at least for right now.

      Time slipped by and I continued to work. My well had refilled while I slept, and now the earth fed me as much as I fed it.

      A rustling of leaves, completely incongruous with this stone city, hit my ears.

      Finally.

      Releasing the earth, I drew my hands from stone and pushed myself to my feet. Wrapping my cloak around myself, I nodded curtly. “I wasn’t sure you would come.”
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      The second I woke; I knew something was wrong. I flung my hand beside me, only to encounter cold stone.

      Aileana was gone.

      My heart pounded, alarm pulsed through me, and my eyes flew open.

      Find her, the dragon demanded.

      As if I needed to be told to do that. She was my mate—I would not go back to sleep while she was missing in this place of death. Saying as much to the beast beneath my skin, I grabbed my sword and pushed myself to my feet.

      Yesterday, we had lost Daegal and the Death Elf princess. I couldn’t lose Aileana, too. If that happened, I would never recover. Already, grief was a never-ending wave, crashing through my mind. How many people in my life would I be forced to mourn? Already, it felt like I had seen more death than was my fair share. Saena. Daegal. My mother. Everyone I cared about, I ended up losing. Aileana and Nonna were the only exceptions.

      Not only was the grief poignant, but my mate wasn’t feeling well. She tried to hide it, but I saw the way her face turned as she ate. She woke earlier than normal, which was odd considering she hated mornings, and she was having trouble sleeping. I knew that stress could cause strange things to happen to a body, but this felt different. When we got back to Nonna’s, I would have the witch look at my mate.

      I was about to yank on the bond when a sharp inhale came from outside.

      Aileana.

      My mate said, “I wasn’t sure you would come.”

      My eyes narrowed as I moved to the door. Who was she speaking to? Two soft breaths came from the room behind me, so it wasn’t Kysha or Maiela.

      Hope momentarily rushed through me, sparking like the embers of a fire. Was she talking to Daegal? Perhaps he had survived, after all.

      “You sent a summons,” a familiar female voice said. “I will always come.”

      My hope was dashed, replaced by churning anger and a surge of hot, bitter grief. Clenching the necklace containing the pieces of the map—Aileana had given it back to me last night before we went to sleep—I growled, yanking open the door.

      It slammed into the opposite wall with a bang.

      “What in Kydona’s name are you doing here?” I snarled, coming to stand next to my Earth Elf. “We don’t want you or your lying, duplicitous ways here. This is hard enough as it is.”

      Myhhena turned to me, her presence incongruous with our bleak stone surroundings. As usual, the Spirit of the Woods wore no clothing. Her bright gaze was piercing in the near darkness as she stared at me. Green leaves swirled around her, joining the twigs and sticks that made up her corporeal form. Myhhena’s back was rigid, and her arms were outstretched. She canted her head in my direction and her calculating, knowing eyes meeting mine.

      “Greetings, Son of Aranuil,” she said in her ancient voice.

      “Greetings?” I growled. My nails bit into the flesh of my palms and my blood heated. The dragon unfurled within me, and I sneered in the Spirit’s direction. “You think you can swoop in here and ignore everything that happened between us? I know what you hid from us. You lied, putting my mate all in danger!”

      Aileana sucked in a sharp breath. “Elyxander,” she hissed. “Remember who this is.”

      “I. Remember,” I snarled, slamming a fist into the stone wall. Dust rained down on me, giving me momentary satisfaction. “I remember how she betrayed us both. I remember that her so-called Sanctuary was a place of death.” Growling, I took a step closer. “I also remember how she didn’t want to help you. She tried to make you remain in the Sanctuary. Remembering her betrayal is not a problem. I will never forget.”

      Myhhena tilted her head, blinking slowly. Her expression remained unmoving, and she regarded me as one would a child who was speaking out of turn.

      “Are you, or are you not, alive?” she asked, raising a twiggy brow. “Did your bonded mate not save you and kill the one they called the Crimson King? Have you not reunited the pieces of the map?”

      These might have been true, but none of this made her behavior acceptable.

      “No thanks to you and your lying ways,” I snarled.

      The dragon writhed beneath my skin and red-hot anger pulsed through my veins. It had been present since the moment Daegal and Ryllae didn’t come back, and I needed an outlet.

      Who better than the female who had betrayed me and my bonded mate?

      A ferocious snarl ripped through me, and I charged towards Myhhena. Grabbing the treacherous Spirit of the Woods by her twiggy little neck, I flung her against the nearest building.

      “Xander!” Aileana yelled.

      I ignored her, refusing to take my eyes off the Spirit of the Woods. The twigs making up her body snapped, but she simply pushed herself to her feet. Golden ribbons wove around her, restoring her corporeal form as if nothing had happened.

      Somehow, that made things worse.

      “Do you feel better now, dragon?” Myhhena asked, cracking her neck in an oddly human gesture.

      “No,” I growled.

      If anything, I felt worse. This Spirit had no right to be here. No right to speak to us. Not after what she did.

      We should kill her, the dragon said.

      That was an excellent suggestion. It might have been the best one I had heard all day. Granted, I’d just woken up, but a good killing was exactly what I needed.

      Myhhena quirked a brow, as if she knew what I was thinking. That was ludicrous. Other than a few vampires who bore that ability, I’d never met any other mind readers.

      The more I thought about it, the more I decided the dragon was right. Letting my anger fuel me, I ran towards Myhhena. Raising a fist, I aimed for her face. A growl ripped from my throat, but that overgrown pile of leaves and twigs did not even move. Standing still, her eyes tracked my movements as I approached.

      I was mere inches from Myhhena’s lying little eyes when thick vines wrapped around my wrists and waist. One moment, I was seething, planning to remove Myhhena’s head from her shoulders, and the next, I was on my back looking at the cavernous roof of this gods-forsaken mountain.

      Snarling and struggling against the bonds, I turned. Still tangled in the makeshift ropes, I snapped, “What the hell did you do that for, Aileana?”

      My mate stood above me, the vines wrapped around her wrists. “Don’t swear at me, Xander. I just stopped you from doing something you’d regret.”

      “You’re wrong.” I snapped a vine as I rose to my feet. “I would never regret killing that leafy bitch.”

      Aileana raised a brow. “I asked her to come.”

      “What?” My brows furrowed, and I unclenched my fists. “You brought her here? She… why?”

      It was Myhhena who answered. “The High Lady of Life wanted to know if I could help.”

      “Help?” Steel edged my voice as I echoed the Spirit’s words, keeping my eyes on Aileana. “We don’t need your half-assed version of support, Spirit. Not now. Not ever. Our friends are dead—”

      “Maybe,” Myhhena interrupted.

      Blinking, I whirled around. “What?”

      “They might be dead. There is a chance—albeit a very small one—that they are alive.”

      “What are you talking about?” I growled. “We searched the entire city. We saw the blood. Maiela couldn’t See them anywhere.”

      “But there are no bodies,” Aileana murmured so quietly only I could hear.

      I stared at her, stunned. I had no words. Even the dragon was silent.

      My Earth Elf placed her hand on my arm. “That’s why I asked Myhhena here, Xander. I wanted to know if there was anything she could do.”

      I returned my gaze to the Spirit of the Woods. “And is there?” I asked harshly. “Something you can do?”

      Myhhena’s leaves rustled as she stared at us for a long moment. “Truthfully, I don’t know,” she replied, sounding oddly sad about that.

      “What does that mean?” Clenching my fists, I glared at her. “Can you or can you not help?”

      In another gesture that was far too human, Myhhena shrugged. “Maybe. There is darkness here, dragon. Evil reigns in this place and the balance is broken.”

      “Enough about the gods-damned balance,” I snapped. “I know it’s broken. We all know it’s broken. Darkness was coming, now it’s here. This is no longer a surprise, and I don’t want to hear about it anymore. Are they dead, or not?”

      A long moment passed before the Spirit of the Woods blinked. “Probably,” she admitted. “But there is a way to know for certain.” Turning to Aileana, she asked, “There is no trace of them, correct?”

      “None that we could find,” she replied. “That’s why I thought that maybe…”

      “They might be alive,” Myhhena finished.

      “Yes,” Aileana whispered.

      The Spirit of the Woods straightened, her twigs making a strange crunching sound as she cracked her neck. “I am not supposed to interfere with these matters, High Lady.”

      A half-sob, half-sigh came out of my mate as she sagged against me. I wrapped my arm around her shoulder as I glared at the Spirit of the Woods.

      “So, you will do nothing? How completely and utterly unsurprising.” Venom dripped from my tone, and I barely contained the violence simmering in my veins. This was all a game to her. “How dare you come here and get Aileana’s hopes up just to turn around and say you can’t interfere? You should never have heeded the summons.”

      Turning, I pulled Aileana with me. “Come on, love. Myhhena is just playing games with us. She doesn’t know anything.”

      “Stop!” the Spirit of the Woods commanded.

      I hated that my spine straightened and my feet ceased moving at the authoritative sound of her voice. A growl rose within me. “What?” I asked through clenched teeth, glaring at Myhhena.

      “I said I am not supposed to interfere, dragon.” Myhhena’s voice echoed through this stone city. “Not that I won’t.”

      Her leafy arms spread at her sides, and then Myhhena did the one thing I never thought I would see her do. She bent nearly in half, prostrating herself in front of us as she bowed.

      Aileana inhaled a sharp breath beside me, and shock came through the bond.

      Myhhena continued, “I have wronged you both. Allow me to make reparations for my actions.” She paused. “Please.”

      I stared at the Spirit of the Woods. It seemed to pain her, saying that word. Did she mean it? She seemed contrite, but I couldn’t forget what she had done.

      Refusing to remove my eyes from the Spirit of the Woods for even a moment, I tugged on the bond. Do you really trust her? I asked.

      Aileana leaned against me. Not entirely, she admitted. But if she can help, then it’s worth it.

      My gaze swept over Myhhena analytically. She remained bowed before us, an unseen wind rustling the leaves and twigs that made up her body.

      Fine, I said after a moment. I don’t trust her, but I trust you. If you think she can help, I’ll let her live. For now.

      Thank you, Aileana whispered. She straightened, becoming the image of the fierce warrior I knew her to be.

      Out loud, my mate addressed Myhhena once more. “What do you need?”

      The Spirit of the Woods dipped her head. “Wake the others and we shall begin.”
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        * * *

      

      A cool breeze blew from somewhere deep within the mountain, stirring wisps of my mate’s hair as she sat cross-legged next to me. To my left, Kysha and Maiela sat side-by-side, leaning against each other. The Fortune Elf’s eyes were puffy and bags hung darkened the skin beneath them. Kysha didn’t look much better, and I could tell the pair had barely slept. Aileana’s daggers lay on the cobblestones beside her, and my sword rested across my lap.

      Earlier, the Spirit of the Woods had led us to this place. At one point, it must have been the bustling city’s square. Now, it was just another space void of life. Barren market stalls stood between empty storefronts. Dust blew on the cracked stone street, and the only source of light came from glowing bunches of mushrooms that grew every few feet. The air here was cold, but I did not feel the chill as I glared at the Spirit of the Woods.

      We had been sitting here for at least half an hour, and Myhhena was still murmuring under her breath.

      “What is your plan?” I asked, barely masking the growl rising in my throat.

      “Patience, son of Aranuil,” she snapped, rather rudely someone that was one wrong word away from sparking my wrath and being torn to pieces and scattered on the wind. “This will take time.”

      A rumble rose through my chest that had nothing to do with me and everything to do with the angry dragon sharing my skin. I tightened my control around the beast.

      We can’t kill her, I reminded it. She might be able to help.

      Or she’s just stringing us along.

      I had to admit; the dragon had a point.

      An air of despair and hopelessness surrounded us. The city was silent again, but today, the lack of sound seemed fitting. There was no room for smiles or laughter. Not when our friends were gone, and most likely, dead. I did not have any hope in Myhhena. I would sooner trust a vampire than put any stock in her.

      After another ten minutes passed, she finally opened her hands.

      Golden threads of magic slid from her palms as she spoke in a tongue so ancient that it was nothing but a collection of melodic syllables strung together. Myhhena’s voice rose in pitch, the gilded ribbons swirling in the air. Wind blew through this dark space of death. Leaves rustled. Goosebumps peppered my skin and my heart thundered.

      Daegal’s face flashed before my eyes. That was the only reason I was allowing this to happen. If there was even the smallest chance that he and Ryllae were still alive, I would do whatever it took to help them.

      Even so, my lungs tightened as Myhhena continued to call more magic from herself. Anticipation thickened the air until breathing was nearly impossible.

      Then, the pitch of Myhhena’s voice changed. It deepened, holding echoes of dozens of beings within it as she cried out in the Common Tongue, “Thelrena and Kydona, hear us now: If there is any hope of restoring the balance, we need to know if these Chosen still live.”

      The golden ribbons vibrated, and Myhhena shifted back to the ancient language. She spoke so quickly that her words sounded like a babbling stream of water. Extending her twiggy hand into the center of the circle, she closed her fist.

      For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

      Then, the halfling cried out, grabbing at her breast. “What?” Purple ribbons burst forth from her chest, filling the air. Moments later, Maiela inhaled sharply as silver magic slid out of her, joining her wife’s magic.

      The bitter taste of alarm flooded my senses as Aileana jolted. I grabbed the hilt of my sword, snarling as green threads rushed out of the center of my mate’s body, joining the golden ribbons swirling around us all.

      All three elves fell to their knees, but Myhhena showed no signs of stopping. The curtain of golden magic was so thick, I could barely see through it.

      A burst of pain came through the mating bond.

      “That’s it,” I growled. “I’m putting a stop to this.”

      No, Aileana said through our connection. It’s okay. I’m fine.

      I turned to look at her. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and she was far too pale. Her hands trembled where they rested on her knees, and Myhhena continued to yank green ribbons from Aileana’s chest.

      It’s not, I seethed.

      “I promise, I’m fine,” Aileana rasped out loud.

      She didn’t look fine. She looked like she was on the edge of Fading. The dragon shifted within me, and red edged my vision. I could feel my grip on the beast loosening as an inferno ran through my veins, and I snarled.

      “Stand down, dragon,” Myhhena snapped. “It’s working.”

      What good was her magic if it killed my bonded mate?

      Trust me, Aileana said through gritted teeth.

      Those words echoed in my mind.

      Trust me.

      I trusted my mate with all my heart. It was the duplicitous Spirit of the Woods that I did not trust. But for Aileana, I would stand down. For now.

      Green, gold, purple, and silver magic churned in a maelstrom as Myhhena chanted. A low moan left Aileana’s lips, and the sound was a dagger to my heart.

      The hilt of my sword twisted in my grip, the metal turning malleable beneath my anger. As if she knew how close I was to shutting all of this down, Myhhena interrupted her chant to pin me with her mossy green eyes.

      “Be still,” she said. “It’s almost over.”

      Her words were meant to placate, but they did nothing for me. I growled, moving to rise, when Aileana gripped my knee. Her knuckles turned white, those markings on her hands standing out even more.

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      Forcing myself to hold on to her words, I breathed deeply. Aileana was Mature. She was strong. If she said she could do this, then I believed her.

      Fighting every one of my instincts, I waited.

      And waited.

      Each second felt like an hour, but eventually, the Spirit of the Woods stopped chanting. The ribbons hung in the air for a long, eternal moment before they melded together. A flash of white burst forth, and then Myhhena shuddered.

      “They’re alive,” she said in an ancient voice that echoed through the stone square, “for now.”
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DAEGAL

        

      

    

    
      The future was dark. A thick, black mist hung over everything as I tried to See what was to come. In a twist of cruel irony, the planes were silver no more. Even the ribbons of what was coming were dark, tainted by the broken balance.

      Nothing felt right, least of all my body. It was… off. I didn’t know how long I had been here, sifting through paths. All I knew was my magic was keeping me here. Three times, I had tried to leave. Each time, something held me back.

      This was new, and new things were never good. Not these days, when darkness and danger were around every corner. Death no longer hid in the shadows. Now it was everywhere. Evil was all around.

      I needed to get back. Ryllae needed me. Pulling on my magic, I attempted to leave. Once again, the silver planes refused to release me. What were they trying to tell me?

      Bending, I slid my hands down the nearest path. Visions flashed before my eyes, one after another. Blood ran through the streets in Vlarone. I Saw the queen giving orders that would cause the loss of many lives. I heard the cries of desperation from her people, the moans and wails that followed her wherever she went.

      Picking up the next ribbon, my consciousness flew to the snowy north, beyond the mountains. The Prince of Darkness and his bride were in trouble. Death and bloodshed surrounded them both. The path they walked was dark.

      Something about the new princess caught my eye. Probing further down their future, my brows rose.

      “Interesting,” I murmured.

      I had never Seen anything like that before.

      Intrigued, I went to dive further down that path when the connection that tied me to Ryllae twinged deep within me. It had never felt like this before. In the past, the link between us had been present but… quiet. A steady stillness in my soul.

      Now it was strong. Powerful. Unrelenting. Its summons consumed me as visions of the blonde elf with her curling black horns flashed before my eyes.

      “I’m coming, Ryllae,” I whispered.

      This time, when I tried to leave, the magic did not resist. Letting go of the silver planes, I flung myself back into my body.
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        * * *

      

      Aching, pulsing, throbbing pain filled me. From my head to my toes, it felt like I had been bundled into a sack, tossed around a few hundred times, and thrown down a hole before being battered within an inch of my life. There wasn’t a single part of me that didn’t hurt. My eyes refused to open, my head throbbed, and my skull felt like someone was repeatedly hammering against it as my entire body protested the idea of moving.

      And yet, I couldn’t remain still. I had to move. Something was calling me forward, urging me, drawing me toward it. A flash of light, crimson and silver intertwined, appeared in my field of vision. The beacon of magic shone brightly, beckoning me to it.

      Never in my life had I felt anything like this pull. I was tied to the throbbing light, and it drew me nearer. The closer I got, the stronger it became. Soon, it was all I thought about; all I saw; all I heard. The pain in my body was nothing but a faint beat as I approached the beacon of magic. When it was so close that I could touch it, my eyes finally opened.

      “Ryllae!” Her name was a prayer and a plea as it left my lips, and I lurched towards her. My pain was back, but it did not matter. Nothing else mattered. Pulling the Death Elf into my arms, I held her tightly. “No, no, no.”

      Pressing a kiss to her forehead, I squeezed her tightly. Rough, uneven rocks lay beneath me, but I didn’t pay them any attention. I didn’t even look around.

      The only thing on my mind was the female in my arms.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      Even when we had rescued Ryllae from Nightstone Prison, she hadn’t looked this bad. My heart ached as I ran my hands over her. Dozens of cuts and scrapes covered her body, and her crimson aura was so weak that instead of being steady, its rhythm was erratic at best.

      I had seen auras like this before. Years ago, I had been called to attend the home of a wealthy elven lord in Ocheka. His mother, a Light Elf who had seen nine centuries come and go, was on her deathbed. Her aura had pulsed in this same fashion, coming in and out of focus, moments before she Faded and left this plane of existence entirely.

      I couldn’t let that happen to Ryllae. She was mine, even if we hadn’t confirmed it yet.

      My heart ached as I took in her injuries. Ryllae’s long blonde hair was matted with red and black blood, her horns were caked in dirt, and her cloak was nowhere to be seen. Her tunic was dirty and worn with travel, sporting several tears that weren’t there before.

      But perhaps most worrying of all were her closed eyes and shut lips. There was no spark of life. There wasn’t anything at all.

      “No,” I whispered.

      This couldn’t be the end. How could something like this finish before it had even truly begun?

      Get a hold of yourself, Daegal.

      Descending into panic would not help her right now. My Death Elf needed me. The magic had brought me back here for a reason. I couldn’t give up.

      I refused to give up.

      Pressing my ear to her chest, I listened intently. Sending silent prayers to the gods, I waited for something to happen. For her aura to pulse. For her to wake up and yell at me.

      Something.

      Anything to prove that I wasn’t too late.

      I needed Ryllae like I needed air to breathe. What did one do if their mate was stolen from them too soon? I did not know, nor did I wish to find out.

      Please, let her live, I prayed.

      The moment seemed to stretch forever, but finally, her heartbeat fluttered in her chest. A wave of relief so powerful that I could barely breathe washed over me. Exhaling raggedly, I pulled Ryllae back against my chest. “Thank Kydona.”

      She was alive. Now that I was paying more attention, I noticed a faint red glow on her skin. One of the cuts on her cheek knit itself together before my eyes, and wonder ran through me. She was healing herself, just like she’d healed my arm when the wolves attacked.

      That was good. Hopefully, if I kept us safe, she would soon come out of this sleep.

      Please, let her wake.

      Hugging Ryllae to my chest, I finally took a moment to look around. In front of me, there was nothing but darkness. But when I glanced up, a faint, glowing mushroom caught my eye.

      Memories flooded into me, one after the other.

      My feet pounding on the stones as I ran through the city, carrying Ryllae. A red glow as she sent her magic towards the spiders. Pride filling me as she destroyed them again and again. Screeches as they died.

      Then…

      The ground disappeared. One moment, it had been solid, the next it gave way. I yelled. Ryllae screamed. We fell.

      A flash of red filled my vision.

      Then, pain.

      By the gods, it was a miracle we were still alive. She must have cushioned our landing with her magic.

      “Thank you, Ryllae.” I held her as tight as I dared. “You saved us, Princess.”

      She didn’t react, but when I brushed a kiss over her cheek, her aura shone brighter.

      Emboldened, I continued to take stock of our surroundings. My sword lay a few feet away. That, in and of itself, was a close call. The weapon could have injured either one of us. At least now I knew why Ryllae was so weak. She must have used too much magic in too short a time span.

      This too, I had seen before. When Aileana first come into her powers, before she Matured, she had fallen into comatose states multiple times. Sometimes they lasted for hours, others for days.

      Neither of those were good options right now. I did not know how much time had passed since we had fallen, but we couldn’t stay here. What if those creatures returned? I couldn’t defend my Death Elf in a space this small. Though my vision was adequate in the darkness, it wasn’t amazing.

      Breathe.

      I needed a plan. I was good at planning. It came with seeing the future; I thought. Right now, I could not leave Ryllae to See the future. That meant I had to rely on my strength and wit to save us both.

      Think.

      The first thing I had to do was get us out of this dark hole. Hopefully, we would find the others sooner rather than later.

      The others.

      My sister’s face flashed before my eyes, and my heart broke. My twin would be in so much pain when we didn’t come back. The mere thought of her grief was enough to send a surge of agony through me.

      Rejoining the others would be the top priority, then.

      Laying Ryllae on the ground, I ran my hands over her carefully, taking stock of her injuries. Though she sported several cuts and lacerations on her face and arms, she had no broken bones.

      Now that I was certain she wouldn’t bleed out, I looked around.

      We had my pack—thank the gods; it had been on my back when we fell—and my sword, but nothing else to bring with us. Eyeing the faint, glowing mushrooms up above, I tried to estimate the distance we had fallen. It had to be several hundred feet from the city. Even if I could make it up the smooth black rocks, there was no way I could climb and carry Ryllae in her current state.

      If going up wasn’t an option, that left moving forward through the darkness. Standing, I ran my hands over the wall. The tunnel stretched in two directions, which was less than ideal. Unfortunately, it was our only hope.

      I had to decide.

      Hoisting my pack on my back, I gathered Ryllae in my arms.

      Which path was the way to freedom? Exhaling slowly, I looked down right, then left. Again and again, as if doing so would force the paths to reveal their secrets to me.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I said out loud.

      For a long moment, there was no answer. Of course not. We were alone.

      But then, a brisk wind came from the tunnel on my right. My brows furrowed, and I took a step in that direction. The breeze continued to brush up against me.

      “Interesting,” I mused.

      Turning around, I walked five paces down the other path. The wind stopped immediately. When I turned, going the other way, the wind picked up again.

      Goosebumps erupted on my flesh as the prophetic words on the map came back to me.

      When the stars are aligned and the balance is broken, what has long since been forgotten shall be remembered. The Chosen Six must follow the paths of wind and flame, uncovering the resting place of the Ancient Ones.

      Praying to all the gods that I wasn’t following a foolish notion, I set off down the path to the right. The breeze brushed up against me, a constant companion, and I shivered as I walked through the darkness.

      Ryllae never opened her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Keeping track of time in the tunnel was next to impossible. After a while, I gave up trying. Instead of worrying about trivial matters such as day and night, I kept track of my breaks. Each time I took a break, I gave Ryllae water to drink from the jug in my pack. Her aura grew stronger, and her heartbeat steadied, but she did not wake.

      Whenever I came to a crossroads, that same strange wind blew by. Eventually, the breeze led me down a path lit by sporadic clusters of glowing green mushrooms.

      The fungi were the only presence of life. Like the empty city, the tunnels were eerily quiet. There weren’t any insects here. No mice or rats. Not even any dust or cobwebs. My skin crawled, and I couldn’t shake the thought that this entire mountain was wholly unnatural.

      Whoever had built this place was long gone, leaving no trace of themselves behind. As I walked, carrying Ryllae, I prayed to the gods. Not to any one god in particular, but to any who was listening. I prayed for strength. For wisdom. And most frequently of all, I prayed for my mate.

      I needed her to wake up, so I could tell her how I felt.

      Pray and walk.

      That was all I could do as I carried my entire world in my arms. Hopeful that these passageways would lead us out of this cursed mountain, I continued.

      Eventually, when my feet were dragging and my arms were so sore that it was a miracle they remained attached to my body. I knew I had to sleep. Ryllae had yet to wake, but her breathing was steady. I took solace in that.

      She was alive. That was all I needed. As long as she lived, I could do this. I could survive for us both until she woke.

      I would do anything for her.

      When even the thought of lifting my foot to take a single step was too much, I slid down the tunnel wall. This place was as good as any. It was dry, and the air was slightly warmer than earlier. Hopefully, that meant we were getting closer to the surface.

      Placing my sword on the ground next to me, keeping the hilt within reaching distance, I gave Ryllae water before drinking the slightest amount of the life-giving liquid myself. Just enough to quench my thirst without draining our meager supplies. Drawing her onto my lap once again, I curled my arms around her. The steady sound of her heartbeat was a gentle, reassuring reminder that she still lived.

      Bending, I brushed my lips across the top of her head. “I’ve got you, Ryllae.”

      There was no response. Closing my eyes, I leaned my head against the stone and gave in to the call to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, nothing had changed. Ryllae slept on me, the tiniest bit of drool running out of her mouth and dampening my tunic. Placing her gently on the ground, I went down the tunnel and took care of my personal needs, all the while monitoring her.

      Then I picked her up and walked once more. There was nothing else to do. It might have been the middle of the night, but it did not matter. Time had no meaning in this place of darkness. With only the glowing mushrooms and the gentle breeze to guide me, I marked the passing days by the dwindling of food.

      When we fell, I had four hard loaves of bread in my pack, and one and a half jugs of water. By the third time I slept, my body forcing me to rest despite my desire to get out of this mountain, I was down to one loaf and half a jug. Things were getting dire, and I knew I couldn’t stay like this forever.

      Ryllae had yet to wake.

      The cuts and lacerations were nothing more than pink lines on her skin, her magic having healed them, but she continued to sleep.

      And so I walked.
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        * * *

      

      The steady rhythm of my footsteps on the rocks had become so normal that at first, I thought the sound of water was in my head. It started out quiet, little more than a drip, but soon it grew louder. The air dampened, and I hurried forward. By the time the tunnel widened, opening into an underground cavern, the lapping of water against rocks was all I could hear.

      Tightening my hold around Ryllae, I moved as quickly as I dared. This water was a blessing we desperately needed. Our last jug was nearly empty, and my throat was scratchy and dry.

      If any doubts had lingered about the source of the strange breeze guiding me through the tunnels, they were now squashed. There was no way I could have navigated the twisting passageways without the wind’s help. A frisson of fear ran through me at the thought. We could have been stuck here forever.

      But we weren’t.

      This underground cavern was far brighter than the tunnel had been, lit by luminescent blue and yellow plants growing on rocks, covering the walls and ceilings.

      “Thank Kydona.” More prayers left my lips as I took in the massive cavern. An entire lake lay before me, the crystal-clear waters reflecting the shimmering, glowing vines and leaves that crawled over the space.

      The previous inhabitants of the city must have used the lake for transportation because several rowboats were stacked in a haphazard pile against the wall. Maybe if we were lucky, one of them would still be waterproof.

      We had more pressing issues than that, however. Leaving thoughts of boats for a later time, I hurried over to the water’s edge. Dropping to my knees, I placed Ryllae on the ground next to me. Pulling off my pack and my cloak, I dipped my hands into the water. It was cool to the touch, and refreshing as I brought it to my lips. I drank my fill, washing my dirty palms, arms, and face before filling the jugs. I was twisting the lid on the second when Ryllae moaned.

      Hope surged through me, and I turned, dropping the jug. It rolled away, coming to rest against the wall as her hand fluttered against her chest.

      I was at her side in an instant, picking that hand up in mine. “Hey there, Princess,” I whispered. “Can you hear me?”

      Those blue eyes opened, and relief coursed through me. Ryllae’s tongue darted out of her mouth, wetting her lips. “Yes,” she rasped. “I can.”

      Thanking every god I could think of, I grabbed the stray jug of water before hurrying back to her side. Settling her head on my lap, I brought the container to her mouth.

      “Drink,” I urged her, acutely aware of how similar this entire situation was to one that took place not long ago, where she saved me.

      I tipped it slowly as Ryllae drank. With every passing moment, her face regained color. She reached up, trying to pull the water closer, but I stopped her.

      “Careful, my brave princess.” I shook my head, giving her water in gentle measures. “If you drink too fast, you’ll be sick.”

      My Death Elf frowned, but she didn’t fight me. When she had enough, she sighed. “Thank you.”

      Placing the half-empty jug next to me, I helped Ryllae sit up. Her eyes widened, and her hand found mine as she looked around.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      Grimacing, I shrugged. “I don’t exactly know. We fell and there was a tunnel, and I just… walked.”

      “Oh.” Ryllae’s brows furrowed. “What about the others?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “There are no signs of life down here at all. Just us.”

      She frowned. “Oh. That’s…”

      “Not great,” I finished for her. “I agree.”

      Pulling my pack over, I fished out the last loaf of bread. “Here. You should eat.” Even as I held out the food, my stomach grumbled.

      She raised a brow. “Is that all we have?”

      I turned the small loaf over in my palm. “Yes. I want you to have it.”

      Her brows knit. “What about you?”

      I shrugged, ignoring my hunger pains. “Don’t worry about me.”

      My Death Elf frowned. “You can’t just… not eat, Daegal.” She tilted her head, and a beat passed before she said, “I think… I think I might get us some food.”

      Intrigued, I sat back and watched as she approached the lake. Lying flat on the stones, she reached out, skimming her hand over the surface. A red ribbon of magic left her palm, skating over the water.

      After a moment, she looked over her shoulder.

      “There are fish here,” she said. The excitement in her voice was unmistakable, and my stomach grumbled at the thought of fresh food.

      Before I could point out the obvious—we had no fishing tools—Ryllae closed her eyes, the water rippling as she placed her hand in it. Ribbons of magic streamed from her outstretched palm, the red threads weaving through the water as if they were hounds seeking a scent. Soon they disappeared into the deep depths. Instead of withdrawing her hand, she murmured beneath her breath, gliding her fingers in the water.

      I could have watched her for hours. Crouching near the rocky shore, I had the perfect view as Ryllae twisted her hand, drawing it out a few minutes later. The question of fishing equipment was answered once and for all when her dripping fingers pulled a long red ribbon as though it was a line. A look of sheer determination crossed her face as she tugged the rope towards her. On the other end, the biggest fish I’d ever seen struggled against Ryllae’s magic. Unable to get off the line, the fish flopped around on the stone, gasping for air.

      A flash of pain went across my Death Elf’s face, and she murmured, “I’m sorry.” The fish’s tail slapped against the rocks as Ryllae closed her fist. Instantly, the creature stopped struggling. Its mouth opened as the red ribbon of magic dissolved into dozens of pieces, scattering on the wind.

      Raising timid eyes to mine, she asked, “Would you care for some dinner, Daegal?”

      “I would love it.” My lips tilted up, and I closed the distance between us, gently drawing her in for a kiss. “You are incredible, princess.”

      She laughed awkwardly. “Or just hungry. Sleeping took more out of me than I thought.”

      Shaking my head, I silenced her with another kiss. “No,” I said. “There is no question in my mind. You’re incredible. Now sit back and let me take care of you.”

      Using some scrap wood from a rowboat that was already in pieces, I started a fire with the flint in my pack. When it came time to clean the fish, I pulled out my dagger and sharpened it on a nearby stone. I was about to split our dinner down the middle when Ryllae’s fingers landed on my wrist.

      “Can I… will you show me what to do?” Her eyes widened. “If it’s not too much trouble, I mean. I’d like to help… if that’s okay.”

      “Of course, love.” Handing her the blade, I wrapped my hand around hers, showing her the best way to hold the blade. “The first thing you need to do…”

      She listened intently, and I watched proudly as she cleaned the fish all by herself. On top of her many other qualities, Ryllae was an excellent learner.

      That night, we dined on roasted fish. It was delicious, smoky, and meaty, and filled a hunger within me that the bread hadn’t been able to touch. When nothing remained of our dinner but a pile of bones, we moved away from the water’s edge to rest. I drew her against me, wrapping her tightly in my arms.

      “Sleep, Ryllae,” I whispered into her hair. “Tomorrow, we’ll make a plan.”

      The gentle lapping of the water against the rocky shore was the only sound as we lay beside each other.

      I thought she had fallen asleep when she said, “Don’t let me go, Daegal.”

      Shaking my head, I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I won’t.”

      Not now.

      Not ever.
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AILEANA

        

      

    

    
      “They’re alive?” Maiela asked eagerly. She seemed to have forgotten the pain of having her magic pulled from her as she stared at the Spirit of the Woods. “You’re certain?”

      Myhhena raised a leafy shoulder, her eyes shining in the near darkness. “As certain as I can be,” she replied.

      “Why can’t I See them?” Maiela frowned, rubbing her temples. “Where are they?”

      The Spirit of the Woods paused, rolling a ribbon of golden magic between her fingers. “I can sense their presence, and I know their souls remain on this plane. As for your Sight,”—she canted her head, her eyes darkening until they were so green, they were almost black—“the balance is broken.”

      Xander groaned, and I reached over, taking his hand in mine.

      “We are aware,” I said to the Spirit. “That’s why we’re doing this.”

      Everyone was tired of hearing about the broken balance.

      Myhhena nodded. Her mouth pressed in a firm line and her countenance was one of exhaustion as she turned in a circle, meeting each of our gazes. “Until what was destroyed is restored, there shall be no normalcy. Darkness has overcome the light. Things of old have risen. The harbinger is here, and the Sunwalker has been Made.”

      A chill ran down my spine and I shivered, pressing myself against Xander as the Spirit of the Woods continued. Her voice was quiet, and yet, each word reverberated through my entire body. “Take heed, for there may not be another warning. The gods are watching, and none are pleased. What was to come no longer is. The shift has occurred. That which was once light is now dark. Illness is spreading through the Four Kingdoms. The Wasting is here, and the fate of all hangs in the broken balance. Be cautious in your movements, take care to trust no one, and be quick.”

      Leaves swirled around Myhhena, and a gust of wind blew through the mountain. “Continue to follow the path,” she yelled. “Your friends will meet you once again. Hurry!”

      When the breeze settled, the Spirit of the Woods was gone. Not even a leaf remained behind. The air was heavy, and my heart thundered in my chest as the meaning of Myhhena’s words settled upon me.

      Kysha twisted her hands in front of her. “Myhhena seems… odd.”

      “Untrustworthy is more like it,” Xander snapped. Clenching his fists at his side, he shook his head. “We can’t trust her. She only acts when it suits her.”

      Maiela looked up. “We may not have to trust her, but I think she’s right. This morning when I woke up… I felt different. Still empty but… Daegal is… I would feel it if he were dead. He’s my twin.” She rubbed her chest in a circle. “I don’t… they’re still here. Somewhere. I think.”

      Sighing, I ran my fingers through my hair. It hung past my shoulders now, and despite my efforts to keep it braided, several knots had formed. Untangling it as best I could, I plaited my hair before standing.

      “Trust or not, we have to move.” Reaching into my well of power, I scooped up a few green ribbons, letting them flow from my hands. They slithered down the cobblestones, into the empty city. “Whatever those creatures were, I don’t want to be here if they return.”
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        * * *

      

      A somber mood settled upon our group of four. Leaving this place without Daegal and Ryllae felt wrong, even if Myhhena said they were alive. No one spoke as we pulled on our cloaks and packs, checking our weapons before Xander brought out the map.

      My dragon shifter tapped the smaller of two mountains, separated by a river. He pursed his lips, tilting his head to one side as he studied the map. “If this is where we are, then we need to get out of here and cross this river.”

      Kysha peered over his shoulder. “You mean the one that appears to be made of fire?”

      “Let’s hope it’s not actually fire,” Xander said, returning the map where it belonged. “That would be… interesting.”

      “Difficult,” I corrected, my tone coming out harsher than I had intended. My mood had been on edge since dealing with Myhhena, and my emotions were far more erratic than normal. “Interesting implies something that might be pleasant. I don’t see how a river of fire could be anything but difficult.”

      Xander narrowed his eyes. “Are you feeling alright, Sunshine?”

      No. I was not alright. Our friends were missing—although missing was better than dead, all things considered—and everything hurt. Myhhena had pulled magic out of me and it had been painful, and now my stomach was churning once more.

      But that was too much for right now. “I’m fine,” I grumbled, rubbing my temples. “I’m just ready to get out of here.”

      He studied me, and I shifted beneath his sharp perusal. “I know you miss being connected to the earth. Hopefully, we will be out sooner rather than later.”

      The words hung in the air, and my magic thrummed in my veins.

      “It seems to me that we’re hoping for a lot of things.” Maiela spoke slowly as though each word pained her. “For Daegal and Ryllae to be alive, for this river to be made of water and not fire, for us to make it in time.” She raised weary eyes, and my heart nearly shattered at the depth of pain hiding within them. “What will happen when that hope runs out?”

      That was a great question.

      Kysha sighed, drawing her wife in for a hug. “We’ll keep going,” she said. “We always do. Right now, we’re alive, and we’ll keep putting one foot in front of the other.”

      That was wise.

      “You’re right,” I said. “We’ll keep going forward. That’s all we can do.”

      Stepping back, I withdrew the compass from my pocket. I held my breath as the needle spun three times before stopping, pointing toward the other end of the city. “Kysha’s right. The best thing we can do is get out of here.”

      Xander laced his fingers through mine, and without a backwards glance, we walked once more.
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        * * *

      

      Even my dragon shifter’s presence couldn’t dispel the sense of wrongness that permeated this somber, dead place. The mountain seemed darker than it had when we arrived, the light from the glowing mushrooms doing barely anything to the gloomy space. My magic thrummed in my veins, but the earth was quiet as we walked.

      Today, everything seemed frustratingly hard. Once we got going, speaking felt like a chore. Even the simple task of carrying my pack was significantly harder than it should have been. Soon, my feet hurt and the nausea that had been plaguing me on and off for a few days returned with a vengeance.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that this place was haunted. Wind blew and doors swung open, creaking on ancient hinges, giving us glimpses into the empty abodes as we moved through what must have once been a residential area. Remnants of life were all around. Garden beds lay empty; kitchen counters were bare; even the occasional child’s toy remained untouched, lying on the ground.

      This was a place that should have been alive with laughter and conversation and joy, but it was a graveyard.

      As we left from the city center, the houses were less crammed together. The cavernous roof was lower now, and our footsteps were the only sounds as we walked toward the darkness.

      A few hours into our trek, we stumbled across an empty stone field that had strange goalposts on either end.

      Xander ran his hand down one of them longingly.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He smiled softly. “It’s a sports field,” he said. “This looks like the one we used to have at home. Before…”

      His voice trailed off, and his sadness filled his eyes. He didn’t need to fill in the blanks. I knew what “before” meant. Before he lost his home, his family, his childhood. Before his life was turned upside down.

      Before.

      “What is the game?” I hoped my question would distract him from the memory of his burned village.

      His golden eyes lit up. “I’ve heard it go by many names, but in my village, we called it No Feet.”

      My brows furrowed. “No Feet?”

      “You had to get the ball from your opponents and carry it to the other side without letting it touch your feet.” He grinned. “We spent hours playing No Feet when we were young.”

      Xander took my arm, and as he led me away from the field, he told me more about this game. I listened intently, fascinated by the entire concept.

      Games had not been a part of my childhood. When I was younger in my tower, I saw children playing together. They always seemed so happy, their shrieks of joy nothing like the cries that left my mouth when the Crimson King decided to play with his pet.

      We passed another empty home, and I shuddered.

      Any joy that might have existed here was long gone. Now, the ghosts of the children’s laughter were nearly as heavy as the darkness that hung over the four of us as we walked. High King Edgar would have loved this city. He would have found great, twisted joy in the death and darkness lurking in the shadows of this hidden city.

      I shivered, drawing my cloak around myself.

      He’s dead. You’re not.

      Each of us seemed lost in our thoughts. That was fine with me. This was not a place for talking or living. This was a place of death and sadness and destruction. I couldn’t stop thinking about the mysterious people who had once belonged to this city.

      Where had they gone?

      Thoughts of these mysterious people filled my mind, occupying me as we walked on.

      Eventually, the rocky landscape changed. I could count the remaining structures on one hand as the path narrowed substantially. We left the hollow valley behind, walking into the gloom.

      A cold breeze blew past, and I shivered, drawing my cloak tighter around myself. Time and time again, I checked the compass. The direction never wavered. We kept going until the city was but a distant memory.

      We had been walking for several hours before we came to a stop.

      “Now what?” I asked. Three tunnels stood in front of us, each branching in different directions.

      Xander’s grip on my hand tightened. “We’ll have to pick one of them.”

      Each entrance had a carved stone plaque hanging above it, the writing smooth and nearly illegible. Upon closer inspection, I confirmed it was not written in the Common Tongue.

      “Can you read this?” I asked Xander.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      Maiela and Kysha walked up behind us, but neither of them could read it, either.

      What good were directions if no one could read them?

      Frowning, I tried to decide what to do next. The compass seemed just as confused as I was, pointing down all three tunnels. Unease settled on me like a thick cloak, bearing down on my soul and making it hard to breathe. I frowned, taking a deep breath as I sought to rid myself of the feeling, but it did not work.

      Xander’s arms wrapped around me as he pulled me against him.

      Are you cold? he asked, pressing a kiss on the top of my forehead.

      I shivered, despite the heat coming off my dragon shifter. More… apprehensive than cold.

      A growl rumbled through Xander, and I could feel his concern through the mating bond.

      He asked, Did you hear something?

      He stiffened, reaching for his sword, but I shook my head.

      No. It was a feeling, more than anything. Out loud, I added, “This place is just… off. I have a bad feeling about it.”

      “I agree.” Kysha shifted from one foot to the other. “We need to get out of here.”

      “What does your gut tell you, Aileana?” Xander asked, releasing his hold on me.

      Pursing my lips together, I paced in front of the tunnels. The first two felt… strange. My stomach twinged, and that sense of apprehension worsened. That feeling lessened as I stood before the third tunnel. Of course, it was the darkest of the three.

      “This one,” I said, gnawing on my bottom lip. “I think.”

      Doubt ran through my mind. What if I was wrong? I didn’t want to be responsible for causing more pain than I already had.

      Xander rested his chin on my head. “I trust you, Aileana. You’ve gotten us this far, and you are so much stronger than you think.” I looked up, and he kissed me, the meeting of our lips at once brief but forceful. With every moment that passed in his arms, I felt more at ease. Xander’s touch was a reminder that even in times of trouble, we had each other.

      “In the past, I may have… doubted you,” he said.

      “Which was stupid,” I retorted, getting some of my spark back the longer he held me, “considering how I stabbed you the very first time we met.”

      His lips twitched, and he snorted like he was trying to hold in a laugh. “Let’s just say that wasn’t the finest moment of my life.”

      I snorted.

      “But you are strong, Aileana. I will follow you, no matter which path you choose.”

      Frowning, I looked down the three tunnels. I could call for Kethryllian and ask for his help, but I didn’t know if he could even travel into this strange mountain. Part of me didn’t want to call him.

      Xander was right. I could do this.

      “What’s the plan?” Kysha asked as she and Maiela stood next to me.

      I tilted my head to the tunnel on the right. “This is the one. Do you think you can make some light for us, Kysha?”

      The halfling nodded. “Of course,” she said. “Anything to get out of this cursed place.”

      Violet ribbons flooded from Kysha’s palms, and she twisted her hand, murmuring low incantations under her breath before clenching her fists. The magic formed four small orbs that floated in the air in front of us. I took a step, and the orb closest to me moved as well, casting light on the rocky wall.

      “That’s convenient,” I said.

      “A little something extra.” Kysha smiled, adjusting the bow on her back. “Never let it be said that it isn’t useful having a halfling around.”

      “Thank you.” I dipped my head. “This will make things easier.”

      Shifting my pack so it was more comfortable, I followed the light into the tunnel. The others fell into place behind me, the sounds of our footsteps echoing off the stones as we walked once more.

      I led us deeper into the darkness, praying that I had chosen correctly.

      I didn’t want any more death on my hands.
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RYLLAE

        

      

    

    
      The water lapped against the side of the rowboat. Again. And again. And again. I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing the nausea would go away.

      Hours had passed since we had left the rocky shore, but my stomach churned as much now as it had during those initial moments after our departure. How come, on top of everything else, I had to be the one who was seasick, too? This was a new low, even for me. Less than five minutes after the boat launched, I was throwing up over the side. Circumstances had gone downhill from there.

      I had thought that perhaps the seasickness would go away after I got used to being in the boat, but I was mistaken. My stomach’s unease worsened by the hour until being moments away from throwing up was the only thing I knew. If I didn’t already know the gods hated me, this would have confirmed it for me. Three times, I had lost the contents of my stomach. Now, I was barely keeping water down.

      “I think I’m dying,” I moaned, hugging my belly as I forced myself to breathe through the sickness.

      “Princess, I don’t believe people can die from seasickness.” A thud hit the side of the boat, and I opened my eyes as part of an oar appeared in my vision. Daegal brushed a lock of hair off my forehead with his blessedly cool hands.

      I groaned. “It feels like I’m minutes away from Fading.”

      His lips tilted down. “Do you want me to stop again?”

      Pinching my mouth shut, hoping to keep the little liquid that remained in my stomach within me, I shook my head. “No,” I rasped. “Let’s keep going. The sooner we go, the sooner we can get back on dry land.”

      Earlier, I had tried to row, but it turned out I wasn’t great at that, either. Between the seasickness and my general lack of upper-body strength, all I could do was sit in the boat, while Daegal did all the work.

      Why he didn’t just push me overboard, I would never know. The male was far too kind.

      “I am not deserving of you,” I murmured.

      His lips brushed my forehead, and the rowboat rocked precariously as he took his seat once more. “Don’t say things like that, Ryllae. You’re perfect.”

      I would have replied, but my stomach turned as Daegal picked up the oars and rowed. Squeezing my eyes shut, I wished I was anywhere else but here. I was not cut out for boating. Not that I didn’t like water—I had enjoyed our time with the merfolk. But swimming differed greatly from being a passenger on a moving vessel.

      The only good thing about this journey was Daegal. He wasn’t phased at all by my sickness, and he even passed me his cloak so I could stay warm as he rowed us downriver. It had been a very long day. Even my magic felt the effects of being on the water, and it had quieted to a steady thrum in my veins.

      Inhaling deeply, I focused on not throwing up for what felt like forever.

      “Ryllae.” Daegal’s gruff voice broke through the fog of my concentration. “I see the shore.”

      Cool relief ran through me. “Thank the gods.”

      Inhaling deeply, I squeezed my fists before opening my eyes. The shore was more of a collection of large stones than anything, but if the rickety dock nearby was any indication, this was the end of the river. It was dark, as was the norm for this dreadful mountain, but at least we would get out of the boat.

      “Thank Kydona,” I whispered, pressing my hand against my mouth to keep from throwing up.

      Daegal rowed next to the wooden landing, maneuvering the boat with the skill of someone who had spent significant time on water. He grabbed the wood, holding the small vessel steady before extending the other hand to me.

      “Come on, Princess,” he said. “Let’s get you on dry land.”

      That was the best offer I had ever heard in my entire life. My entire body shook as I placed my hand in his, but I managed not to throw up as I inched my way out of the rowboat. That was a success, in my opinion. The moment I touched the wood, the sudden urge to cry and kiss the ground filled me.

      A mangled prayer of thanks left my lips as I moaned, gripping the dock with both hands as my stomach settled. I never wanted to go into another boat in my entire life.

      Daegal handed me a jug of water, waiting patiently as I swished the liquid around in my mouth, spitting it out until the bitter taste of bile was finally gone. Then he passed me his pack and his sword before swinging out with ease.

      Together, we dragged the rowboat onto the rocks. My muscles strained, and I was fairly certain he did most of the lifting, but it felt good to help. He didn’t make me feel like my efforts were futile, even when I almost dropped the boat on his foot.

      When the vessel was well lodged on the rocks and Daegal was sure it wasn’t going anywhere, he stepped in my direction. “Come here, Princess.”

      Opening his arms, he looked at me with so much affection that I warmed from head to toe. Stepping into the embrace, I pressed my cheek against his chest as he drew me into him. His natural warmth flooded through me, and I shivered as tension left my body. He rubbed circles on my back, murmuring sweet nothings as I took slow, deep breaths.

      When the seasickness was gone, and I felt certain I would not be sick, I looked around. This area of the tunnel wasn’t as dark, thanks to dozens of tiny cracks in the rocky ceiling that let in slivers of moonlight. Though they were small, the sheer number of them provided adequate lighting. The air was fresher, and a breeze blew past.

      We were close to getting out of the mountain. I could feel it in my bones.

      “I think you’re right, Ryllae,” he said.

      I looked up at him in surprise. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken out loud.

      “You did.” He chuckled, brushing his lips over the top of my head. “But I must admit, I don’t mind being in this mountain with you.”

      “No?” I asked. “You don’t find it creepy?”

      He laughed. “Oh, it’s creepy, and quite frankly, horrible. But as long as we’re together, I’ll always be happy.”

      When he talked like that, nothing else mattered. I loved the way he spoke to me, the way he calmed me. Even the way he held me. A contented sigh escaped me as I hugged him back. Our hearts beat in unison as we stood near the river, the lapping water against the rocky shore now a pleasant backdrop to this… moment.

      Whatever this was.

      After a time, Daegal cleared his throat. “How are you feeling, Ryllae?” he murmured. “Would you like to try to eat something?”

      I shook my head quickly. “Gods, no. Eating is the last thing I want to be doing.” Though my stomach was settled now that we were off the river, my appetite was long gone. “Besides, I thought all we had left was a stale loaf of bread.”

      He chewed on his lip. “That’s true.”

      “I’ll pass. I’m just happy being with you.” Though I hadn’t meant to say the last part out loud, every single word was true. Being with Daegal grounded me. I felt sane around him, more like me than I ever had before. Despite the spiders that weren’t really spiders, the magical coma, and the seasickness, I would do all of this again if it meant I would be by his side.

      I said as much, and Daegal’s lips twitched. “You’d do all of it again?”

      “For you, yes,” I replied honestly.

      Our gazes met, and at that moment, everything else disappeared. My heart raced in my chest, my breath quickened, and my palms grew slick as I stared into the depth of his eyes.

      My Fortune Elf sucked in a breath, his hand moving from my back to cup my cheek.

      Now I really couldn’t breathe, but for reasons that had nothing to do with the water.

      Daegal bent, lowering his head until his lips were hovering over mine. His breath, edging on too-hot, danced across my lips like a feather, and my entire body tingled in eager anticipation. Warmth coiled in my core, and I pressed my thighs together, waiting for him to move.

      “Ryllae, can I kiss you?” he asked, his husky voice betraying his desire.

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I closed the distance, letting my lips tell Daegal exactly how I felt. He groaned, his hand dipping to my lower back as he pulled me against him. Every single part of our bodies lined up perfectly. His muscles were hard where I was soft, and though he was bigger than me, I fit in his arms like I was made to be there.

      His tongue swept over the seam of my lips, asking for permission, and I parted them. The moment our tongues tangled together; sparks exploded within me.

      This kiss differed from the others we’d shared. It was powerful. Strong. Determined. It was a promise of what was to come and a reminder of the connection that lay between us. My Fortune Elf’s lips were warm and in control as they swept over mine. Every part of me, from the magic in my blood to the heat rushing through me, felt more alive than it had in decades. Reaching up, I tangled my fingers in his short black hair, drawing him even closer.

      I breathed his name, and it came out far deeper than I had expected.

      He groaned, murmuring nothing in particular as his lips moved from my mouth. He kissed my cheeks, my forehead, my horns. When his lips landed on those dark appendages, I nearly collapsed right there as desperate want ran through me.

      Daegal’s touch left flames in his wake, and soon I was burning from the inside out. Red sparks danced on my fingertips, and time had no meaning as we lost ourselves in each other.

      “I don’t want this to end,” I whispered as he kissed my neck. “I want… everything.”

      Daegal groaned, the sound half-pain, half-pleasure, as he removed his lips from my skin. I whimpered. I didn’t want space. I wanted him close.

      He stepped back, which was the exact opposite of what I wanted him to do.

      My brows furrowed as I watched him carefully. Did he not want me?

      “Ryllae,” he said my name like he was dreaming, his voice thick with emotion.

      He wanted me. I could see it in his eyes; in the way he held himself back; in the fists curled at his sides.

      My mouth tilted up into the smallest of smiles. I stepped forward, closing that distance and placing my hand on his chest, right above his heart. I asked, “There’s… do you feel it, too?”

      My heartbeat roared in my ears as I waited for him to respond. Everything was loud. The water on the rocks. My heart. The rustling of his tunic beneath my fingers. I could barely think, let alone breathe, as I stared into his eyes, waiting for an answer.

      The longer the silence stretched on, the deeper the pit in my stomach grew. Had I imagined this connection between us? Did I somehow dream it into existence?

      I pulled back my hand. “Never mind,” I said quickly. My cheeks flushed, and I gasped for air. “I’m sorry, I just…”

      He grabbed my hand, pulling me towards him. “Don’t apologize,” he breathed. His gaze searched mine, and a smile I had never seen before stretched across Daegal’s face. “You’re talking about the bond.”

      Nodding, I licked my lips. A wave of nerves and shyness washed over me, and I drew in a shallow breath. This was new for both of us. Fated mates were rare in the Four Kingdoms, and I had never expected it to happen to me. The physical part of coming together, I understood. I was almost three hundred years old, for the gods’ sake. But this was different.

      My eyes darted between Daegal’s face and the place where my hand rested on his chest, right above his heart, and I froze. I didn’t know what to do or where to go from here.

      You’re making a fool of yourself, daughter, my father’s voice taunted. He won’t ever choose you. You should step away now and put an end to this foolishness. We both know you’re unlovable.

      Panic rose within me. My skin grew clammy, and breathing was impossible. I edged closer to that ledge of madness that had haunted me for so many years. What was I doing? Why was I bringing this up?

      Daegal would never want to be with me.

      A mating bond was a serious thing, and just because the connection was there didn’t mean we had to act on it. He was a good male, and he didn’t deserve to be saddled with someone like me—someone whose mental health was fragile on the best of days, and dangerous on the worst ones.

      What was I thinking?

      I went to move back when Daegal’s hand landed on my wrist. His eyes were wide, and his thumb rubbed my skin gently as he pulled me towards him.

      “Don’t,” he whispered hoarsely. “Don’t walk away, Ryllae. If you feel this too, don’t walk away. Please.”

      It was that last word that broke my resolve. My breath left me in a whoosh and my gaze searched his. “Okay,” I breathed. “I won’t. If you want me…”

      “I do,” he replied, stealing a kiss. “With all my heart, I do.”

      Hope sparked within me. “Does that mean you want to—”

      “Gods, yes.” He claimed my lips, silencing my doubts before I even had the chance to give them voice.

      He released me just long enough to unclasp my cloak. He spread it on the ground as if it were made of the finest fabric, kneeling on the rough wool before pulling me down next to him. My heart thudded faster and faster as I stared at him, until I was certain if it sped up any further, I would pass out. So many emotions flowed through me all at once that I barely knew how to handle them. Daegal was looking at me with so much affection that it felt like my heart would burst. Already, tears gathered in my eyes, as though my body was preparing for the emotional onslaught to come.

      Apparently, not only was I a terrible warrior, but I was going to cry during what might have been the most important moment in my life.

      My Fortune Elf murmured, “Ryllae, ever since—” His words dried up as my tears made their escape, running down my cheeks. He lifted a finger, rubbing them away with the pad of his thumb. “Don’t cry, love.”

      I sniffled. “I can’t help it. I’m sorry.”

      My emotions seemed determined to get the better of me.

      “Princess, don’t apologize. Don’t ever apologize to me.” The tears came faster, and he wiped them away as he kept speaking. “Ryllae, ever since the moment I first laid eyes on you in Nightstone Prison, I knew there was something between us.” He laced our fingers together, raising our joined hands to his lips. His breath brushed over my knuckles, and I shivered. “Every single day since then, getting to know you has been the greatest experience of my life.”

      My mouth opened, and I drew in a shaky breath. “I know I’m probably not what you expected in a mate—”

      “You’re what I want,” he said firmly.

      “Tears and all?” I asked, hiccuping.

      “Tears and all, he confirmed. Pulling me towards him, he kissed me. “You’re what I need.” He punctuated every word with a kiss, and I melted in his hands. “I don’t want anyone else, Ryllae. Just you. Today. Forever.”

    

  







            My Heart was on the Line
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DAEGAL

        

      

    

    
      My heart, that life-giving organ of mine, had never beat so hard in my entire life. Ryllae’s gaze, as blue as the depth of the sea, met mine and I forgot to breathe. The world stopped as she gazed into my eyes. She was my everything. My heart. My soul. My other half.

      I hoped.

      Ryllae opened her mouth, and my gaze traveled to those lips, staying there. I had laid myself out to her, and now, all I could do was wait. I wanted her. I needed her more than anything else in the world.

      She was my mate. Fated to be mine, if she chose. I’d suspected as much for a long time, known it since we left the merfolk in the Indigo Ocean, but Ryllae hadn’t been ready. Now, it seemed that was no longer the case.

      I kneeled in front of her, forcing myself to be patient. For her to tell me she would be mine and that she felt the same way. A rock dug into my knee, the cloak doing little to soften the hard ground, but I didn’t care.

      Did she know I would give her anything she asked for? Do anything for her?

      Ryllae’s crimson aura pulsed, and her lips parted as she drew in a deep breath. I tracked every single movement, every breath, every sound as I gazed deep into her eyes.

      “Daegal,” she whispered, running her hand down my chest before placing it over my heart once again, “my sweet Fortune Elf. I want you, too.”

      The words left her lips, lifting a weight off my chest that I didn’t know existed. It was as though I could breathe again. The cool, cavernous air tasted different. Like freedom and the future, mixed together. I couldn’t have stopped the smile that stretched across my face, even if I tried. Hugging my Death Elf to me, I breathed in her scent. She smelled like the darkest, crispest night air right after a rainstorm. Fresh. Invigorating.

      Mine.

      “Truly?” I asked, unable to stop myself from kissing her.

      Ryllae smiled against my lips, pulling back just enough to whisper, “You’re my mate.”

      Hearing those words come out of Ryllae’s mouth was everything. The sense of renewed life flooded through me. My lungs expanded. My heart skipped a beat. Even my magic, which was usually a constant, steady hum in my veins, sang.

      “Gods, that sounds so good,” I said on a groan.

      This time, Ryllae surged forward. She kissed me with a passion that spoke of the mating bond between us. The hand that had been against my heart moved down, exploring my chest and stomach.

      I groaned against her lips. “You’re my mate.”

      All my senses were stronger than ever. I could hear the water lapping nearby as though it were right in my ear. The air smelled fresh, like dirt and trees and sunlight. Would she taste different when I kissed her again? I would have to find out.

      My fingers ran lightly over Ryllae’s wrists, tracing a path on her arms, down her shoulders, her back, her chest. Always moving, never staying still.

      Gentle and soft and slow.

      I needed her to know I would never force her. She could stop this at any time.

      When Ryllae pulled away, her blue eyes searching mine, I waited for her to speak.

      “I think we’re close to getting out of here,” she said, glancing at the tunnel that would hopefully lead us out of the mountain.

      I nodded slowly. “It seems that way.”

      There wasn’t a single part of me that wanted to get off this cloak right now, but if she wasn’t ready, I would wait. A day. A year. A century. It didn’t matter. I would wait for as long as she needed.

      My Death Elf chewed on her swollen lips, and my muscles tightened. “What if… I didn’t want to go yet?”

      Hope sparked within me. “You mean…”

      “We could… spend the night here,” Ryllae said shyly, color rushing to her cheeks. “If you… I mean… unless you don’t…”

      “I want to,” I replied. The gruffness of my voice surprised me. “There isn’t anything in this entire world that I want more than you. You’re it for me, Princess.”

      “Thank the gods,” she whispered. “I feel the same way.”

      I hadn’t known it was possible to be this happy. Joy threatened to bubble up out of me, and Ryllae smiled—really, truly smiled in a way that I had never seen her do before. Her fingers crept beneath the hem of my tunic; the movements timid, at first.

      “You’re my mate,” she said again.

      “I’m yours.” I offered her the mating words as a gift.

      “You’re mine, and I’m yours.” Her words lit a fire within me as her gentle fingers skated over me, leaving a trail of sparks in her wake. I remained still, knowing that Ryllae needed to be in charge. By the gods, I was more than happy to let her lead this. This moment was all I had thought about, waking and sleeping, for weeks.

      She grabbed the hem of my tunic, tugging gently.

      “Take this off,” she whispered.

      It was on the floor so fast, I barely registered the breeze brushing up against me. Here in this place beneath the mountain, we didn’t need to worry about privacy. We were alone.

      Ryllae sat back on her haunches, studying me. “I want you, Daegal,” she murmured huskily.

      My name on her lips caused all my muscles to tighten. I closed my eyes for a moment, inhaling deeply. I would cherish this memory forever. “I want you, too. So much.” My eyes searched hers. “But we don’t have to do this, Ryllae. I don’t want to push you. I will love you no matter what.”

      My dark princess had been through terrible things in prison. I had Seen enough to know that any touches she gave me at all were a miracle. The things I had Seen haunted my nightmares and made me want to hunt down every Winged Soldier who had ever touched her. I wasn’t a violent male by nature, despite my abilities with a sword, but for them, I would unleash everything I had. I would rip their heads from their shoulders for what they did to my mate.

      I wouldn’t force her to do anything she didn’t want to do, even if it meant denying myself.

      Ryllae smiled, and her eyes were soft in the shards of moonlight coming through the cavernous roof. “I know you wouldn’t, Daegal,” she whispered. “That’s why I love you. Because you won’t push me. You never have, and I know you never will.”

      Her fingers snagged the bottom of her tunic, and my mouth dried as she lifted it over her head. Then she stood, pulling off her leggings. They landed in a pile with my tunic, and she was in front of me, naked and beautiful and everything I could have ever wanted.

      My breath caught in my throat. I was so gods-damned lucky. Those red swirls and whorls that were a sign of her power truly did flow from her neck all the way down to her feet. There wasn’t a single inch of her skin that was not marked in some way.

      “You’re so beautiful,” I breathed.

      Blood rushed to Ryllae’s face, and she sucked on her bottom lip, shifting from one foot to the other. “Do you really think so?”

      Reaching up from where I kneeled at her feet, I took her hand in mine. She was so much smaller than me, and yet it felt like we fit perfectly—like we were always meant to be together. Ryllae exhaled softly as I ran my thumb over the back of her hand.

      “I know so.” I infused every word with confidence, so she would know just how much I meant them. “You are the most beautiful being I have ever laid eyes on, both inside and out.”

      A little darkness didn’t bother me—we were all dark. Some of us were just better at hiding it than others. I liked that Ryllae didn’t hide who she was. Her darkness and her scars were a part of her, and she accepted them.

      No male or female would ever come close to the amazing elf in front of me.

      Pulling her down, I moved my lips over hers. The kiss was little more than a brush of our mouths, but it reverberated through my entire body. Ryllae sighed, and her body melted against mine.

      “I love you,” I whispered, holding her tight. Gods willing, I’d be able to hold her like this for many more nights to come.

      “How much do you love me?” she asked, a teasing tone entering her voice that I hadn’t often heard.

      “I love you more than words themselves,” I said. Punctuating each word with a kiss, I continued. “I love every part of you. The good. The bad. The darkness. All of it. I want it all.”

      “Truly?” She ran her hand down my naked chest, her fingers blazing a trail that made it hard to think. Especially as they moved down, down, down.

      If she kept up this path, thinking would become practically impossible.

      “Yes.” The word was little more than a growl as it left my lips. “That is, if you’ll have me.”

      Ryllae’s nod was so enthusiastic, she almost hit me with her horns. “Of course I will. I want you. It. I want everything, Daegal.” Her words started coming faster and faster, and her eyes widened. “The mating bond. The connection. All of it.”

      Everything. That word had never sounded as good as it did at that moment. Still, Ryllae had to know that I was willing to do whatever she needed. “If you wish to stop, all you have to do is say the word.”

      “No!” she exclaimed. Her cheeks reddened, and she coughed, lowering her voice. “I mean, no. I don’t think that’s necessary. I would like to be connected as thoroughly as we could be.”

      How could I say no to her?

      Her words sparked a part of me that I had never even known existed. Heat flooded through me, and the mating bond sang beneath my skin.

      “Alright,” I murmured. “Let’s do this.”

      Ryllae grinned. Her entire countenance was so exuberant that I couldn’t help but smile alongside her. Holding out her hand, a thread of red magic slipped from her palm. It swirled around us, lacing between our arms. “I know usually people use knives, but I… we don’t need one. If you trust me—”

      “With my life,” I interrupted. “Do it, Ryllae.”

      Exhaling, she nodded slowly. Another thread of magic slipped from her palm, and the two of them hovered over our arms. Ryllae clenched her fist, and together, the ribbons moved as one, piercing our flesh. There was a momentary sting as a cut the size of my thumb appeared on my forearm. The pain was quickly squashed as Ryllae moved her arm toward mine.

      “I love you,” I said, holding her gaze.

      She returned the words, pressing our forearms together. A flash of brilliant white filled the cavern. It pushed away the darkness, and that connection within me broke free.

      My Death Elf gasped, and my heart thundered as the light receded.

      When it was gone, the cut was healed. All that was left was a thin pink line, and over top, new markings crawled up our arms. Twin tattoos of red and silver swirled together, intertwining in a dance that marked us as belonging to the other.

      And Ryllae’s aura…

      It was different from before. Silver twisted in and out of her deep crimson, and it was brighter than before. My magic thrummed in my veins as I stared at the visual confirmation of our mating bond.

      “Daegal of the House of Videntis, you are mine,” she murmured the mating words.

      Lacing our fingers together, I kissed her. “Ryllae of the House of Irriel, you are mine.”

      We sealed the words with another kiss, but this one was different. Lighter. Better. It was filled with the promises of what we meant to each other and the vows we’d spoken. This kiss was a powerful proclamation to the world; I was hers, and she was mine.

      The brush of the wind against my skin was warmer. The smell of the earth was deeper. The song of my magic was stronger.

      For the first time in my life, I was whole.

      It was like I’d spent all these years operating as half a person, but now every single part of me was present. It was exhilarating.

      Ryllae ran her thumb gently down the inside of my hand, sending shivers throughout my body.

      “Touch me,” she whispered, lowering her body until she lay on the cloak, displaying her beautiful body to me. “Please.”

      As if I would deny a request such as hers. She might not have known it yet, but I would do anything for her. Give her anything. And this, what she was asking… this was no hardship.

      Ryllae was my mate, and she was fulfilling every dream I’d ever had since meeting her. My Death Elf was extraordinary, and I couldn’t wait to show her exactly how much I loved her.

      Moving between Ryllae’s legs, I leaned down, my fingers brushing the new markings on our arms before I kissed her. Our mouths moved together, the urgency between us growing as Ryllae shifted underneath me. Her hands landed on my bare stomach, tracing the lines of my muscles before they dipped lower. And lower.

      I caught her hands just as she ran them under the waistband of my trousers, shaking my head.

      “Not yet, Princess,” I whispered against her lips.

      “Why not?” she asked, her confusion so sweet that it made me want her more. “I need to see you.”

      Pressing my hips against her, I rested my weight on my elbows on either side of her head. “Patience, Dark One,” I whispered.

      Her eyes widened. “What did you call me?”

      “Dark One.” It had just come to me, and it felt… right. “I thought—”

      “I love it,” was her breathy response.

      “Good.”

      She raised a brow, tapping on my stomach. “Now, I believe you were taking off your trousers.”

      Smiling, I shook my head. “We’ll get there. I promise. But there’s something I want to do first.”

      “What?”

      I didn’t need any words to answer her. This was a moment I had dreamed of ever since Ryllae had revealed those crimson markings. Countless fantasies had run through my mind as I wondered what her body would look and feel like beneath mine.

      My lips left hers, and slowly, I kissed every single one of her swirling red tattoos. With each pass of my tongue, with each inch that I tasted, with every moan that echoed around us, my desire for her grew. She moved and writhed, pressing herself against me in the most delicious torture.

      I wanted her so badly that I could barely think, but a quick coming together of our bodies was not what I sought. My dark princess deserved so much more than a rapid coupling, and I was determined to give it to her. Sparks erupted from her fingertips as I licked a particularly sensitive part of her, and soon, red ribbons slipped from her hands as my mouth went lower. And lower.

      The sight of her magic didn’t scare me. I knew she wouldn’t hurt me.

      She was mine, and I was hers.

      Those ribbons swirled around us both, creating a barrier from the outside world.

      “I love you,” I murmured against her stomach, my tongue tracing a swirl that pointed downwards. Ryllae squirmed beneath my touch, her fingers twisting in my hair as she gasped, pushing me lower still.

      I grinned against her, laughing softly.

      “You’re so eager,” I whispered.

      “Less talking,” she demanded. Authority filled my mate’s voice, a reminder of her royal blood. “I want all of you. Now.”

      That was all I needed to hear. Ryllae continued to tell me how much she wanted me as my head dipped lower and lower. And then, as my tongue moved against her warmth, she had no more words at all. She clutched my hair, her hips moving against me, as I showed her just how much she meant to me.

      When she broke beneath me, I kissed her until the shaking subsided. Only then did I push myself onto my knees.

      Ryllae lay on the cloak, her entire body bared as she waited for me. Her skin glowed a soft red, and her lips were parted as she panted. I pulled off my trousers, letting them join the rest of our clothes on the nearby pile.

      Moving slowly up her body, I kissed every single part of her.

      “I love you,” I whispered repeatedly.

      She murmured, “I love you too.”

      Capturing Ryllae’s mouth with a kiss, I fitted myself between her legs. Knowing what my mate had been through in the past, I didn’t want to push her. I remained there, our breaths coming heavy, as she licked her lips. She moaned my name, reaching up and grabbing my hips.

      “Please,” she whispered. “I need you.”

      That was the end of my restraint.

      We fit together like two pieces of the same puzzle, as though we were always meant to be that way. The moment we came together, the weight of my soul felt lighter than it ever had before.

      It was as though the world I had previously known was a dim, gray version of the one I saw now. Ryllae moved beneath me, our bodies joined as one, and together we reached our peaks.

      When it was over, I held her against my chest. Our clothes lay haphazardly over us both, providing a barrier against the chill of the night air.

      “You’re mine,” she whispered, traces of wonder edging her voice as her eyes closed, drifting off to sleep. “I never thought… I love you.”

      Feeling the happiest I ever had in my entire life; I brushed my lips over my bonded mate’s forehead. “I love you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, we woke early. After bathing in the river—and engaging in some other activities that required more bathing afterward—Ryllae caught two fish. I roasted them over a fire as she wandered around the cave.

      Tracing the mating mark on her arm, my mate studied the silver and red lines intently as she asked, “Do you think we’ll be able to get out of the mountain today?”

      I glanced at the cave’s exit. We would have to go on foot. The river ended here, tapering off into a stream before disappearing through a small hole. Not that I minded. Watching Ryllae be sick in the rowboat had been horrible. I was eager not to repeat that experience.

      “I hope so.” I pulled the fish off the fire, dousing the flames. The logs sizzled, a small stack of gray smoke filling the air as my mate joined me. The fish was delicious, and too soon, it was gone.

      When we were dressed and our jugs of water were filled once more, I sat on the ground. “Will you keep watch, Dark One?”

      She tilted her head. “You’re going to See what is to come.”

      There was no question in her words—we were attuned to each other now. It was there it when we woke this morning. I couldn’t read her mind, but I felt her intentions as though they were my own. It must have been the same for her.

      “I am.”

      Tugging on my magic, I allowed the silver planes to engulf me. They drew me in, pulling me away from my bonded mate as I entered the home of the future.

      Only, the planes were not silver anymore. Not even a little bit. A black mist, as thick as ink, tainted nearly every path. Edged in darkness, an air of wrongness rose from them all.

      Bending, I ran several through my hands, one after the other. Visions slammed into me. The others were alive, hiking through a tunnel in this gods-damned mountain. Nonna was still in her cottage, thank Kydona. The merfolk were in Coral City, awaiting our call.

      In the north… my breath caught in my throat. Something was happening with the vampires. And then I ran my hands over yet another ribbon. This one was black and edged in flames. When I Saw what Xander’s sister had done, my head swam.

      I needed to leave.

      Dropping the ribbon, I flung myself back into my body and shook my head, drawing in a deep, shuddering breath.

      Ryllae darted over, concern filling her eyes. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “What did you See?”

      My throat trembled as I tried to reorient myself. Taking Ryllae’s hand, I gently pulled her to her feet before drawing her against me. “It’s the new queen. We must go, my love.”

      “Okay,” she said resolutely.

      I kissed to her forehead. “Promise me you’ll stay by my side?”

      She nodded. “I will.”

      “Everything is about to get worse, but I Saw the path out of here. If we move quickly, we will be out before nightfall.”

      The rest of the visions, I kept to myself. My dark princess didn’t need to know about them. Not right now. She was happy, and I would keep it that way for as long as I could. After all, if even a fraction of what I had Seen came into fruition, soon there would be no happiness for anyone in all the Four Kingdoms.

      Darkness was coming for us all.
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SAENA

        

      

    

    
      My heels clicked on the rough, snow-dusted cobblestones and my dress swept the light powder in a white cloud me as I walked back and forth in front of my gathered soldiers. Some had the pointed ears of elves, while others bore the signature marks of werewolves and shifters. There used to be humans in my army. Not anymore. That was the reason we gathered in this place today.

      The air was dry, but the scent of blood coated everything like a thick blanket. It might have turned the stomach of a being lesser than I, but the aroma invigorated me, sparking the dark magic in my veins. The draken within me practically purred at the smell.

      Death is here today, it said.

      I had never heard the creature so happy. Not that I blamed it. There was something about death that encouraged the song of my heart. It was the only thing that made me feel alive.

      The irony was delicious. If I had been in the mood to laugh, I probably would have done so. Unfortunately, the rows of soldiers dressed in bloody uniforms kneeling before me made laughter difficult. I glared at them instead. They were the reason I was here.

      All of them had failed me. Their actions had clarified one thing: the only warriors I could trust were my Winged Soldiers. The rest of Ithenmyr’s army was weak, at best. Only that could explain the current situation.

      I came to a stop in front of the first row. A few of the males trembled, as if they knew how disappointed I was in their behavior. They’d all be quaking before I was done with them. If they were lucky, that was all they would be doing.

      I would not hesitate to spill fresh blood today. I never hesitated when it came to bloodshed. That was why I was the queen, and they were a pitiful group of males.

      “You lot call yourselves soldiers?” I shook my head in disgust. “You are not worthy of such a title. Soldiers do their jobs. They get things done. They don’t come home covered in the blood of their fellow fighters, claiming defeat by a few vampires. Soldiers can complete the tasks their queen has given them.”

      I paused, giving them a moment to hear my words and truly understand them for what they meant. I wanted them to comprehend the depth of their failure, to know how disappointed I was in them.

      Barely a minute of silence had passed before someone a few rows back mumbled, “This bitch is not my queen.”

      He probably thought his words were lost in the wind, but he was wrong. Instantly, my hackles rose. The beast snarled within me, and red-hot anger surged through my veins. A roaring filled my ears, and I searched through the crowd for the source of the voice.

      “Who said that?” I asked, my words echoing over the now-silent square. The wind stopped blowing. The birds ceased chirping. No one dared breathe, let alone move.

      I searched through the kneeling soldiers. Most of them stared at the ground, quaking in fear—as they rightfully should. I heard the rumors; I knew they were calling me the Dragon Queen. That didn’t bother me. I liked the sound of that. It was fierce. Powerful. The moniker told my people exactly who they were dealing with.

      It was perfect for someone of my stature.

      There was only one soldier who dared to look at me. I met the elf’s brown eyes, and he had the audacity to smirk.

      Smirk, as if he were my equal and not a mere fighter in my army. He had a death wish. That much was clear.

      He doesn’t know who he’s dealing with, the beast crowed within me. Show them what it means to be the Dragon Queen.

      Eagerness pulsed through my veins in time with my dark magic. I clenched my fists, cracking my neck as I stared and stared at the audacious elf.

      Eventually, his throat bobbed, and he dipped his head.

      It was too late for regret. Too late for this soldier to show me the respect I was due. Too late for all of that.

      No one came against me and lived.

      Death was my ally, and unlike every single male in my life, it would not fail me.

      “You,” I said sharply, glaring at the disrespectful soldier. “Come here.”

      My voice rang out over the empty square. Adding to his blatant disrespect, the elf did not move. The others in his row shifted away from him, until he kneeled alone, surrounded by a circle of his comrades who refused to look his way.

      Still, he did not rise.

      With every second that passed, my anger grew. This soldier’s insolence was appalling. Did he somehow think I would allow this to go unpunished? First, he called me a bitch, thinking I wouldn’t hear him. Then he dared stare at me and now, he ignored me as if I were some common temple whore and not the queen of two entire gods-damned countries.

      No.

      This would not go unseen.

      The people of Ithenmyr needed to know who they were dealing with, and this idiot had just volunteered himself for the position.

      He still remained unmoving.

      With the sound of my blood roaring through my ears, what little patience I had snapped. Not that I had much of that, these days. It was tiring, being the supreme ruler of not one, but two countries.

      The beast within me growled as I extended my hand. Crimson ribbons tinged with black left my palm, swirling through the air. They shot through the crowd until they reached the insolent elf. He yelped, shooting his own red threads of power towards mine.

      As if he thought he could save himself now.

      With a twist of my wrist, my magic snuffed his out. He yelled as the ribbons turned into thick red cords, wrapping around him. I moved my hand, beckoning them to bring him to me.

      The soldier hovered over the remainder of my army, the magic carrying him to me before dumping him unceremoniously at my feet.

      “You,” I snarled. “You dared ignore me.”

      His eyes widened and the scent of fear leaked off him, the bitter aroma infiltrating my nostrils.

      Now he was scared. Too late.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

      He blinked, and his trousers darkened as a puddle formed beneath him.

      “Speak!” I commanded him. “You seemed to have no trouble talking a few moments ago.”

      Trembling, he croaked, “M-m-my deepest apologies, Y-y-your Majesty.”

      Crouching, I bent to his level. He shook so hard that he couldn’t even look at me. “Are you frightened by me now, little elf?”

      “Y-y-yes, Your Majesty.” His voice was so quiet, I had to strain to hear him.

      “Louder,” I ordered.

      “Yes,” he shouted. “I’m frightened.”

      I knew what kind of male this one was. The kind who spoke loudly, who thought himself larger than life and better than everyone else. The kind who postured themselves, who pretended like they deserved better than others, simply because they held themselves in high esteem.

      These males thought they were the gods’ gift to the world.

      I saw right through them. Males like this one were the worst. They were all liars, ridiculously self-absorbed, and when they were stripped down to their core, they were sniveling, conniving cowards.

      There was little I hated more than cowards whose “bravery” dried up at the first real threat. There was nothing worse than one who fled his responsibilities—or worse, who killed instead of dealing with them.

      I sneered at the soldier trembling before me. He had spoken as though he thought there would be no consequences.

      He was wrong.

      Keeping my voice cool, I said, “You should be scared of me. In fact, you should be terrified.”

      His face paled at my words. I stepped away from him, rising to my feet before eyeing the remainder of my army. “Let this be a lesson for those of you who survive this day. I am the queen now and I will not allow insolence. Anyone who speaks back to me will be sentenced to immediate death.”

      The soldiers gasped, and the male at my feet cried out. I did not feel even a twinge of pity for him.

      His sentence had been decided as soon as he opened his mouth and spoke. Reaching within myself, I pulled on my magic and shifted.

      My talons dug into the ground, and I roared. Smoke and ash tinged my maw, and I called on my fire. The elf’s screams were the sweetest music as he burned alive.

      Every single person in the Four Kingdoms would learn to fear the Dragon Queen—or die.
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XANDER

        

      

    

    
      When I first smelled the faint traces of the damp earth and heard the whisper of wind, it seemed like a trick of the mind. We had been under the mountain for so long that time itself felt distorted. Last night we had slept in this tunnel, sharing our dwindling bread rations in near silence before taking resting in shifts. If the dampness in the air was any indication, we would not have to sleep inside this mountain again.

      Aileana squeezed my hand, and a burst of excitement came through the bond. “Do you feel that, Xander?” she asked, practically bouncing on the balls of her feet. The purple orb of Kysha’s light moved with her, casting violet shadows on the stone walls. “The earth is calling for me. Its song is reverberating through my bones.”

      “We must be getting close.” I smiled, the sight of my mate’s joy kindling the fire of my own happiness.

      It was nice to see Aileana feeling better. She thought I didn’t notice, but I saw the way the stress of this quest was getting to her. She was nauseated, sleeping less than normal, and tiring far faster than she used to. I was going to have Nonna look at my mate when we got back. Then, maybe, we could arrange a small wedding. Something at Nonna’s cottage with our cobbled-together family.

      Let’s just get out of this gods-damned mountain and find the treasure, the dragon said. Then we can deal with everything else.

      That’s the plan, I replied.

      “Hold on.” My Earth Elf dropped my hand, pulling off her gloves and baring her skin.

      I wasn’t sure why we were stopping now, when the exit seemed so close, but I had long since learned the pointlessness of arguing with Aileana when she wanted to do something. It was much easier to just go along with whatever she had planned. Besides, we were almost out. What were a few more minutes beneath this mountain?

      Sighing, I ran my fingers over the hilt of my sword and leaned against the dark stone wall of the tunnel. Extending my senses, I listened to the life around us. I would not let our group fall prey to danger.

      Luckily, we were still alone. The soft hum of Kysha and Maiela’s voices came from behind me, but that was all I heard. Nothing else penetrated the silence of this mountain. Not the skittering of mice on the shale, not the chirping of insects. Not even water dripping on walls. This place was empty. The spiders that weren’t truly spiders had never returned, leaving the city as silent and empty as a mausoleum.

      Maiela and Kysha grew closer, and I stopped listening to give them privacy.

      In front of me, Aileana crouched, placing her hands flat on the ground. Her skin glowed, the tattoos flaring as she poured her magic into the land. My mate hummed a wordless tune, and a feeling of content came through the bond as she shut her eyes. Her body swayed from side-to-side, and she exhaled softly.

      I would never tire of watching her. Aileana was incredible, wielding her magic like an extension of herself. Proficient with both her daggers and her power, she was the definition of a fierce female.

      And she was mine.

      There was no one luckier than I in all the Four Kingdoms.

      A few minutes later, footsteps approached. I straightened as Kysha and Maiela rounded the corner. Their purple lights bobbed in front of them as they came toward me, eyeing Aileana’s prone form.

      “Does she do this a lot?” Kysha asked when Aileana didn’t even look up at the two of them.

      I shrugged. “It comes and goes. The pressure of her magic becomes too much to bear, and she needs to let it out.”

      “She must have an immense amount of power,” Maiela murmured.

      A rustling of fabric came from my mate, followed by a cheeky, “I do.”

      My gaze dropped to Aileana as she lifted her hands, dusting them on her cloak and grinning.

      “Feel better?” I asked.

      “Much,” she said, with an air of excitement in her voice. “I’m glad you’re all here. Let’s go. The exit is nearby.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Aileana pulled on her gloves and practically bounded down the tunnel. The purple orb followed her, casting violet shards of light on our rocky surroundings.

      Hurrying after her, my long strides soon did away with the distance between us. By the time I was at my mate’s side once more, the scent of fresh air tinged with a hint of smoke and damp earth was all I could smell. The dark tunnels had lightened to a paler shade of gray, the natural light a welcome blessing after the darkness.

      Aileana stopped as the opening of the tunnel came into view. A breeze ruffled her red hair, and she grinned, raising a brow.

      “Hurry, everyone,” she said with enthusiasm, appearing to be holding back a smile. “There’s something here you want to see.”

      I think your mate has been keeping some secrets; the dragon remarked.

      It certainly would appear that way. Hoping they were secrets of the good variety, I moved towards Aileana. Placing my hands on her shoulders, I kissed her head. She hummed against me, and my body warmed. I would never grow tired of being around her.

      Somehow, I loved Aileana more with each passing day. When we first met, I resented the mating bond between us. I hadn’t known that in bonding, we would become something more. That the connection between us would be powerful, deep, and overwhelmingly intense. No one had ever told me that love could be so devastating, crushing, and life-changing.

      My entire world revolved around Aileana.

      What are you hiding, Sunshine? I asked as she brushed a teasing, feather-light kiss over my mouth.

      A gentle laugh came through our connection. Go ahead and see, dragon of mine, she replied. The earth may have shared something with me.

      It’s good news, I hope.

      The best, was her giddy reply.

      Hope burned like a raging fire within me. Giving her one final kiss—because who could resist when their mate was so stunning—I took her hand and laced our fingers together. Such a simple act, and yet even that sparked the connection between us. The mating bond hummed as we moved as one down the tunnel.

      The moment I stepped out into the forest, hope gave way to pure, unfettered happiness. A massive grin broke out on my face as relief flooded through me.

      “Daegal!” Relief was evident in Maiela’s voice as she darted towards the small grove of snow-covered trees up ahead. The sun was dipping below the horizon, the last rays of light shining as day gave in to the night’s call. Hidden in the woods, their heads bent in conversation, were Daegal and Ryllae. The princess wore Daegal’s cloak, and they were missing one of their packs, but other than that, they looked fine.

      My old friend straightened, turning as a grin broke out on his face. He ran towards his sister, with Ryllae following close behind.

      “Mai,” the Fortune Elf said in an exhale. He wrapped his arms around his twin, pulling her tight against him. Maiela’s feet lifted off the ground as she fell into the hug, and the air lightened. Kysha joined the hug, and the three of them wept silently for some time.

      The scene was remarkably moving, and beside me, Aileana sniffled. There is such beauty in reunions, she said.

      I pulled my mate against my chest, wrapping my arms around her and holding her to me.

      Eventually, Maiela let out a ragged sob. “We thought you were dead. We searched the city numerous times, but we couldn’t find a trace of you.”

      Daegal shook his head. “We would have died, but Ryllae saved us both.”

      He sighed, running a hand through his hair as he told us about waking in the dark with Ryllae next to him. It sounded like the princess’ magic had cushioned them both from the fall. Daegal shared about the strange wind that urged him forward and the silent tunnels he traveled through.

      “Eventually, I woke,” Ryllae said.

      “We moved as quickly as we could,” Daegal added. He and Ryllae shared a look, and he coughed. “With some… stops, of course.”

      Maiela hugged the Death Elf. “Thank you for saving my brother,” she said sincerely. “Thank you so much.”

      “Always,” Ryllae whispered.

      Daegal shifted, pulling the princess toward him. The movement inched up his sleeve, revealing new red and silver markings on his arm.

      “I knew it!” Aileana squealed. Turning to me, she put her hands on her hips. “I told you there was something between them.”

      Chuckling, I pressed my lips to her hair. “Yes, you did.”

      Maiela raised a brow. “Something you forgot to tell me, brother?”

      The Fortune Elf opened his mouth as though to reply, but before he could, Ryllae spoke.

      “We’re fated mates,” she said, her voice quiet. “Daegal and I.”

      “Mates,” Kysha echoed.

      Ryllae nodded, twisting her hands in front of her as her wide blue eyes glanced between Kysha and Maiela. “The three of us don’t know each other all that well yet, but I was hoping that with time—”

      “We don’t need any,” Kysha broke in.

      “Welcome to the family.” Maiela grinned.

      Countless hugs and congratulations went through the group. That happiness bubbled up inside of me, and I felt… joy. Despite the darkness, this was cause for celebration. Even my dragon agree.

      The Chosen Six, reunited once more.

      Eventually, we broke apart. The sun had set, giving its place to the moon, but the sky was clear. Stars shone, and though the air was cool, it wasn’t as inhospitable as it should have been at this time of year. It did not take much for everyone to agree that spending a night under the stars was preferable to sleeping inside the mountain yet again.

      “Besides, then we can get a start early in the morning,” Aileana reasoned.

      No one argued. I was fairly certain we all would have nightmares about those spider-like creatures for the rest of our lives.

      Soon, we had scouted out the perfect spot in the trees for our camp. Extending my senses, I listened to the forest. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Foxes, squirrels, and other small animals went about their business, but for the most part, it was quiet.

      With a wave of her hand and the help of her earth magic, Aileana formed three tent-like structures out of vines and moss. Each one stood a good distance from the others, the tents somehow simultaneously blending into the forest and standing apart. In the meantime, I dragged logs into a circle, forming a pit before starting a fire using dried kindling from my pack.

      As we waited for our companions to return with dinner and firewood—Maiela and Kysha had assured us that this time, they would find some fuel—a peaceful quiet enveloped Aileana and me. The companionable silence was a warm respite from our recent adventures.

      The fire crackled, the orange flames making quick work of the kindling. I added a larger log, settling in and watching it burn as Aileana finished with the shelters. When she was done, she slipped on the log beside me, resting her head against my shoulder and releasing a contented sigh.

      “It’s so nice to be alone, Xander,” she murmured. A sense of longing laced her words, echoing the feelings lodged deep in my soul. “I’ve missed you.”

      I kissed her deeply. “Same.”

      She sighed, snuggling in closer. The fire hissed and popped, and we sat in silence for a few minutes before Aileana spoke again.

      “In my tower, I was alone all the time.”

      A pang went through me. I hated that my mate had spent years on her own, without anyone else. I would kill the king again if he wasn’t already dead for what he had done to my mate. Every time I touched the scars on her back, fresh rage filled me.

      I wondered what was bringing up these thoughts. Aileana so rarely talked about her time in the tower, and I didn’t often ask question. She didn’t seem to like talking about it, which was understandable. We all had our own ways of dealing with our trauma. Some of us left it in the past; others learned how to fight back; and others still spoke about it until the pain was gone.

      Eventually I said, “I imagine that was difficult.”

      “Terribly so,” she whispered. “Even when Matthias trained me, it wasn’t enough. I was always lonely.”

      A pang ran through me at her admission. I hated that she’d had to deal with this.

      No one deserved to live alone, especially not someone as vibrant, fierce, and spunky as Aileana.

      “Are you lonely now?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No. Now I just want to be alone with you.” She shifted, kissing me softly. “I could never be lonely with you, Xander.”

      “I feel the same way.” Cupping Aileana’s chin, I drew her mouth back to mine. Her lips parted, and my tongue danced with hers. She moaned as we kissed, the small animals of the forests our only witnesses. A fire blazed within me, one that belonged solely to my mate. I thought about picking her up right then and bringing her into the tent to have my way with her, but before I could decide, a branch cracked in the distance.

      Aileana broke apart just as Kysha and Maiela returned with logs in hand, this time. The others were quick to follow, and soon, the six of us sat around the fire dining on roasted rabbit.

      Conversation flowed, but all I could think about was getting Aileana alone. The kiss had started something that I absolutely wanted to finish. Minutes passed in agonizing slowness as I waited for it to be late enough that we could leave without drawing too much attention to ourselves.

      When the moon was high, the stars illuminating the forest, Aileana arched her back like a cat. She raised her arms above her head, showing off every delicious curve that made up her body. Yawning, her mouth twitched as she glanced at me suggestively.

      “Well, it’s late and I’m exhausted. I think I will turn in.” She stood, dusting off her leggings and giving me the perfect view of her ass before she looked over her shoulder. “Are you coming to bed, Xander?”

      Bolting to my feet so quickly that the log shook beneath me, I said, “Yes.” Forcing a dramatic yawn, I turned to the others. “It seems I, too, am exhausted.”

      Daegal coughed, making a crude joke under his breath. His twin sister snickered, and I glared at both the Fortune Elves. There was no venom in my stare, though, and I patted him on the shoulder as I passed him by. “Good to have you back, brother.”

      “Likewise.” Daegal smiled, and he placed his hands on his Death Elf’s shoulders. She sat between his legs, leaning against his chest as she stared into the fire. Her horns brushed the bottom of his chin, but he didn’t seem to mind. “Ryllae and I can take the first watch.”

      A snarky retort rose to the tip of my tongue, but before I could, a burst of amusement came through the bond.

      Elyxander, I seem to have misplaced my clothes, Aileana said suggestively. Can you help me find them?

      Ignoring the catcalls coming from our companions, I turned and ran towards the structure Aileana had built. They could have their own fun. I was finally going to be alone with my bonded mate. Dropping to my knees, I pulled apart the curtain made of ivy and crawled into the lean-to.

      “How does one lose their clothes…” My voice trailed off and my breath caught in my throat as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. Aileana sat cross-legged on the other side of the small shelter, completely naked. A carpet of moss was beneath her, and the moonlight illuminated the curves of her body. The green tattoos that covered her from her collarbone to her toes glowed faintly, casting a soft light inside the tent. Her missing garments were folded in a pile next to the daggers at her feet.

      I smirked. “Found your clothes.”

      A throaty laugh escaped Aileana, and her shoulders shook. Her breasts bounced with the movement, and I inhaled sharply as want rushed through me.

      “So, you did. Well done.” Aileana canted her head, revealing the sharp, pointed tip of one ear. She raised a brow, meeting my gaze. “Are you coming in, dragon of mine?”

      “An army of Winged Soldiers couldn’t stop me,” I growled. It had been far too long since I’d had the opportunity to spend time with my mate. Seeing her here, naked, willing, and waiting for me, ignited a fire within me.

      Aileana gasped as I darted inside the makeshift structure, causing the vines to shake as I disrobed with the speed of a starving male who had finally been offered some food.

      And I was starving for my mate. I would take whatever Aileana would give me. Even a single kiss would provide me with sustenance to survive for days. But I wanted a lot more than just a kiss. I was greedy, and I needed to feel my mate beneath me.

      Dropping my sword next to her weapons, I kneeled before Aileana wearing nothing but the necklace containing the map. The top of my head rubbed against the branches acting as the roof, and I smirked as the entire structure shook around us. “It’s a little tight in here, Sunshine.”

      Aileana smiled. “It is, but it’ll do for what I have in mind.”

      “Oh?” I waggled a brow, taking her hand in mine. “What was that?”

      Her tongue darted out, wetting her lips. “Would you believe me if I said I was tired and wanted to go to sleep?”

      A deep growl rumbled through me. “I would not.”

      Putting aside the matter of the obvious want pulsing through our bond, her eyes were dilated and dark. She watched my every movement and her lips parted as the scent of our mutual desire filled the air.

      She laughed, the sound like wind chimes dancing in the summer breeze. “I thought that would be the case.” She uncrossed her legs, moving in the small space as she pulled me over her, until her back rested on the bed of moss. “Then I suppose it’s a good thing I’m not tired, Xander.”

      Her hand wrapped around my neck, and she drew me towards her. Our lips met in a fiery kiss that spoke of our matching need for each other. My skin burned where it touched hers, and heat roared through my veins. I yearned to touch her everywhere at once, to show her how much I had missed this—how much I had missed her.

      I nipped the bottom of Aileana’s lip, and she moaned, arching her back into me and pressing our bodies together.

      “More, Elyx,” she pleaded.

      How could I deny a request such as hers?

      My hands landed on her chest, and I traced her markings with my fingers and tongue, moving slowly towards my favorite part of her body. Soft, low moans escaped her lips as she moved beneath my touch. Every breath, every whimper that came from her lips was music to my ears. I would never tire of this. No matter how many times we came together, it was never enough.

      When she was begging for more, I captured her lips with mine. Her legs wrapped around my hips, and that fire within me burst into flame as we became one.

      Nothing else mattered.

      She was mine, and I was hers.

      Forever.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, it was still dark outside. A frigid breeze blew into the lean-to, and I shivered. Sliding my arm out from beneath Aileana, I carefully pulled on my trousers before laying my cloak over my sleeping mate. Hastily drawing my tunic over my head, I grabbed my sword and scabbard before making my way into the forest. Walking over to the fire—though at this point, it was little more than dying embers—I stretched and rolled my neck. Kysha and Maiela sat next to each other, their eyes heavy as they murmured softly. Their bows were at their feet, strung and ready in the event that unwanted intruders stumbled upon our camp.

      “Why don’t the two of you get some sleep?” I suggested, taking a seat on the log opposite them. Drawing my sword, I placed it across my lap. “I’ve got it from here.”

      “Thank you, Xander,” Kysha said. “It’s been an uneventful night so far.”

      “Hopefully it stays that way.” Patting the hilt of my sword, I raised a brow. “One can never be too careful.”

      A few minutes later, the married pair were in their tent. Their voices were little more than murmurs on the wind as I withdrew my map and laid it flat on my lap. The flickering, fading firelight cast shadows on the parchment as my fingers ran over the path we’d followed. We were getting close. Eager anticipation bubbled in my stomach as I studied the map. We were out of the mountain, and a river was the only thing separating us from our destination.

      The dragon growled at the thought of finally uncovering the treasure. This moment was a century in the making—ever since that dreadful day when I found my village in embers, I had been searching for the pieces of my map.

      Victory was so close; I could practically taste it. Solving this puzzle and finding the Gilded Amulet was the win we desperately needed.

      A branch cracked behind me. I flung my head up, tightening my grip on the hilt of my sword as I stood in one swift movement. A soft laugh reached my ears, and my shoulders relaxed.

      “Easy there, Xander,” said Daegal. “It’s just me. I Saw that you were awake, and I thought we should talk.”

      There wasn’t a single thing about that sentence that made me feel at ease. Unfortunately, I knew that when a Fortune Elf got it in their head that they needed to speak with you, there was no way around it.

      I sat back down and Daegal took a seat across the fire from me as I folded up the map and put it away.

      “What did you want to talk about?” I asked.

      My friend’s eyes were troubled, filled with worry, and a pit formed in my stomach. Daegal’s visions were rarely good, but I could already tell this was going to be bad. The Fortune Elf gnawed on his lip, and with every passing moment, trepidation thickened the air.

      “Tell me, Daegal,” I said gruffly. “I can take it.”

      He cracked his neck; the sound echoing through the forest as he rubbed his newly marked hand over his temples. “It’s your sister,” he admitted.

      That trepidation gave way to full-blown dread. It was like watching a maelstrom approach—I knew it was going to be bad, but there was nothing I could do except wait for it to hit. “What has Saena done now?”

      Daegal groaned. “That’s not the question you should be asking.”

      Foreboding filled me, and my stomach churned. Clenching my fists, I said, “Tell me.”

      “She’s done… everything you could imagine. Ithenmyr is running red with blood.”

      “What else?” My voice was deep, and I clenched the hilt of my sword.

      “They’re calling her the Dragon Queen, Xan.”

      I swore, and for a moment, there were no words between us.

      My old friend sighed. “That’s not the worst of it, though. The things I’ve Seen… they aren’t fit for anyone’s ears.”

      “I need to hear them,” I said. “If you can tell me.”

      Daegal ran a hand over his face. “Give me a minute.”

      I wasn’t going anywhere. Running my hand over the hilt of my sword, visions of Saena as a small child flashed through my mind.

      “Come here, Saena-bug,” I yelled, chasing my sister through the woods.

      She laughed, her black hair escaping its plait as she wove around the trees. “You’ll never catch me, Elyxander.” A giggle filled the air as she taunted me. “I’m the fastest of them all!”

      Every day, we played in the same forest. Every day, she said the same thing.

      She had never won this game yet.

      That memory dissolved, another taking its place.

      “Come on, Elyx,” Saena whined, pulling on my arm. “I wanna play with Teli.”

      She was four, maybe five, at this time. Her head barely came halfway up my chest, and her black braids hung to her waist, swinging as she tried to move my body. Even now, I was much larger than her, and Saena could not move me.

      “Mama said we have to come back for dinner when the sun is setting.” I glanced at the sky, frowning. “It’s not safe for us to be out alone.”

      She pouted, her hands on her hips. “Why not?”

      Sighing, I bent and gestured for Saena to climb on. She clambered onto my back like a monkey, weaving her hands around my neck. I grabbed her spindly legs, holding her tight against me. “You know why. We must be careful.”

      She scoffed, the sound so dragon-like that I thought for a moment she had shifted behind me. “I hate being careful. It’s so boring.”

      More visions flashed in quick succession. Saena twirling her doll as she laughed with the other dragon shifters in our village. Me chasing her around, playing tag in the yard in front of our humble cottage. The first time Saena shifted. The two of us flying together in the sky, speaking through the mental connection all shifted dragons had. The last night before Mama died, the three of us sitting at the kitchen table, eating and laughing together.

      But that was the past. Those memories were so old, they were nothing more than reminders of the life I’d once lived.

      Just like that, the happiness I’d felt at spending time with my mate dissolved into thin air.

      Groaning, I ran my hands through my hair. “Tell me, Daegal,” I said. “I need to know. Saena is my responsibility.”

      Daegal’s brows furrowed. “Xander, her actions aren’t your fault. She’s a—”

      “Tell me,” I growled.

      Sighing, he began to speak. With every passing moment, that dread gave way to horror. Cold and bitter, it churned like a storm in my stomach.

      The little girl I had once known was long gone. Saena had become a monster, and she needed to be stopped. If not, the Four Kingdoms would run red with blood.

      I would do anything to stop that from happening.
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      Today I learned that even if something looked close on a map, it could still take hours to reach on foot. We had left our campsite early in the morning, and now the sun was high. My cheeks were warm, my stomach churned, and my muscles burned from exercise. I had sent my magic forward to encourage a particularly thick bramble to move off our path when I saw it.

      I stumbled to a stop, the ribbons I’d been weaving hovering in the air.

      “Do you think we should break for lunch…” Ryllae’s words trailed off as she came to stand next to me. “Oh.”

      I jerked my head, the movement barely a nod, as words continued to escape me. One by one, the rest of our party joined us, conversation slowly drying up until the wind was the only sound remaining.

      “It really is made of fire,” I whispered as Xander’s large hand landed on my shoulder. His presence was comforting, though it did not lesson the shock of the raging river in front of me. Somehow, the spider-skulls paled in comparison to this. A wall of heat came at us and sweat broke out on the back of my neck.

      “This is… interesting,” Xander said.

      That wasn’t the word I’d use. This was dangerous. Frightening, even.

      A babbling river ran before us, but there wasn’t a drop of water to be seen.

      “Lava,” Kysha breathed.

      So that’s what this was.

      Lava.

      Dangerous, hot, and deadly, it churned in front of us. This was not good. In fact, I’d go so far as to say that this was especially bad.

      The bright red liquid moved at an incredible speed. As if the fire wasn’t bad enough, this particular location looked like a death trap.

      I was growing especially tired of those.

      There wasn’t a single trace of snow in sight, and the ground here was dark and singed, as though every so often, the lava jumped out of the river and burned the earth.

      Delightful.

      In all the books I’d read, I’d never heard of this. I shouldn’t have been surprised. High King Edgar had been keeping me to breed, not to learn about strange occurrences such as this. Although judging by the terrain we’d already crossed, it was fair to say that wherever we were, this was a magical place. Well-hidden from the rest of Ithenmyr, evidently there hadn’t been anyone else here for years.

      I tried to draw in a breath, but the air burned as it went into my lungs. Steam rose from the unnatural flames, and a sulfuric smell seared into my nostrils. The lava wasn’t contained in one spot. Instead, the river was wide and ran as far as the eye could see.

      As if the molten lava wasn’t bad enough, the forest did not continue on the other side. Instead, an enormous mountain the color of raven’s wings towered in front of us. Three times the size of the mountain that housed Vlarone, the capital of Ithenmyr, this one stretched toward the heavens.

      “What does the compass say, Aileana?” Xander asked.

      The compass. Of course. Thank Kydona, someone was still thinking properly. Reaching into my pocket, I withdrew Olwine’s gift and popped open the lid. The needle spun three times before pointing directly in front of us. I cursed, glaring at the circular object. What were we supposed to do? Cross this spitting river of flames and then… what? Just stand on the shore of the mountain and wait?

      Could you shift and fly us over the river? I asked Xander.

      His brows furrowed, and he glanced between me and the mountain. Even if I did, I’m not sure it would be safe to land on the other side.

      I sighed. That’s what I thought.

      The next steps were lost to me.

      “I think I know what to do.”

      I looked over my shoulders as Kysha dropped her bag on the ground beside me.

      “You do?” Daegal and Xander asked in unison.

      “Mhmm,” was the halfling’s reply.

      Apparently, that was all she was going to say as she bent, rifling through the contents of her pack. She muttered under her breath for a few minutes, shifting through the bag. “Found it!”

      The halfling stood, hugging Nonna’s grimoire to her chest. “Tell them, Mai.”

      All of us turned to Maiela, who draped her arm across her wife’s shoulders. “Kysha and I had the same dream last night.”

      My eyes widened. Shared dreams were practically unheard of. Even I, with my sheltered upbringing, knew they were signs of the gods. They were even rarer than fated mates. To be honest, I’d thought they were the things of myths.

      “What was the dream?” Ryllae asked.

      The wives exchanged a glance.

      “It’s probably better if Kysha just shows you,” Maiela said.

      “You might not believe it, otherwise,” the halfling added.

      Xander and I glanced at each other.

      After a moment, I nodded. “It sounds like this is our only plan. Do you need anything from us?”

      Kysha shook her head. “Just your patience.”

      “Take all the time you need,” I assured her. “After all, we don’t have anywhere else to be.” I tried to smile, but I was fairly certain it came out as more of a grimace. What else could we do? We hadn’t come all this way just to be bested by bubbling and hissing lava, even if said flames were snapping at us.

      Flipping open Nonna’s grimoire, Kysha handed the book off to her wife before taking out the small parchment Olwine had given her from Maiela.

      I watched with interest—I hadn’t seen the halfling use her magic often. When she’d used it on me, glamouring me to hide my appearance so we could sneak into Vlarone, the outcome had been… less than desired. The glamour had slipped, and we had nearly been caught by Winged Soldiers.

      Hopefully, today would go better.

      Xander moved, leaning against a nearby tree, and he beckoned me to join him. As soon as my back hit his front, his arms locked around me and he held me against his chest. Memories of what we’d done in the lean-to flitted through my mind, and I tilted my head, giving him a kiss.

      “It’s time,” Maiela announced.

      My attention snapped to the riverbank. Kysha had shed her cloak, and now she stood with her arms outstretched. Her long hair, a brown so dark it was almost black, whipped around her with the force of an unseen wind.

      Kysha’s eyes were closed, and she chanted, her words too low to hear. Violet ribbons flowed from her hands at an incredible rate. My magic reacted at the sight, humming in my veins, but I tamped it down. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but I wanted to be prepared for anything. My fingers crept to the dagger sheathed on my thigh, the weapon a welcome weight in the face of the unknown.

      No one spoke as Kysha worked. Her chanting continued, the hissing lava a backdrop to her words, and my heart pounded. Moments like this reminded me that the Light Elf halfling had an abundance of power. Most Light Elves had a fraction of Kysha’s strength. Maybe it was her witch’s blood, or maybe it was something else, but her power called to mine.

      It was strange to have so many powerful females in one place. Me, Ryllae, Kysha, and Maiela. Not for the first time, I realized what a strong hand fate had in our lives.

      When the violet ribbons in the air counted in the hundreds, Kysha opened her eyes. They were as white as alabaster. I gasped, but Maiela did not seem concerned as she handed her wife the grimoire.

      Kysha’s eyes brightened impossibly further, her eyes glowing as she rested Olwine’s slip of paper over the open book. The halfling spoke in a low, deep voice that seemed to echo all around us. The language she uttered was new to me, harsh and full of short syllables and clipped words.

      She chanted for what felt like hours. Absolute stillness fell around us. The violet ribbons hung in the air and the forest was silent. My heartbeat sounded like drums, and I shifted from one foot to the other as she worked. The sun crested the sky, Xander’s comforting hold on me never wavered, and still, Kysha chanted.

      Eventually, her tone shifted. Her words became something lilting and almost mournful as they hit the air. A deep, ancient part of me recognized them, and my magic pulsed in my veins. Before I knew what was happening, green ribbons slipped from my palms. They darted into the forest behind us, sinking into the earth.

      Kysha’s voice increased in both volume and intensity, until finally, the violet threads of magic moved. As one, they wove themselves together under the halfling’s direction, forming a shimmering, purple wall in front of the fiery river.

      Xander inhaled sharply, and his demeanor changed in an instant. Gone was the relaxed male holding me against him. In his place was a warrior.

      Someone is coming, he said through the bond. He released me, and metal zinged at the same time that leaves rustled in the forest. I stiffened, drawing my dagger and whipping my head around, only to let out a shaky laugh.

      Kethryllian, the Guardian of the Appointed Ones, stood a few feet away from me. He was unchanged in appearance, the bark that made up his skin shimmering in the sunlight as he dipped his head. His antlers touched the side of my cloak, and his presence brushed against my mind.

      “What is that?” Ryllae asked in a low voice, inching closer to us.

      Xander relaxed, lowering his sword as the deer nodded in his direction. “That’s Kethryllian,” he whispered. “He’s… Aileana’s. Sent from the gods.”

      “Oh,” Ryllae said.

      She glanced over at Daegal, who placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Princess.”

      Greetings, High Lady of Life. Kethryllian’s voice rumbled in my mind. I have received your summons.

      This wasn’t the first time I had called him by accident, and I supposed it probably wouldn’t be the last. Things like this wouldn’t happen if someone trained me in the ways of my magic. But there was no one else left. Everything I knew, I learned it myself. Trial and error was a messy way to educate oneself.

      I didn’t exactly mean to call you, I admitted to the majestic deer.

      He snorted, brushing his nose against my hand. No matter. I am here, now.

      That was true. The presence of the Guardian was comforting. Glancing behind me, I took in the growing wall. It was thick and dark, but Kysha was still chanting.

      Do you know what we are supposed to do? I asked Kethryllian.

      His voice was low in my mind as he rumbled, You are walking down the correct path, High Lady.

      Immense relief flooded through me at that. I had assumed that was the case, because we were following the map and using the compass, but this confirmation was an approval I didn’t know I needed.

      I told this to Kethryllian, and he smiled. At least as much as a deer made of bark could smile. I shall remain until you no longer require me. It has been many years since anyone has summoned the bridge and opened the Gate. I must admit, I am eager to see it built once again.

      His words piqued my interest, but before I could say anything else, Kysha gasped. She flung her arms out at her sides, dropping the scrap of parchment as she unfurled her hands. Violet light burst from her chest, bathing the entire forest in magic. The purple wall shimmered, and a loud crack sounded in the air.

      Xander shifted, widening his legs and rolling back his shoulders as he prepared to fight.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Daegal push Ryllae behind him, drawing his sword as Maiela moved beside her wife. For his part, Kethryllian simply tilted his head. He did not seem at all concerned.

      The moment stretched on as the violet light poured from Kysha’s chest. The shimmering, opaque wall brightened until a fissure appeared in the middle of it. Small at first, it quickly expanded to cover the entire barrier.

      Kysha dropped her hands, drawing in a deep breath. White light flashed, blinding me. Beside me, Xander swore colorfully.

      When my vision returned, I blinked several times, but the scene in front of me did not change. A massive bridge made of pearly white stone so bright it hurt my eyes ran over the river. It shimmered in the sunlight, and even though the lava raged beneath it, not a single part of the expansive structure was singed or showed any sign of being affected by the flames.

      But that wasn’t the most shocking part.

      No, the reason Xander continued to swear, drawing on his extensive vocabulary, was the Spirit standing on the other side of the bridge. Unlike the Spirits of the Woods and the Waters, this one had no true form. Not really.

      Where Myhhena’s corporeal form consisted of leaves and twigs, giving her the appearance of being at least partially formed, this new Spirit’s entire body was made of the brightest swirling flames. Much like the boiling lava, the Spirit burned red and yellow and orange, somehow taking just enough shape to know that the being before us was a female. She tilted her head, her eyes blazing embers.

      “Is everyone seeing this?” Ryllae’s voice trembled, and she raised a shaky finger, pointing across the bridge. “Or am I—”

      “It’s real, Dark One,” Daegal reassured her in a deep voice. “I see it, too.”

      Kethryllian’s front legs dipped, and he bowed before the Spirit made of molten fire. I followed suit, and the rustling of fabric told me my companions quickly did the same.

      “Greetings, weary travelers,” the being said in a powerful, eternal, and majestic voice. “I am called Inferna, Spirit of the Flames, and Safe Keeper of the Resting Place of the Ancient Ones. I see you travel in good company.”

      At that, the Guardian of the Appointed Ones lifted his head. He stepped forward toward the radiant river, stopping only once his hooves touched the white stone bridge.

      “It has been many centuries since our last encounter,” Kethryllian replied, his voice reverent. “I am pleased to see you remain in good health.”

      The Spirit laughed, the flames of her body rippling in the air. “I am… here,” she said. “Good health is debatable. As you know, the situation is dire. I would be remiss to say I was in good health knowing the state of our land.”

      “Of course,” the Guardian said delicately. “My apologies.”

      “Let us think nothing of it,” the Spirit replied. She raised her hands and sparks flit around them as she hovered over the stone bridge. “Who have you brought with you?”

      Kethryllian moved, coming beside me once more. His antlers nudged my hip. Stand, he whispered in my mind.

      I obeyed, thankful that my body was strong and did not tremble in spite of the fear coursing through my veins. It was one thing to be mated to a dragon shifter who breathed fire, another to be in the presence of a Spirit made entirely of flames.

      Warmth and reassurance came down the bond. Xander’s hand grazed the back of my thigh, his message clear.

      He was here if I needed him.

      Take off your hood, Kethryllian said.

      I slid it off, dipping my head respectfully toward the Spirit of the Flames.

      “Greetings, Inferna.” My voice was soft, but strong. This wasn’t the first Spirit I’d met, and though I was scared, I wouldn’t let her know it. “My name is Aileana of the House of Corellon. I am the daughter of Uhna and granddaughter of Niona, and I am the Protectress of the Woods, the Keeper of the Earth, and the High Lady of Life.”

      I kept my gaze trained on the bubbling lava, watching as it hissed and sizzled, while Inferna’s eyes swept over me.

      “Interesting,” the Spirit of the Flames mused. “You’re an Earth Elf.”

      I nodded.

      “And you have a bonded mate.”

      These were not questions, but I answered anyway.

      Placing my hand on Xander’s shoulder, I met Inferna’s fiery bright embers as they stared at me. “This is Elyxander of the House of Ignis.”

      Xander straightened, and a look of what could only be described as delight entered Inferna’s eyes. She grinned, clapping her hands in the strangest, most mortal movement I’d ever seen a Spirit do.

      “A dragon shifter.” A laugh that sounded like embers popping in a fire erupted from her mouth. “Well, this is a treat. I have been waiting for so long; I never thought this day would come.”

      Before anyone could react, Inferna vanished in a flash of gold. I stared at the space where she had stood, only to hear Kethryllian chuckling.

      “She’ll be back,” the Guardian of the Appointed Ones said confidently.

      “Do you trust her, Kethryllian?” I asked. After Myhhena’s betrayal, I wasn’t certain I could trust any Spirits again. At least, not fully. But Kethryllian, I trusted. A deep part of me resonated with the Guardian, and I knew he was trustworthy.

      The deer nodded. “With my life,” he said. “Inferna is one of the Ancients. She hails the time before the Four Kingdoms were created. The Spirits existed long ago, even before the Dynasty of Roses. You are in good hands with her.”

      My brows furrowed. “Does that mean you’re leaving?”

      “Unless you need me?”

      I thought about it for a moment before shaking my head. “No, thank you.”

      “You know how to call me, High Lady of Life. Never hesitate to summon me; I am always available.”

      I thanked him, and Kethryllian’s form dissolved into shards of bark. Moments later, golden ribbons sparked in the air on the other side of the bridge.

      Inferna was back, but this time, she wasn’t alone. Two other Spirits had joined her. They were slightly smaller than Inferna, their forms equally made of flame, but unlike the first Spirit these newcomers appeared more… real. Less ethereal, somehow. It was their eyes; I realized after a moment. The other Spirits had life in their gazes, whereas Inferna’s were deep pits of fire.

      She stepped forward, hovering above the bridge. “It has been many years since a dragon shifter has laid eyes upon this place of old.” Her words rang out, echoing with ancient power. “Even more since they were mated with an Earth Elf.”

      Had this happened before? My brows furrowed, and a question rose to the tip of my tongue, but before I could ask it, Xander moved.

      My dragon shifter withdrew the map from its hiding place, holding it in his fist. “We were led here,” he said.

      “The dragon carries the map,” Inferna whispered loudly to the others, as if they couldn’t see the evidence with their own eyes.

      A snarky remark bubbled up within me, but a sharp glance from my mate had me swallowing it.

      Inferna raised a fiery brow, stepping forward. “We know the balance is broken.”

      This time it was Xander who groaned. We were all tired of hearing about the balance.

      The female made of radiant flames continued, ignoring him. “All the Spirits are crying out for the restoration of the way things were.”

      The second Spirit moved. “My name is Pyro,” he said, bowing as if we were in a ballroom and not standing in the middle of Ithenmyr, separated by a bridge running over molten, hissing lava. “We have been waiting many years for you.”

      This was becoming more and more intriguing with every passing second.

      “Kydona herself appointed us knowing that one day, there would be great strife in the Four Kingdoms.” The third Spirit swept her flaming arms to either side of her. “I am called Ember. Welcome to Shadowfell Mountain. This is the final leg of your quest, but in order to complete the tasks set upon you, each of you must pass the trials of old.”

      “What?” Xander snapped. “We’ve already survived multiple trials.”

      Inferna raised her brows. “Did you expect this quest to be easy, dragon?”

      “Nothing is ever easy,” he snarled, his fist curling at his side. “I’ve spent a gods-damned century piecing together this map, and now you’re telling me we are still not done?”

      His anger pounded through the bond, hot and fiery, just like the male beside me. Shifting ever so slightly, I slipped my hand into his before addressing the trio of Spirits.

      Maybe anger wasn’t the best route to go about this, but Xander was right. We had already done so much.

      “Please, we know about the broken balance,” I said. “There is much to do in Ithenmyr. We want to restore the country to the way things were, and we will do whatever it takes. If you could just give us the amulet—”

      “What has begun cannot be undone,” Pyro broke in, his tone of incredulity making it clear that this thread of questioning would not go anywhere. “The bridge has been summoned and the Gate has been opened. You can turn back now, but heed our words, Chosen Ones. When you step onto the bridge, you have made your choice. From that moment on, there is only one way out of Shadowfell Mountain, and that is with the Gilded Amulet in hand.”

      Maiela crossed her arms. “What happens if we choose not to cross the bridge?”

      “If you make that choice, you will forever lose access to this place of old.” Inferna’s voice deepened, echoing all around us. “The Gate does not open for just anyone. Kydona’s call is sacred, and those who reject it reject her.”

      The heavy weight of what this meant hung over me.

      “Can we talk about this?” I asked.

      Inferna dipped her head. “You may discuss, but be forewarned, High Lady of Life. The Gate will close at sundown, never to open for you again.”

      With that, the three Spirits of the Flames disappeared in a cloud of golden ribbons. We were alone once more.

      Dropping to the ground, I groaned. “I don’t know what I expected, but this is…”

      “A lot,” Ryllae finished for me. “It’s a lot.”

      A chorus of agreement rose from around my friends as we sat in a circle. The ground was dry, thanks to the lava, and the bubbling fire chased away any chill that might have been in the air.

      Xander pulled me against him. “Daegal and Maiela, can the two of you See what is to come?”

      The Fortune Elves nodded. “We can try,” Maiela said. “It’s mostly black, but…”

      “We’ll try,” Daegal said.

      Silver overtook both the Fortune Elves’ gazes, and we all seemed to hold a collective breath as we waited.

      It didn’t take long. The twins were gone for less than a minute before their eyes returned to their normal colors. The two of them exchanged a grim look, and my stomach sank.

      “What did you See?” I asked, needing to hear them say it.

      “Darkness,” Daegal said.

      I could have guessed that. There was always darkness these days. Always evil. Always bad things to come.

      “There is nothing good in the future,” Maiela added.

      Daegal drew Ryllae against him, rubbing his hand on her mating mark. “Things long unseen are awakening in Eleyta. The Prince of Darkness and his wife are in danger. The fae have gathered, darkness is spreading, and the vampires are stirring. The waters of the Indigo Ocean are turning inky. None of the Four Kingdoms are safe. Even if we did leave, I don’t know what our next step would be.”

      “There is nowhere to go,” Maiela added solemnly.

      Their heavy words hung over me like the weight of a thousand trees.

      “It seems we really only have one option,” Ryllae said in a voice so quiet I had to strain to hear her. “We came all this way. We didn’t go through all that with the spiders and the wolves just to turn back now.”

      She was right. Stopping now would be foolish, and I didn’t want to. Still, at the end of the day, the map belonged to Xander. This was his decision.

      “What do you think, Xander?” I asked, taking his large hand in mine. “After all, this is your map. Your quest. You should decide.”

      He drew in a breath, rubbing his temples. His frustration filled the bond, echoed by the scowl on his lips. “I hate that this isn’t over,” he said. “I hate that I’ve dragged you all into this.”

      “We came of our own accord, brother,” Daegal reminded him.

      “Still, I feel responsible.” Standing, Xander ran his hand through his hair, taking the long silver-white locks and twisting them into a bun at the top of his head before sheathing his sword. “I already know my answer. I will cross the bridge and travel through the Gate. If you don’t want to join me or if this is too much, I understand. I won’t force any of you to come along.”

      Pushing myself to my feet, I walked over to him. “Did you really think you would get rid of me that easily?” I asked, lacing my fingers through his as we stood near the white bridge.

      He shook his head. “I knew you’d come.”

      My lips twitched. “You were right.” I kissed him softly. “I’ll always follow you, Elyxander. There is nowhere on this planet you can go where I won’t find you.”

      The words, an echo of the promise Xander had made me when he rescued me from the Red Shadow, reverberated through my core.

      Daegal and Ryllae exchanged a look. Then he stood, offering a hand to his bonded mate. He pulled her against him. “You’re sure?” he whispered.

      “Yes,” was her quiet reply.

      He turned to us. “We’re coming.”

      Ryllae smiled, and red ribbons wove through her fingers. For the first time, I saw those crimson threads and I did not feel a single drop of fear. Maybe it was because we had both fought the spider-skulls in the mountain, or perhaps it was her bond with Daegal, but all I felt was happiness they were coming along.

      “If you’ll have us?” Ryllae asked.

      “Of course.” Xander nodded.

      Kysha and Maiela had risen to their feet and held each other tightly, their heads bent as they whispered. I wasn’t sure what they would do, so a flutter of surprise went through me when Maiela turned.

      “We’re in,” she said.

      My brows rose. “Really?”

      Kysha smiled. “It’s an adventure,” she said. “We love those.”

      “Then we have decided,” Xander decreed, drawing his sword. “Our journey continues.”

      One by one, we each drew our weapons. Xander’s hand tightened around mine, and we took the first steps onto the bridge together. Followed by our companions, we walked across the river of fire. The air was hot and sticky, and it felt like I was breathing in steam as we crossed the lava. With each step, the smell of sulfur grew stronger. When the gray rocks on the other side were only a few feet away, the air shimmered.

      My skin tingled, and my mating mark itched.

      “Do you feel that?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Xander squeezed my hand. “Don’t worry, Aileana. Whatever happens, I will protect you.”

      “Silly dragon,” I said. “I might be the one protecting you.”

      We took another step. The ground shook, swallowing up Xander’s reply. White light flashed. My mate’s grip on my hand tightened to the point of pain. Someone screamed.

      Blackness swallowed us whole.
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SAENA

        

      

    

    
      Six sniveling lords trembled in front of me as they prostrated themselves on the bloody floor of my throne room. None of them dared look at me for fear of becoming like the others.

      As for me, I reclined on my golden throne, tapping the gilded armrest as I waited for one of them to grow a pair and tell me what I wanted to know. Red ribbons tinged with black wove around my fingers, a reminder of the power thrumming a dangerous song in my veins.

      The beast writhed within me. This is taking far too long, it snarled. We should kill them all and be done with it.

      Its assessment was on point. This entire day was becoming tiresome. Already, my dragon and I had dispatched two dozen such males who had failed us.

      But they needed to answer my question.

      Why couldn’t anyone tell me what I wanted to know? It wasn’t as though I was asking them to deliver me the world on a silver platter. Just a map. One piece of parchment, showing me the way to the treasure owed to me. That was all.

      We had been at this all week, and yet, no one had any information of value. Day after day, failure after failure. How many more of these could I take?

      One of them sniffled, like a gods-damned child. He lifted his head, his blue eyes wide as he looked at me.

      “Please, Your Majesty,” he begged, his voice cracking as tears ran down his cheeks. “We don’t know where it is. I’ve personally dispatched stewards to every single village in my land. None of them have any knowledge of a map.”

      The others whispered their agreement, echoing the sniffling lord’s story with slight variations.

      A growl rumbled through my chest, and my knuckles turned white as I gripped the armrest. “Then you are useless. Just like everyone else.”

      “Please—”

      I didn’t even wait to see which one of the failures spoke. Crimson ribbons flooded out of me, washing over the lords in a magical, deadly wave. I clenched my fist and smiled as their screams filled the air. My magic tore their bodies apart from the inside out, covering the floor and walls in red.

      It was oddly beautiful, the sight of death. Like an artist’s strokes on a canvas, blood coated the throne room, reminding everyone who was in charge.

      At least my magic wasn’t failing me. No.

      My magic and my dragon were the only two trustworthy things in my life. Even Ranor, though he was proving competent in the bedroom, would never earn my trust.

      I had learned long ago never to trust anyone but myself.

      When the lords were no longer a problem, I shook my head. There was only one place left to search. Anger surged through me, and I slammed my fist into my throne.

      “Your Majesty?” a Winged Soldier standing nearby asked.

      “Everyone is failing me,” I snarled, smoke billowing from my mouth.

      He paled. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      At least he didn’t deny it.

      Storming off my dais, I shook my head. “I suppose if I want things done right, I will have to do them myself.” Wading through the rivers of blood, I went to the doors, yanking them open.

      “Ranor!” I screamed.

      The Winged Soldier materialized from the shadows. His face paled as he took in the crimson stains on my gown, but to his credit, his voice did not shake when he said, “Yes, my queen?”

      “We are leaving this wretched place.” I turned, my bloody black gown sweeping behind me and leaving trails of death as I stormed through the halls. Servants scurried out of the way, their faces turning white as they caught sight of me.

      Good.

      Everyone should fear the Dragon Queen.

      His hurried footsteps followed me. “Leaving?”

      Good gods. All males were the same. Idiots. Even though Ranor had proven himself to be loyal and adequate in bed—two qualities which I found useful, at least for the moment—he was still as incompetent as the rest of his kind.

      “Yes,” I said snidely. “Leaving. No one else can tell me where the map leading to my amulet is, so I’m going to find it myself.” I stopped, looking him in the eye. “Are you a coward like the others, Ranor? Or will you follow me?”

      His eyes widened, and his throat bobbed. He snapped his wings behind his back, shaking his head. “Not at all, Your Majesty. I shall follow you to the ends of the Four Kingdoms.”

      “Good.” I walked away from him as I went to hunt down the Captain of the Guard. “Pack my bags and meet me on the roof. We shall depart within the hour.”
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        * * *

      

      The wintery wind blew tendrils of hair in front of my eyes as I stared at the gathered guards. Fifty Winged Soldiers stood before me, their arms crossed and their wings tight against their backs as they waited for my direction.

      None of them, not even Ranor, dared look at me. I walked over the black vines crawling over the roof, my footsteps echoing in the afternoon air.

      “Is there anything you’d like to say before we leave?” I asked.

      The howling, screaming wind was my only response. Not one soldier spoke. That was good. At least they understood who they were dealing with. I would not tell them to follow me. Either they would come, or I would kill them.

      There was no room for questions in my kingdom. I was the queen, and they would do as they were told. These soldiers, like all the other beings in Ithenmyr, belonged to me.

      And when the amulet is in our hands, no one will stop us, the beast said.

      Exactly.

      Reaching within myself, I pulled on my magic and let the shift take over me. Fabric ripped. My heart surged as though I had just run a race. Bones broke and remade themselves in the space of a heartbeat. My lungs expanded and fire filled my veins as my dragon burst forth.

      I roared as the feeling of freedom flooded through me. Even in my lowest points, during the days where nothing else mattered, my dragon was always there for me. It had cared for me after everyone else abandoned me.

      I will never leave you, the dragon reassured me, stretching its wings.

      I know you won’t, I replied.

      That was why my dragon was better than anyone else. Unlike Dante, who had used flowery words and promises of pretty things to lure me in before he destroyed me, my dragon would never harm me.

      We were tied together. As our power grew, so did our connection. I didn’t need anything else. The dragon was everything.

      My wings flapped, and I rose high in the air. The brisk winter wind buffeted against me as I flew into the sky. When the castle resting atop Vlarone was little more than a speck in my vision, I roared.

      Fire burst from my maw as wingbeats filled the air.

      We were off.
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        * * *

      

      Even after a hundred years, the charred remains of my village looked the same as they had on that fateful day. My brother thought I had stayed in the tree, but he was wrong. I snuck after Elyx, watching as he discovered our destroyed village.

      I had seen our home. Our mother’s body. I had seen the death wielded in the name of ridding Ithenmyr from my kind for eternity. I would never forget the smell of burned flesh. It was seared into my memory, still haunting me a century later.

      Even now, underneath the crisp winter air, I could have sworn the aroma of death lingered. My wings flapped, and I eyed the burned structures as I approached. Black brambles crawled over the ruined remains of my childhood village, and as I landed, the ground shook beneath my feet. Behind me, soldiers landed silently, falling into order.

      I didn’t even look at them as I shifted, pulling the dragon back into me. The wind was bitter against my bare flesh, and I held out my right hand. Ranor was there a heartbeat later, the ground quaking as he landed beside me.

      “Your clothes, my illustrious queen?”

      Nodding, I held out my arms. Ranor moved quickly, sliding a thick, fur-lined robe over my naked form. The dress did up in the front, the wrap dress perfect for a shifter like me.

      I didn’t thank the soldier. He was not deserving of thanks. His actions were simply expected. I was his queen, after all. Ranor bent, holding out a pair of slippers near my feet. Arching my toes—I wasn’t an animal, after all—I stepped into the footwear before turning around.

      My Winged Soldiers stood in a row, their arms at their sides and their wings snapped against their backs as they waited. They were a black line of death, and I smiled at the sight of them.

      “Search the entire village,” I commanded. “Do not leave a single stone unturned. There must be something we are missing.”

      It has to be here, the beast within me said.

      I nodded. That was the only explanation.

      The Winged Soldiers hurried to do my bidding. I stood at the top of the hill, supervising as their black forms went through the houses. The fire running through my veins kept me warm as I waited. The sun slowly fell, but still, my soldiers came up empty-handed.

      Rage bubbled within me, increasing in potency with each passing minute. When the first stars appeared in the night sky and snow began to fall, Ranor returned to my side.

      “Well?” I asked sharply, not taking my eyes off the destroyed village.

      The Winged Soldier shifted from one foot to the other. “It’s… not here, my queen.”

      Turning to him, crimson magic sparked around my hand. “Excuse me?” I snapped.

      The guard’s face paled until he was as white as the snow falling from the sky, and his wings snapped behind him. “My deepest apologies, Your Majesty, but the map… we can’t find it.”

      My nostrils flared, and red edged my vision. I breathed heavily, tasting smoke. “If it’s not here, then where is it?”

      How was I supposed to get the Gilded Amulet if I couldn’t even find the map?

      “I-I-I don’t know,” Ranor said. “Perhaps there is someone else who has it?”

      I shook my head. “Who else could there be? The only other person who was here after the village burned was…”

      A sudden realization slammed into me, stealing my breath along with my words. I clenched my fists at my side, and within me, the beast roared in anger. Forcing myself to take three deep breaths, my nails bit into the skin of my palm as I tilted my head and met Ranor’s gaze. “I know who has the map.”

      The Winged Soldier gulped. “Who?”

      “My brother.”

      Ranor gaped at me, but I did not have time for his masculine foolishness. Dropping my robe to the ground, I shifted. Taking to the air, I turned to the north. I let Elyxander go once—I would not make that mistake again. He stole what was mine, and for that, death was his only recompense.
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      Light was nothing but a distant dream. Profound darkness surrounded me on all sides, and it was as though every candle in the world had been snuffed out. One moment, Daegal and I were standing on the white bridge, and the next, I was hurtling through a void, where blackness was my new reality. Scream after scream escaped my throat. A gust of wind as cold as a blizzard tore at my clothes, and my stomach lurched as I fell faster and faster.

      “Daegal!” I called my bonded mate’s name repeatedly, my voice getting lost in the air. My mating mark burned on my arm, and my chest ached. “Where are you?”

      The whooshing wind in my ears took on a mocking tone as I yelled for him. I just found my mate—I refused to lose him now. My fingers flailed at my sides as I reached for something to grab onto.

      There was nothing there.

      My heart was like a galloping horse, and my lungs felt too tight as I breathed in the sulfuric air. This couldn’t be the way it ended. I didn’t suffer two and a half centuries in prison for this. One night with my bonded mate was not enough. I refused to let that be all we got.

      Flexing my fingers, I reached into the well of magic within me. Red ribbons slipped from my palms, providing much needed glimpses of rocks on all sides.

      At least now there was something to aim for. Flinging out my arms, I scrambled for purchase. Sharp, bumpy stones cut into my skin. My hands burned as I grappled for a handhold. The musty smell of damp earth mixed with the sulfuric scent in the air, leaving bitter traces on my tongue.

      In a desperate attempt to see my surroundings, I threw red magic around me. The tunnel lit up briefly, and a ragged sob escaped me at the sight of a rock jutting from the wall lower down. I reached for it, barely holding in a scream as it sliced into my palm. My skin split, and blood poured from the wound.

      Still, it slowed my fall. Hanging onto the wall, tears pricked at my eyes.

      “Stay strong, Ryllae,” I told myself, tightening my painful grip.

      Let go, weakling, my father’s voice taunted in my mind.

      “Go away,” I snarled. “You’re dead.”

      An angry laugh was the only reply as it echoed through my head.

      I screamed. “Get out! Leave me alone!”

      I could not let him win. Those tears threatened to fall, to push me over the ledge to the pit of insanity, but I refused their call.

      I was stronger than this.

      “You can do this,” I said through gritted teeth, forcing the tears away.

      The Ryllae who had been in Nightstone Prison would have let the tears come. She would have fallen to her death, grateful for the reprieve from her horrible life. She would have let her father win.

      But that version of me was dead. I was no longer that Ryllae. Now, I knew what it meant to love and be loved. I knew the strength that came from having another person who stood by your side, no matter what. I knew what it was like to have someone ready to defend and fight for you every day.

      And I knew I was stronger than this.

      Closing my eyes, I pictured Daegal’s face. His dark, rugged, perfect face. His eyes, shining with love. His lips, saying my name. He was mine, and I refused to let him go.

      Tracing his features in my mind, I forced myself to breathe until my heart was no longer racing out of my chest. Tightening my grip on the sharp rock, I opened my eyes and held on tight as I extracted several threads of power from the well within me. Weaving them with my free hand, I worked ribbons of Death Elf power until they formed a long rope.

      Holding it in my teeth, I pulled up even more magic, fashioning a hook out of the malleable ribbons. As soon as the hook was secure in the rocks, I pulled as much as I could out of my well. Feeding the magic into my rope, I let go of the rock.

      My hand burned, and the tears returned, but I ignored the pain as I carefully lowered myself into the dark abyss. Guided by the glowing red light of my rope, I inched down. Slow, slow, slow. It was the only speed I knew, but right now, it felt more important than ever. I forbid myself from thinking about anything except my descent. I couldn’t take the time to worry about where the others were. About where Daegal was. Not right now.

      Old magic—dangerous magic—was at play. It was the type of power that was whispered about in the corners of taverns and by nursemaids late at night. It was of the Ancients, the kind of magic my father would have killed to call his own. He probably did.

      My muscles burned as I slipped down the rope. Soon, streaks of blood covered it, and every movement was more agonizing than the last. My heart pounded and my lungs tightened. Nevertheless, I lowered myself down. One hand under the other. Again, and again, and again.

      When my toe brushed against something hard, I nearly sobbed. The moment my foot flattened against the solid surface, I almost cried out. Letting go of the rope, my feet squelched as I released my weight, and a foul odor reached my nostrils. Covering my nose with one hand, I pulled on my magic, dissolving it. As soon as it disappeared, the ground shook. My legs shook, and I stumbled, grabbing onto the wall.

      This was not a safe place. As soon as I caught my breath, I drew on even more power, forming twin red spheres. Thank the gods, I felt firmer in my use of magic now than I had when we first began this quest.

      “I am strong.” I repeated the mantra until it drowned out all the other thoughts in my mind.

      Whatever this was, I could defeat it. For Daegal, I would do anything. At that moment, my reasons for living started and ended with him.

      Steadying myself on the shaky, soft ground, I tightened my grip on the red spheres as the wall in front of me turned into dust. It cleared, revealing a hidden passageway. A rumbling came from above. Rocks fell from the sky. At first, they were small, but I didn’t want to stick around and wait for them to grow.

      Hoping I was making the right decision, I rushed into the tunnel. I barely made it three feet in before something crashed behind me. Dust billowed like a gray cloud, and I coughed violently. When I caught my breath, I dared to glance over my shoulder. Massive boulders filled the spot where I had stood moments before.

      Cursing, I ran as fast as I could. The last thing I wanted was to get stuck in a cave. Taking my spheres, I twisted them together into a glowing staff. It illuminated the walls, shining light on critters as they crawled along the gray shale. One of them, a large black spider with spindly legs, caught my eye. It stared at me from where it sat on its web, its eyes full of life.

      My magic hummed at the spider’s presence, urging me forward.

      “Hello,” I said nervously, wondering what I was doing speaking to an insect. Although was it an insect? I wasn’t certain. Something told me that spiders were not insects, though I could not remember what it was, otherwise. Others in the Four Kingdoms devoted time to academics, but science had never been my forte.

      Either way, this was one of the strangest things I’d ever done in my life. Insect or not, the spider seemed to dip its head, as though it understood me.

      “Can you… show me how to get out?” I asked, feeling ridiculous.

      My heart thudded in my chest and for a moment, I thought I had truly lost all my senses. After all, speaking to spiders was a new low, even for me. And that said a lot, considering I had once gone an entire year in prison without talking at all. But then the spider made a strange chirping sound and nodded, turning.

      “Alright,” I murmured. “Here I go. Talking to a spider. Well done, Ryllae.”

      If this got me back to my bonded mate, it was worth it. I kept picturing Daegal’s face in my mind as my new friend—I named her Sylvi—led me through the tunnels.

      For a long time, there was nothing. The tunnel simply continued on its lengthy, winding path. My red staff brought me light. Sylvi stayed at the very edge of the glow, moving swiftly.

      My throat dried, and every time I breathed in dust, it served as a reminder that I hadn’t had a drink in far too long. Whatever was happening, wherever I was, I had to get out of here soon.

      Every so often, Sylvi stopped and allowed me to catch my breath. Each time, I pulled up the sleeve of my tunic and traced the mating mark. Those red and silver lines gave me strength. Daegal was alive—I knew it in my soul. We might have only been bonded for a short while, but our connection was deep.

      I had to return to him.

      And so I kept going.
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        * * *

      

      Eventually, the steady drip, drip, drip of water reached my ears. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. An hour? Half a day? In this passageway, time had little consequence. Sylvi seemed to recognize where we were, and she made that chirping sound again. Her front legs came together in a strange clap before she hurried away once more.

      “Either you’ve really lost it now, Ryllae,” I muttered as I tightened my grip on the staff, “or that spider is saving your life.”

      At that point, I wasn’t sure which one was more likely. This wasn’t the moment to debate it, though. Hurrying to keep up with my spider, I watched as she turned a corner. The tunnel widened, and I speed-walked around it just as Sylvi scurried up and disappeared into a crack in the wall.

      “Wait!” I cried out, running over to it. “Come back.”

      I waited, but she never returned. Eventually, I knew I had to continue. A deep sense of sadness filled me, which only accentuated the fact that I was likely going insane. Who felt sad about a spider’s disappearance? Better this than hearing my dead father’s voice, though.

      The only thing I could do was continue forward. Moving my staff to my other hand, I walked down the passageway, where the dripping was louder. My footsteps echoed off the stones, but soon, the sound was drowned out by the steady babbling of running water. My heart started to beat faster, especially when the scent of fresh water filled my nose.

      By the time the small stream came into view, my throat was dry and scratchy. I ran to the shore, dropping to my knees in a rush. Tossing my staff to one side, I cupped my hands and drank.

      The first cool sip was like applying ointment to a burn. It was exactly what I needed. Drinking until I couldn’t possibly have any more, I washed my face and arms in the stream. The water came away filthy, but my skin felt better than it had in days.

      Feeling like a new, clean elf, I got to my feet and took in the space. The small, fast-moving stream fed into a lake. Long crystals dangled from the ceiling, each one a slightly different color than the next. Most of them were varying shades of blue, but one stood out from the rest.

      As red as a drop of freshly spilled blood, the vibrant crystal hung in the middle of the cavern, dangling directly over the water. A quick perusal of the cave confirmed it was only accessible by walking over a thin ledge. The crystal pulsed as though it was alive, its light drawing me towards it, calling to some deep part of me.

      Before I knew what was happening, my feet had carried me halfway across the ledge. I was standing on the precipice, reaching for the crystal with extended fingers, when a piercing scream hit my ears.

      “Help!” someone cried.

      I turned, my eyes widening. A young human flailed in the middle of the lake. Though mortal ages were difficult to ascertain, I knew him to be a child. No older than ten, the boy’s brown hair stuck to his face as he sputtered, “Please miss, help me! I can’t swim.”

      Where did he come from? There was no one here a moment again.

      Still, when the child’s head dipped beneath the water, I had to act.

      “Help!” he yelled, resurfacing for a moment before slipping back under the liquid surface.

      With one last glance at the crystal calling my name, I jumped off the ledge. The lake was frigid and for one long moment, my heart forgot how to beat. Then, my magic urged me forward. Letting red ribbons flood from me and light up my surroundings, I swam. Moving my arms and legs, I held my breath and dove. Keeping my eyes open, I searched for the nameless boy.

      Every single second felt like it dragged on as I looked for him. I had almost completed a full circle when a flash of brown hair appeared in the corner of my vision. I would have cursed if I hadn’t been swimming. The boy’s eyes were shut and his arms were above his head as he drifted toward the floor of the lake. His back was arched, and there were more of those crystals at the bottom, pointing upwards.

      Icy horror made a home in my stomach as I realized he would be impaled directly on them. Kicking my feet, I swam as fast as I could. Extending my hand, I reached for the child. His skin was cold, and he was so much smaller than me, but the moment I had his arm within my grasp, I pulled him away from his impending death.

      Moving through the water with another body was hard, and it took all my strength to get us both to the surface. With a mixture of pushing and pulling and a lot of cursing, I dragged the sodden child onto the rocky cavern floor. His eyes were closed, his face as pale as a ghost, and he didn’t appear to be breathing.

      Gods, I was not the right person for this. Praying to Kydona for strength, I placed my ear on his chest.

      Nothing.

      No one deserved to die like this. But what could I do? As I stared at the boy, running my hand down his cold face, a memory surfaced from long ago.

      I had seen someone drown once, when I’d been out for a picnic on a warm day. The village children had been playing nearby, taking turns jumping into the pond. One of them didn’t resurface in time. The others had tried to save their friend by pushing on their chest and helping them breathe. My nursemaid had rushed over to help them, but it had been too late for that villager.

      But maybe it wouldn’t be too late for this human. Placing a hand flat on the boy’s lungs, I covered it with the other before pushing, just as I’d seen the children do. At first, nothing happened. I pushed again and then I bent, breathing into the child’s mouth.

      He was still pale and unmoving, and blue tinged his lips.

      “No!” A curse Daegal would have been proud of slipped out of me. “Don’t die.”

      I tried once more, this time with a little more force.

      Push. Breathe. Push. Breathe.

      I didn’t give up.

      When the child coughed, joy bubbled up inside me. He turned his head, spewing water all over the rocks, before gasping for air.

      “You’re alive,” I said.

      The boy turned to me, sitting up.

      “You saved me.” He placed a hand over his heart, bowing his head. “I give you my thanks, lady”

      I reached out, but before my fingers could touch his face, the ground shook again. A white light appeared, but this time, it did not vanish. My heart thrummed in my chest, and a deep, masculine voice reached my ears.

      “Well done, Ryllae of the House of Irriel.” The booming words reverberated in my bones. “You have passed the first trial and been deemed worthy of entering through the Gate.”

      Before I could process the words, a roaring sound filled my ears. The white light brightened, and my skin tingled. My breath caught in my throat, the magic in my veins bubbling excitedly.

      When the light cleared, I gasped. I stood on the bridge once more, but this time, a glimmering, golden gate was in front of me. And on the other side…

      I ran through it, launching myself into Daegal’s waiting arms. They wrapped around me, and he held me tight against him. It didn’t matter that his tunic was ripped or that he was covered in scratches. He was alive, and we were together once more.

      “Thank all the gods,” he said, hugging me tightly.

      Moments later, the rest of our group arrived. One at a time, they stumbled through the gate. Each looked weary, as though we had all been through horrendous tasks.

      We all exchanged looks, our faces drawn. Though no one spoke, I knew what we were all thinking.

      If this was the first trial, what were we going to encounter next?
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      Reaching out with trembling hands, I gathered Aileana in my arms and pressed my lips against her hair. She smelled of smoke and blood and something else that I could not quite place. However, she also smelled like home. I needed that now more than ever. Speaking was impossible. At that moment, all I could do was hold her.

      The last few hours had been some of the longest of my entire life. Time and again, the sins of my past had confronted me. Pain. Bloodshed. Death. The weight of my time as the White Death had never felt as heavy as it did at that moment. The lives I’d taken, the people I’d hurt, they all pushed down on me.

      That wasn’t the worst, though. I could have handled those. I had long since accepted the burden of my sins. Aileana knew about them all, and she loved me despite them.

      No, what had shaken me to my very core were the visions of what was to come. The sins I would commit to keep my mate safe. I didn’t know how Daegal and Maiela lived with this kind of burden every day. I didn’t even know if what the trial had shown me was real.

      But if it was…

      A shudder ran through me.

      The horrors I’d witnessed had been so awful, the dragon was also lost for words. We’d seen so much bloodshed, so much rampant death that the scent of dying felt like it would never leave me.

      But it was over. The voice said I passed, and the keepers of this place allowed me through the Gate. I had undergone the trial and survived. Now I held my bonded mate in my arms once more.

      “I love you,” Aileana whispered, squeezing me tightly.

      I pressed my lips against her hair in response, taking in the space where we had gathered. It was a murky, dim cave with black walls, but at least we were out of the elements. It was not large, perhaps the size of Nonna’s living room. There was no exit that I could see, which was concerning.

      Everyone was visibly shaken, standing with their significant others. Ryllae was soaked, water dripping steadily on the floor, and scratches covered Daegal, as though he had been in a fight. Maiela and Kysha both looked haunted, but neither of them appeared physically injured. And Aileana—her tunic was torn and one of her daggers was missing.

      But we were alive. After what I had seen, I was extremely grateful for that. The sooner we got out of this mountain, the better.

      A golden light flickered and I shoved Aileana behind me. The black rocks shimmered, then Inferna appeared out of thin air. This Spirit of the Flames held her burning hands in front of her, dipping her head in the semblance of a bow.

      “Welcome to Shadowfell Mountain,” she said in a lilting, ethereal voice. “You have passed the first trial, and the Gate has opened for you.”

      Squeezing Aileana’s hand, I moved toward the Spirit. “How many trials are there?”

      Inferna’s fiery hair blazed as her molten eyes turned to me.

      “The path to the Gilded Amulet is not an easy one,” she said. “There are three trials, each more difficult than the last” The Spirit of the Flames quoted the prophecy, before adding, “Your map is of no use anymore. It has brought you to Shadowfell Mountain. Now, you must rely on each other.”

      “Could you give us more direction than that?” Ryllae asked, standing in the safety of Daegal’s arms. His hands were crossed against her chest, and he held her tightly against him. I didn’t blame him. After my trial, I didn’t want to let Aileana out of my sight either.

      “Many paths lay before the six of you,” Inferna said sagely, her body growing larger until she loomed above us. “Follow your hearts and listen to each other. When times are hard and doubt rises, look within yourselves. The balance must be restored, but only the strong will reach the Gilded Amulet before time runs out.”

      “Do you have anything more specific?” Kysha asked, stepping closer to the burning Spirit. The halfling seemed bolder than before, and I wondered what her trial had been. “Perhaps you might have some advice that is less cryptic?”

      “Kysha,” Maiela hissed, pulling her wife away from Inferna. “Look who you’re talking to.”

      A laugh that was like wood popping on a fire came from the blazing female.

      “Courage runs through your veins, halfling,” Inferna said. “Not many speak to me in such a fashion.” She pursed her lips, considering our group for a moment. “In return for your bravery, I shall award you with a gift.”

      The Spirit of the Flames waved her hand, and a fireball burst to life in her palm. She twisted the sphere of yellow and red flames before turning and lobbing it at the cavernous wall behind us. Aileana yelped, and Ryllae cried out as the ball arched over our heads. I pulled my mate against me once more as the fire hit the rocks in a shower of embers.

      “Follow this path,” Inferna advised. “But beware, Chosen Ones. Not all in Shadowfell is as it seems. Tread carefully. Watch everything. Remember, the Gate will no longer open for you. The only way out is with the amulet. Be strong of heart, mind, and body, and you will survive.”

      “Wait—” Aileana started, but Inferna disappeared in a flash of white light.

      Everyone stared at the space where the Spirit of the Flames had been.

      My mate was the first to speak. “Well, we’re in it now,” she said. “I suppose all we can do is keep going.”

      Without even stopping to see whether it was safe, my Earth Elf walked towards the curtain of embers. She showed absolutely no fear, and though I loved her for it, it also irked me like nothing else.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, grabbing hold of her hand as she approached the fiery wall.

      Aileana stopped, staring at where I held her wrist. “You heard Inferna. We need to go.”

      “And you think walking through fire is the right move?”

      Her brows furrowed, and she shot me a look that said, do you think I’m an idiot, you imposing dragon?

      “I’m not walking through the flames,” she answered me with more than a few drops of snark in her tone, pulling out of my grip. “I have a plan.”

      Her palms opened, and green ribbons filled the air. Extending her hands in front of her, she formed an opaque shield of pure earth magic. Raising her arms, Aileana held up the magic and diverted the raining embers, forging a path through the fire.

      Aileana raised a brow as a look of triumph crossed her face. “I told you I had a plan.”

      I dipped into a bow. “Forgive me, my love, for doubting your strength and cunning.”

      She laughed. “I’ll forgive you… for a kiss.”

      “A price I’m happy to pay.” Crossing the distance between us, I brushed my lips over hers before standing to one side.

      One by one, the others hurried through the newly formed pathway.

      “Go, Xan,” Aileana said, still holding the shield. “I’ll meet you on the other side.”

      I moved swiftly, not even breathing, as Aileana moved beneath the shield. Thank the gods, her green magic remained intact as she traversed beneath the flaming embers. The moment she made it over to me, the shield broke apart, dissolving into dozens of harmless green leaves that floated to the ground.

      “This looks familiar,” Daegal said dryly, gesturing to our new surroundings.

      He was right. This part of the cave looked identical to the one we had just left, with one exception: there was an exit. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and dust, as though this place had been abandoned for many years.

      Moving ahead of the group, I closed my eyes, running a hand down the cold stone.

      “What’s he doing?” Ryllae whispered to Daegal.

      “Listening,” the Fortune Elf answered quietly. “Let him work.”

      Shooting an appreciative glance at my friend, I extended my senses once more, scanning the area. Creatures scurried on the shale, and the scent of ash lingered in the air, but I did not sense anything else.

      “The path is clear,” I said after a moment.

      Drawing my sword, I looked over my shoulder at met Daegal’s eye. The Fortune Elf nodded, slipping to the back of the group. We did not need to speak to confirm what I already knew.

      Together, we would keep everyone safe.
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        * * *

      

      Shadowfell Mountain was alive, or at the very least, enchanted. I led our group through the winding tunnels, stopping periodically to listen to our surroundings. Our footsteps were the only sound I could hear, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. Kysha had conjured lights for us again, providing much needed illumination for those whose eyesight wasn’t as good as mine.

      When we passed the same cluster of misshapen rocks for the third time, I held out my hand. “Stop.”

      Aileana drew her dagger, her stance widening as she looked around. “What’s wrong?”

      Turning in a circle, I groaned. This tunnel was familiar. Too familiar. There was no doubt in my mind that we’d been here before.

      “It’s a gods-damned labyrinth,” I said, frustration leaking into my tone. “We’ve passed this same rock formation multiple times.”

      Daegal cursed, the frustration in his voice mirror my own.

      “A labyrinth?” Maiela groaned. “Are you serious?”

      “Do you doubt me?” I asked.

      Maiela huffed, her nostrils flaring as she crossed her arms. Out of the twins, she definitely had more of a temper. “No,” she said finally. “I’m just… this sucks.”

      That it did.

      “Why don’t we stop for the night?” Kysha suggested, placing her hand on her wife’s arm. “Get some rest and tackle this issue in the morning?”

      She was right. Sleep had a way of making everything better. A quick glance around the group confirmed that everyone was exhausted. Both Fortune Elves had bags under their eyes, the Death Elf yawned every few steps, and my mate wasn’t feeling well again. She hadn’t said anything, but I noticed her slowing down, sipping her water slowly while the rest of us drank with vigor.

      “Sleep… here?” Ryllae sounded alarmed. “But there are… creatures.”

      Less than a heartbeat later, a loud skittering sound came from somewhere down the tunnel.

      Aileana shuddered. “That sounds… not pleasant. But if we’re going to stop, then this seems as good a place as any.” She raised a brow. “At least it’s dry.”

      “And hot,” Kysha added.

      The air had steadily been getting warmer. Like a warm summer’s day, it was sticky and held traces of warmth that were incongruous with the winter month.

      It was one of the many strange things about this mountain.

      “Daegal?” I met the Fortune Elf’s eye. “What do you think?”

      “This is a good place to camp.” Making a show of looking around, he slung his arm over Ryllae’s shoulder and pulled her against him. “The tunnel is wide enough that we should be able to rest comfortably. I vote for staying.”

      That, it seemed, was that. Everyone was in agreement. We would remain here for the night, and tomorrow we would tackle the problem of the labyrinth.

      “I’ll take first watch.” I dropped my pack on the ground, falling into my leadership role easily. It was where I belonged, and I felt most at home leading others. “The rest of you, find a place to sleep.”

      An emerald green piercing glare came from my mate. “I think you mean ‘we’ll’ take the first watch, Xander.”

      I shook my head. “You need to rest, love.”

      She glared at me. “Are you telling me what to do?”

      “Yes,” I said. “You’re my first priority. My only priority. I can see your exhaustion plainly written on your face.”

      Aileana glowered, and green magic sparked at her fingertips.

      Maiela sucked in a breath. “Ooo, the dragon’s done it now,” she murmured.

      “Mai,” Kysha hissed, “that’s not helpful.”

      “I can take the first watch,” I said again. “Aileana needs to sleep.”

      “That will not be happening,” the elf in question snapped.

      “Sunshine—”

      “No.”

      The four elves take a collective step back.

      “I’m staying up, Xander,” Aileana said. “In fact, I have lots of energy.” As if daring me to contradict her, my Earth Elf released a flurry of green ribbons. They transformed into a pair of moss-covered logs, matching the soft green grass carpeting this part of the tunnel.

      “See?” She crouched, grinning as she fed more magic into the shale. “I feel great.”

      A growl ran through me. I knew she wasn’t feeling well, and I wished she would let me take care of her. But if she insisted on staying up, I would give in now. That way, she might at least get some rest before the night was over.

      “Fine,” I groused, unhappy about this entire situation. “We’ll take the first watch.”

      Aileana shot me a look that told me exactly how happy she was that she got her way.
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        * * *

      

      A little while later, after sleeping arrangements had been sorted, Aileana sat next to me on a log. Her head rested against my shoulder and she idly wove green ribbons between her fingers. Soft whispers and quiet moans came from the two other couples, and I wrapped my arm around my bonded mate.

      “I’m glad to have some time alone with you, Sunshine.” Picking my words with care, I spoke slowly. “Even though I think you should be sleeping. You seem… stressed.”

      The word was inadequate, but I was treading carefully. I wanted her to open up, and my fierce mate wasn’t naturally inclined to doing so.

      “I’m fine,” she said, shaking her head.

      A growl rumbled through me. “I don’t believe you.”

      Aileana sighed. “I’ll be fine,” was her reply after a moment. “I’m just tired.”

      This seemed like more than just being tired. I was tired. Everyone was tired. But the stress was affecting Aileana differently.

      Holding her tight, I rubbed her back. “Was it the trial?”

      A long moment passed, and she did not speak. She didn’t need to. Sadness and pain flooded the bond, and I knew I was right.

      “I’m sorry.” I held her tight. “I should have been able to stop this.”

      She didn’t contradict me. Instead, she slumped against my chest. “It’s just… it was horrible,” she admitted. Pain laced her words, and my dragon roared at the sound. My mate’s pain hurt ten times as much as my own. I would give anything to bear this burden for her.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Blood.”

      She only spoke the one word, but that was all she needed to say. A burst of fear came through the bond, and I held her tight. I pressed my lips against her hair, hugging her until the shaking subsided. She shouldn’t have had to deal with this. I should have protected her from it, but instead, I’d been stuck dealing with my own demons.

      Eventually, Aileana turned in my arms. Her emerald eyes met mine in the near darkness, and she cupped my cheek. “Do you want to hear about it?”

      “Yes,” was my instant reply. If talking it over helped her, I would listen all night long.

      She nodded, her mouth moving silently as she worked through her words. “There was… so much blood,” she whispered. “Death was everywhere in my trial. I saw terrible, horrible things.”

      I drew in a sharp breath, clenching my fists as my heart ached. I wanted to punch someone. Anyone. To do something to get rid of this rage coursing through my veins. Speaking through clenched teeth, I asked, “What did you see?”

      She paused, another shudder running through her.

      “Tell me, Aileana.” I kissed her, our mouths barely brushing against each other. “Please. Let me carry this with you.”

      She blew out a long breath, the sound agonizingly heavy. “They showed me what would happen if we failed. If the balance wasn’t restored.” She looked up, cupping my cheek as her eyes searched mine. “They showed me what would happen if I lost you.”

      A growl rumbled through my chest, and this time, I did not shove it down as I shook my head. Pulling her onto my lap, I held her firmly until those green eyes met mine. “They were wrong. You won’t ever lose me, Aileana. I will follow you anywhere, from this life to the next.”

      Nothing and no one could keep us apart. She was mine, and I would never allow us to be separated. Anywhere she went, I would follow. I would kill anyone who dared take her from me.

      I must have said that out loud, because Aileana smiled softly.

      “I love it when you get like this,” she whispered, her lips dancing over mine in a tender kiss.

      I growled, “Like what?”

      “Possessive.” Her eyes searched mine, and then she surged forward, kissing me once more. This kiss was not tender, nor was it gentle. It was filled with fire and passion and possessiveness and… fear.

      I wanted to get rid of that feeling. To push it so far from her mind that she forgot it had ever even been a thought. I would never leave her. Not now. Not even death could separate us.

      My hand slipped behind her neck, and I held her against me, letting my mouth say all the things I couldn’t put into words. We kissed until our lips were swollen, our breaths came heavy, and our bodies were stiff with want.

      Aileana pressed her forehead against mine. “Promise me, Xander.”

      I didn’t need to ask what she meant. Promise I would never leave her. Never forsake her. Always follow her.

      She didn’t need my vow, but I would give it to her, anyway.

      “Always,” I murmured, punctuating each word with a kiss. “I will not let anything keep us apart.” My lips grazed her jaw. “Even if the gods threw us across time and space, I would find you.” A nip on her neck. “Do you know why that is, Sunshine?”

      She arched her back, pressing herself against me. “Why?” she whispered.

      “Because you’re mine.”

      Aileana groaned, reclaiming my lips as her hand snaked behind my neck. Her hand slid beneath my tunic, tracing the planes of my stomach. My grip on her hips tightened, and I held her close on my lap. There were too many clothes between us. Too many layers keeping me from touching my incredible mate.

      One of the sleeping elves coughed, and we broke apart.

      “Damn,” I murmured, drawing in a deep breath. We weren’t alone, and we were supposed to be on watch. I would never forgive myself if I got distracted and let harm come to our friends. Especially since we were in Shadowfell Mountain because of me.

      Forcing my desire as far down as it could go, I breathed in deeply and lifted Aileana off my lap. Placing her on the log beside me, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder.

      She laced our fingers together, squeezing tightly. “I love you, Elyx,” she whispered. “No matter what happens, I will always love you.”

      Her words were a warming fire in my chest. Drawing Aileana against me, I held her close as I returned the words. Tucking a lock of her hair behind her ear, I held her close. “I wish I could have protected you from your trial.”

      Her voice was little more than a breath as she said, “You can’t always protect me, Xander.”

      “I know.” Gods, that knowledge broke me. Aileana had already been through so much. To know that I couldn’t keep her from getting hurt in the future was devastating. “But I want to.”

      She turned, running her fingers over our mating bond. Her touch sent shivers through me, and my entire body hummed at our closeness.

      “Sometimes, I get to be the one protecting you, too.” She pressed her head against my shoulder, sighing. “That’s how relationships work. We’re partners. Equals.”

      “I know,” I said. “But it doesn’t stop me from wanting to kill anyone who hurts you.”

      She laughed softly. “Do you know what? That anger is why I agreed to marry you.” She paused, gnawing on her lip. “Do you still want that? Even after everything—”

      “Yes.” I silenced her with a kiss. “More than anything.” Our lives were a mess right now, but I could safely say that marrying my mate was something I looked forward to. “Wild horses couldn’t stop me from meeting you at the altar, my love.”

      She smiled, and a companionable silence filled the air. For a long time, neither of us spoke. I thought Aileana had fallen asleep when she whispered, “What was your trial?”

      My heart squeezed involuntarily as memories flashed before my eyes. I would never forget what I had seen this day.

      I must have been silent for longer than I realized because Aileana shifted “Xander?” Concern pulsed through our bond. “What happened?”

      Groaning, I rested my head against the stone wall.

      “I saw them,” I said, surprised at how raspy my voice was.

      “Them?”

      “The ones I’ve killed,” I replied after a moment. She inhaled but did not speak. “There were so many of them, Aileana. Far more than I remembered.”

      Even now, the faces of the dead flashed before my eyes. I wasn’t ashamed of what I’d done as the White Death—I had needed to survive, and those I killed were the worst of the worst—but still, I carried the weight of the lives I’d ended on my shoulders. After meeting Aileana, I had tried to put that behind me. For a while, it felt like I had been successful in that endeavor. Until now. My past seemed determined to catch up to me.

      She exhaled, her hand landing on my cheek. She stroked my skin, and I leaned into her touch. “It’s not your fault, Xander,” she whispered. “They were bad people.”

      That wasn’t the worst part, though. Not by a long shot. I said as much to Aileana, and she pressed her forehead against mine. “You can tell me, if you want.”

      I shuddered. “They made me choose.”

      “What?” Her brows furrowed and confusion pulsed through the bond.

      My heart thudded in my chest as the memories I’d been pushing away all day slammed into me.

      Closing my eyes, I groaned. “There was a battle. I didn’t see what happened, but in the end, I had to pick. I couldn’t have both.”

      Aileana tilted her head, and her voice was soft as she asked, “What did you have to pick, Xander?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it?

      The choice they had forced me to make would haunt me for the rest of my life.

      “You,” I breathed.

      The ground shook, and the swirling faces of the dead dissolved. I thought it was over, these hours of horror, of facing the ones I’d killed. Relief started to run through my veins, but it disappeared when my feet landed on the soft, wet ground.

      “Where am I?”

      Even as the words left my mouth, the sounds and stench of battle came at me.

      Soldiers ran past, oblivious to my presence. Ithenmyrians stood by Ipothans, flanked by vampires dressed in black. I barely had time to think about what this meant, because thousands of Winged Soldiers stormed the armies.

      It quickly became apparent that no one could see me.

      The battle must have been raging for some time. Blood coated the grass, and bodies were littered everywhere. Shouts intermingled with cries of pain. Streams of colored magic filled the air. Red. Blue. Violet.

      But no green.

      The mating bond on my arm burned, and I turned around. Where was Aileana?

      I ran across the battlefield, searching for her. My eyes swept over corpses and rivers of blood until a flash of red hair caught my eye.

      “No!” I yelled. Charging forward, I raced toward my mate.

      She was on her back, her eyes wide as she looked at the sky. A laceration ran from her neck to her stomach, and burns covered her skin.

      And beside her…

      Saena’s ice-blue eyes stared at me. Vines blanketed most of her body, and blood soaked the ground beneath her. She wasn’t moving, but her chest rose slowly.

      “You must make a choice, Son of Aranuil,” a voice boomed across the battlefield.

      “What?” I yelled.

      “Choose,” the voice insisted. “One can live, and the other must die. The balance demands it.”

      I shook. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Choose!” they said again.

      My eyes darted back and forth between Aileana and Saena. Both females I loved. My bonded mate and my sister.

      In the end, there was no choice. Not really.

      I picked Aileana up as the lightest of breaths left her lips.

      “I’ve made my choice.”

      The battlefield faded away.

      “I picked you,” I whispered against Aileana’s hair. “I’ll always pick you.”

      She exhaled, and I pulled her tight against my chest. We stayed like that for the remainder of our watch. After what Daegal told me, I knew there was no more hope.

      My sister was gone. She was as good as dead.

      More than anything, I wished Saena had never come back into my life.
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      A thick fog, so gray it was nearly black, shrouded the forest as I led my contingent of Winged Soldiers through the trees. My eyesight was strong, and although there was still a fair distance to travel, I could see a small shack through the blackened woods.

      Doubt flickered through me at the sight of the dilapidated structure. Shingles were falling off the roof, and the chimney stack leaned precariously to one side. No smoke came from it, and the shuttered-up windows lent the building an air of abandonment. It was dark, appearing as though it hadn’t been occupied for many years.

      “Are you certain this is the right place?” I asked Ranor as he trudged beside me.

      “Yes, Your Majesty. The witches tracked the dragon to this cottage. He was here.”

      I scented the air but caught nothing other than the faint scent of snow on the horizon. There was no trace of my treacherous brother.

      “How long ago?” I shoved aside a thick vine strung between two trees.

      Leaves rustled, and the wind blew, hiding the whispers of my Winged Soldiers as they spread out in the forest, following my commands like the competent soldiers I required them to be.

      “Not long,” Ranor grunted. His wings fanned out behind him, and he moved ahead of me, cutting through thorny thickets and black, inky vines. My boots squelched as I walked through the muddy snow that made up the forest floor, and wetness leaked through the soles of my boots. I shuddered.

      I hated being wet. My already foul mood soured when the creature within me decided this was the moment to wake up.

      I told you we should have killed him in the temple, the beast said snidely. Then you would have the map and we’d be on our way to getting the Gilded Amulet.

      “Shut your filthy mouth,” I seethed out loud.

      Ranor looked over his shoulder. A tremor ran through him, and he gulped, his eyes widening. I didn’t bother telling him I wasn’t talking to him. Besides, the creature was right. I shouldn’t have let my brother live.

      I won’t make that mistake twice; I assured the beast. Nothing will stand in our way. The power is going to be ours.

      And then, once I had the Gilded Amulet, no one would be able to stop me. Thoughts of my revenge occupied me as we moved towards the decrepit cottage. To say that it was falling apart was a wholly inadequate description. The structure was on its last legs, looking as though it would collapse at the first blustery wind.

      When we were within twenty paces of the door, my skin tingled. Magic crawled over me, and I could feel a witch’s touch everywhere. She probably knew we were here, but I didn’t care. Not even a thousand wards could come between me and my treasure.

      Our treasure.

      The door swung open on creaky hinges. Immediately, I stopped. Ranor cracked his neck, widening his stance, but he did not approach. Magic pulsed in my veins, and I held up a hand. Dark crimson ribbons, nearly as black as the vines on the trees, slipped from my palm.

      A white head of hair appeared in the doorway. The witch laughed, the sound of echoing through the forest. “There is no need for your black magic here, my child.”

      Her voice echoed with traces of power, but it was nothing compared to what ran through my veins. Narrowing my eyes, I closed my fist. My nails bit into the tender flesh of my palms, but I didn’t remove them.

      “Watch your words, witch,” I hissed. “I am no child. You will bow before your queen, or I shall have your tongue.”

      Stepping onto the broken cobblestones that lined the empty gardens, the elderly female raised her brow as she studied me shamelessly. Her white hair was swept back into a bun, and she wore a sky-blue apron over a gray day dress. She appeared entirely unassuming, but I knew better than to trust appearances. There had to be a reason my brother found shelter here.

      “No,” the elderly witch said after a moment.

      “No?” I echoed in disbelief. No one spoke to me this way. Did she not know who I was?

      She shook her head. “I don’t believe you will.”

      My eyes widened, and red edged my vision. “You dare talk back to me?” The last words were nothing but a mangled garble as smoke tinged my mouth.

      “I have no reason to fear you,” the witch said simply.

      No reason.

      No. Reason?

      A snarl ripped through me, and before I know what was happening, fabric ripped. My bones broke and remade themselves as the dragon burst forth.

      “Is this not a reason? Does this not instill fear within you?” My voice, far deeper than normal, echoed through the forest. Talking in this form was a recent development, but I loved it. This was another reason that I was the strongest in the land.

      I stomped on the ground, and my tail swung wildly back and forth. Trees cracked as I slammed into them, taking them down with little effort. The thick, black forest was not built for a dragon of my size.

      The witch tilted her head. “My dear, after the life I’ve lived, I know who to fear. You are just a scared little girl who lost her family.” An unfamiliar emotion entered her eyes, and it took me a moment to realize what it was.

      Pity.

      She pitied me.

      I roared, fire erupting from my maw. Trees burst into flame in my wake, the scent of smoke and ash filling my nostrils, but I didn’t care. I would destroy her for what she said. I would—

      You can’t kill her yet. The beast wrenched control from me and clenched our jaw shut. We need her.

      My nostrils heaved, and I breathed heavily as I tried to remember why this witch was important.

      The map, the dragon reminded me impatiently. We need the gods-damned map.

      Those words were the dousing fire I needed. Pulling on my magic, I shifted into my two-legged form. The moment I was on two feet once more, Ranor was at my side, sliding a robe over my shoulders. As soon as it was cinched around my waist, I stalked towards the old female.

      She stood still, her eyes tracking my movements. I grabbed her arm, yanking her roughly after me.

      “You don’t fear me?” I asked, half-dragging, half-pulling her thrashing form behind me. She was small and barely weighed anything at all. It was not a struggle to move her.

      “I do not.” Her words were quiet. “I know what it is you seek, and it isn’t here.”

      I flung the witch to the ground. A sickening crack filled the air as her leg broke at an odd angle, but the elderly female did not cry out.

      “Is that so?” I sneered. “You think you know so much about me, but allow me to tell you what I know about you.”

      She shut her mouth, staring resolutely at me.

      Holding up my hand, I ticked off my fingers. “You are called Elsbeth, wife of Hadwyn. You are a powerful witch, and you have seen four centuries come and go from the safety of your home. I know that you gave my brother sanctuary in the past. Not only that, but I know he was here recently.”

      Elsbeth looked up at me from where she lay on the ground. “You are correct, child,” she said. “My grandson was here, but he has left. You will not find him in time.”

      “Is that so?” I raised a brow. “I think you know more than you are telling me.”

      The witch shook her head. “I know nothing else.”

      My lips twisted into a sneer. “Let me be the judge of that.”

      Drawing strands of tainted crimson magic from within me, I lurched forward and grasped the witch’s forehead. I released the ribbons, and they flooded into her mind.

      Finally, she screamed. The sound was high-pitched and full of agony as it echoed through the forest.

      Visions flashed before my eyes, one after the other. My brother, running through the woods on his own. Him with a red-haired elf—his mate. They were searching for something. They almost died. And then…

      I saw it.

      A cackle broke free of my lips as I shoved more of my magic into her. She cried out, her hands scratching at the dirt as I forced myself deep into the recesses of her mind. Ignoring her wails of pain, I pushed and pushed and pushed until I had everything I needed.

      Only then did I remove my hand. The elderly witch panted and tears ran down her face as she stared at me in horror.

      “You still won’t make it in time.” She shook her head. “They will succeed and restore the balance.”

      An unladylike snort escaped me as I pushed myself to my feet. “Now, now, let’s not lie to ourselves, shall we? I saw the map. I know where they are.”

      “They are better than you,” the witch insisted. “Pure of heart and spirit.”

      “Who needs purity when you can have power?” My eyes hardened. “You were right about one thing. Now, you have told me all you know. I thank you for this information.”

      Looking over my shoulder, I gestured for Ranor to step forward. His sword glimmered in the afternoon sunlight as he kneeled before me. “My queen?”

      “Do it.”

      Turning and meeting the witch’s eyes one last time, I dipped my head in her direction. “When I find my brother, I will tell him his dear, sweet Nonna screamed for him in her final moments.”

      With a flick of my dress, I walked away. The sound of metal against flesh was like a lullaby sung to my blackened heart. And then, just as I predicted, a scream echoed through the forest. When silence fell and Ranor caught up to me, dangling a dripping canvas bag at his side, the dragon inside me smiled.

      Today was turning out to be a good day, after all.
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      An animalistic roar yanked me out of sleep. Gasping, a wave of nausea started in my stomach, rolling through me as I left my dreams behind. Xander bolted upright, one hand clasping his chest as the other gripped the hilt of his sword. Fear pounded through the bond, and my stomach twisted. Drawing my remaining dagger, having lost the other during the trial, I drew threads of magic from my well as I crouched on our bedroll.

      Xander still hadn’t moved.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” Panic laced my words as I looked around the cavern, but I couldn’t see anything amiss.

      The dragon shifter panted and a low groan left his lips.

      “Xander.” I moved, dropping my dagger as I knelt in front of him. Forgetting about my nausea, I took his hands in my mine, holding them tightly. “What’s the matter?”

      My mate’s hair was all over the place, and his golden eyes were wide as he shook his head back and forth. Wild and untamed, he looked like an animal straight out of a jungle.

      “I don’t know,” he said, the words little more than a gruff whisper. His hand rose to his throat, clutching his necklace. “The most horrible feeling just swept through me.”

      Dread twisted in my stomach, and I shuddered. “What do you mean?” I asked, tightening my grip on his fingers.

      His eyes darted around, as though he wasn’t even fully aware of our surroundings.

      “Something has happened,” he said after a moment. “Something… I don’t know what it is, Aileana, but something is wrong. I can feel it in my bones.”

      My blood turned cold as I watched him. I had never seen Xander like this before. Shaken to his core. Frantic. Wild.

      “Something is wrong,” he said again, his voice cracking. The sound of his pain was like a knife to my gut. Dropping his hands, I gathered him in my arms as best I could.

      “We’ll figure it out, Elyx,” I whispered low, so only he could hear. “We always do.”

      He shuddered. “I don’t know if we can fix this. I don’t even know what this is.”

      Seeing my strong dragon shifter brought to such a place by his dreams shook me. There was something about this mountain that was stripping us down to our very souls.

      “We’ll try,” I assured him. “We’ll always try.”

      Xander shook his head, and his voice was still haunted. “It could have just been a bad dream, but…”

      “But what?” I whispered.

      “It felt so real.”

      “Why don’t Maiela and Daegal Look ahead and See what is happening? Maybe something changed.” Kysha’s voice was soft, but I jumped at the sound. I’d forgotten the two females were keeping watch.

      “It’s a good idea.” Slipping my hand into Xander’s, I turned. “Do you mind, Maiela?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. Let me wake up—”

      “We’re up.” Daegal’s voice was rough with sleep as it rumbled through the cavern.

      He and Ryllae stood, rubbing their eyes, as our group gathered in a tight circle in the middle of the tunnel. The air was thick and heavy, as though a blanket had been dropped over us. Silence stretched between our small group, the lack of noise almost palpable, as we all stared at each other.

      Next to me, Xander shook.

      “Can you describe what happened, Xan?” Daegal asked, holding Ryllae close to his chest. “It will help us know what we are Looking for.”

      My mate took in a shuddering breath, seeming to gather his thoughts before he spoke.

      “It was… dark. I honestly don’t know what I saw. A feeling of intense hopelessness slammed into me, and it felt as though my soul was being ripped from my chest and thrown into the deepest, darkest pit.” My dragon shifter turned, and his fear-filled eyes met mine. “I thought they had come for you.”

      “They didn’t.” I squeezed his fingers. “I’m here. I won’t leave you.”

      “Do you think—”

      A trio of high-pitched roars echoed off the stone walls, drowning out the rest of Daegal’s words. My heart thundered, and the ground shook. The magic in my veins roared as I turned as a gigantic beast ran toward us. It had the body of an enormous mountain lion, but instead of one head, there were three. Each was filled with row upon row of snarling, gnashing teeth and six eyes apiece. A spiny tail extruded from its back, slapping the walls and causing rocks to fall as it drew near.

      Time seemed to slow as the beast barreled towards us. It snarled, the sound echoing thrice over as each head made the same noise.

      “Aileana!” Ryllae called my name, and I glanced over as she pulled red ribbons from herself, moving into a fighting stance.

      Once, the Death Elf magic would have brought me fear.

      Now I knew she wouldn’t hurt me.

      Drawing on my own powers, I nodded at Ryllae. Somehow, I understood exactly what she wanted us to do.

      “On my count,” I said, pulling up as much Earth Elf power as I could.

      The sound of metal being drawn filled the air, but I barely paid it any attention.

      “Three… two… one.” I threw the ribbons towards the creature just as it leaped, and beside me, Ryllae did the same. The red and green magic intertwined, twisting until they were indistinguishable from the other.

      “Now!” I yelled, clenching my fist.

      Vines twisted with bones and skulls, forming a net that dropped over the beast, pinning it in place. My heart thundered as the three snarling heads slammed into the bones. A dreadful cracking sound came from the net, but it held. The spiny tail smashed against the floor, and the entire tunnel quaked.

      “That’s not going to hold for long,” I said, even as more green threads slipped from my hands, strengthening the lattice made of vines.

      “That’s… It’s… we need to get the hell out of here,” Kysha said, her voice shaking.

      Red ribbons joined mine, my magic twisted with Ryllae’s, saving us from the beast.

      Maiela picked up her pack. “Agreed. We have to go now.”

      “Where are we going to go?” Ryllae asked, adding more magic as the three-headed beast roared. “Did everyone forget we’re caught in a maze?”

      “Maze or not, Dark One, we can’t stay here,” Daegal said.

      That was an interesting nickname. I would definitely have to ask Daegal about it when we weren’t about to be eaten alive by a three-headed monster.

      “Enough talking,” Xander said, taking command of the group. “We need to leave now. We’ll deal with the maze after.”

      There was no debating the authority in his voice. We moved as quickly as possible, slinging our packs and bedrolls on our backs as the beast struggled in the net. Ryllae and I took turns feeding more magic into the barrier, until the bones and vines were so thick, the creature was barely visible.

      Our footsteps echoed as we ran. Every so often, another screech came from the creature we had left behind. Jagged stones and uneven flooring made our movements difficult. More than once, I tripped. Each time, Xander was there to catch me. There was no time for light. All of us relied on Xander’s exceptional sight to guide us through the midnight maze.

      Within a few minutes, sweat erupted on the back of my neck. This mountain was unreasonably hot, and my clothes stuck to my body.

      When the sound of the beast’s calls was quieter, I shook my head and slowed.

      “Stop,” I said, gasping for air as I leaned against the wall, trying to catch my breath. I was usually in such good shape, but for some reason, I felt like I could barely breathe.

      Why was my body betraying me now?

      “Aileana?” Xander was at my side in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

      I shook my head, still struggling to breathe. “We need to get out of this maze. Going in circles will just bring us back to that creature.”

      “What do you have in mind?” he asked.

      I loved that he didn’t question me, that he immediately trusted that I knew what to do. We had come such a long way since we first met at the end of my blade.

      “Let’s wait for the others,” I said, breathing in deeply. “Then I’ll explain.”

      He nodded, and I focused on catching my breath. Once my lungs were working properly, I turned around.

      “I have an idea.” I sheathed my dagger.

      “We assumed as much,” Maiela said.

      Ignoring her snarky tone—everyone was tired and hungry and done with this quest—I dropped my pack on the ground before placing my hands on the wall.

      “Can I please have some light, Kysha?”

      The halfling worked fast, and soon, the tunnel was lit in a pale purple light. Reaching within myself, I pulled on my magic. Even though I had used a significant amount with the three-headed beast, my well was still full. Wondering how much I would have to use in order for my well to run completely dry, I reached into the mountain and sought the earth’s presence. Its call was quiet in this dark place of old, but it was still there, running through my veins.

      Sending magic into the land, I conveyed my plan.

      Will it work? I asked the earth.

      The mountain rumbled, as though it was thinking. It should.

      Another trio of roars came from the beast, and I shivered as a vision flashed before my eyes. The land showed me the weakest spots in the rocky wall.

      Thank you, I murmured, sending it magic as a gift.

      A gentle breeze brushed up against my cheek like a lover’s parting embrace. Move with care, High Lady of Life. We cannot afford to lose you, too.

      Always. Pushing a reassuring wave of magic into the mountain, I pulled my hands away from the wall. Five pairs of eyes watched me intently as I turned.

      “Do you want to share your plan with everyone else, Sunshine, or shall we just wait for you to fill us in?” Xander cast a worried glance down the direction we had come from as another roar shook the tunnel. “It sounds like our friend is getting closer to breaking free.”

      “How are you feeling, Ryllae?” I asked, glancing at the Death Elf.

      Red ribbons danced around her fingers, but her blue eyes were wide and she seemed a little… off.

      My suspicions were confirmed when she responded. “As fine as I can be, given the circumstances.” A nervous laugh escaped her, reminding me of the time we first met in Nightstone Prison. “I don’t exactly love being in tight spaces like this.”

      “Neither do I.” Opening my palm, I drew on a thread of magic. The green ribbon wove around my hand, waiting to do my bidding. “I think that if the two of us work together, we can get out of here.”

      “Oh?” Ryllae sounded intrigued, a little more like herself and a little less like she was about to have a breakdown. “Tell me more.”

      As I pulled on my magic, gathering it in a ball in my palm, I explained my plan. When I had laid it all out, silence filled the air.

      Are you certain about this, Aileana? Xander asked through the bond. I trust you, but this is dangerous.

      Everything is dangerous, was my reply.

      My life did not exist without danger. There hadn’t been a single day of my existence where I lived in peace. Danger was my companion—I didn’t know what a quiet, simple existence would even look like.

      Out loud, I said, “We can do it. The land has shown me the safest way.” Looking around, I met each of my companion’s eyes. “The question is, do you trust us? Death Elf and Earth Elf, working together?”

      One by one, my companions nodded. Their trust warmed me, giving me strength for the task ahead.

      I turned back to Ryllae. “Well?”

      She ran her tongue over her lips, seeming unsure. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough,” she admitted.

      “You are.” Daegal’s voice was strong as he reached over, taking his mate’s hand in his. “I know you can do it, Princess. I believe in you.”

      His words had an incredible effect on Ryllae. Her entire demeanor changed. Her back straightened, her shoulders went into a firm line, and she nodded. “You’re right. I can do this.”

      “We can do this,” I added.

      Ryllae stepped forward, running her hands over the stone as her face tightened. She frowned in concentration, touching the wall in several places before turning to me.

      “It’s probably best if we work slowly and chip away at it. That way we have time to react if something changes.” She looked over her shoulder, raising a brow, as she drew crimson ribbons from herself. “If that’s alright with you, Aileana?”

      My lips tilted up. We were really doing this. Working together. If someone had told me a year ago that I would have been working with a Death Elf—trusting them with my life—I would have called them crazy.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “I’ll stand guard,” Xander said.

      He turned, blocking the path on one side, while Daegal did the same on the other. Maiela and Kysha moved back, leaving Ryllae and me standing in front of the bumpy stone wall.

      The Death Elf inhaled sharply, murmuring something inaudible under her breath, before opening her palm. Moments later, the red ribbons she’d been collecting around herself left her hands, crawling over the wall and poking at the rocks, seeking a soft spot.

      The beast roared again, and the princess suck in a breath.

      “Here.” Her voice wavered. “I think.”

      “There’s no time for doubt, Ryllae,” I said, hoping my harsh tone would be helpful and not break her in half. “This is our only hope. Do it.”

      Her throat trembled as she nodded, closing her fists. The crimson ribbons dove into the rocks, disappearing from sight. For a moment, nothing happened. Silence was thick as we waited. My heart pounded, but I refused to breathe.

      Please work, I prayed.

      A crack sounded. A fissure appeared. Ryllae twisted her fist, and a red web like that of a spider burst through the stone. The mountain groaned.

      “It’s working,” she said excitedly.

      “Keep going,” Xander urged. “I can hear the beast. We don’t have much time.”

      Taking his warning to heart, I dropped to my knees and placed my hands on the ground. Shoving as much magic into the land as I could, I directed it through the mountain. The shale rumbled and the rough stones beneath our feet cracked. I sent even more magic, until the air thrummed with power. Ryllae continued to work above me.

      Plinking sounds filled my ears. Small pebbles fell from the roof, but I ignored them.

      Shutting my eyes, I searched through the land until I found what I was looking for. An ancient tree, thousands of years old, stood in the forest beyond Shadowfell Mountain. Pushing my magic to it, I called out to it.

      The tree turned to me, its roots stretching out in my direction. Greetings, High Lady of Life.

      My lips twitched as I extended a magical hand, urging them forward. Come. Grow. Find a new home.

      A pause, then the ground shook. The tremors were worse than before, and I gasped. The three-headed beast bellowed once again, and I lifted my hands..

      “It’s working!” Ryllae yelled.

      I sent more green ribbons towards her, the Death and Earth magic intertwining in a beautiful dance. The rocky wall in front of us was more than half gone, and a sliver of light was visible through the cracks.

      A horrible, punishing shriek came from the creature.

      My heart quickened, and I pulled up as much power as I could, slamming my hands on the rocks and shoving my power into the land.

      Now! I shouted to the earth.

      Roots burst forth from the ground. They ran along the walls, inching into the cracks Ryllae had made. The mountain groaned and rumbled around us, but the ancient tree held firm.

      The Death Elf gathered a red sphere in her hands. “Stand back,” she warned.

      She did not have to tell me twice. I knew the pain of that magic more than most. My back clenched as memories of High King Edgar and his beloved whip ran through my mind.

      Anger pulsed through the bond.

      He’s dead, Sunshine, Xander reminded me, knowing instantly where my mind had gone.

      I forced myself to breathe, just as Ryllae twisted her hands. Molding the magic into a sphere, she launched it into the hole. The moment it made contact with the stone, red light exploded.

      Maiela and Kysha screamed. The ground shook. Daegal yelled. Rocks fell from the roof, raining stones of varying sizes all around. My heart squeezed, and I prayed to Thelrena for safety. Xander bent, pulling me into his arms as he curled his body over mine. The mountain trembled, and the beast roared.

      Then it all stopped. The silence was so sudden, so deafening, that it took a moment for my mind to register what happened. I drew my head out of Xander’s embrace, looking around cautiously.

      “It worked,” I breathed.

      A hole the size of a large male had punched through the wall, and the roots of the tree I’d summoned supported the new passageway. Traces of red and green magic were intertwined through the new tunnel, a marker of the power we’d used. A heavy mist shrouded the other side, rendering whatever lay over there invisible.

      A trio of roars came from behind us, and Xander cursed as heavy footsteps thundered from down the tunnel.

      The beast had broken through.

      Daegal threw his pack down the passageway. “Everyone, hurry.”

      We hadn’t come all this way just to get eaten. In record time, we were on the other side, standing in the dark mist.

      Placing my hands on the wall, I reached out to the earth.

      Thank you for your gift, I said.

      The mountain rumbled, and the roots disappeared back into the ground. The wall shook, and rocks fell, covering the space where we’d just been. A deafening roar of frustration came from the other side as the beast arrived.

      There was little time to worry about that, however, because the murky mist cleared. My heart pounded as I realized that the beast at our backs was the least of our worries.

    

  







            Mine

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






XANDER

        

      

    

    
      The mist lifted, revealing the next part of Shadowfell Mountain, and my stomach twisted. Aileana had been so amazing, working with Ryllae to break out of the labyrinth. I thought we would end up in another section of the mountain when she brought up her plan. I had never expected to see this.

      A cacophony of senses assaulted me all at once, overwhelming me as each begged for my attention. A heat so intense that it was hard to breathe emanated from the fiery lake of molten lava a few hundred feet away. The fire sizzled, frothed, and churned as currents of bright red and orange flames ran between dark crimson, almost black stones.

      My skin prickled, as though I was standing too close to the sun. Sweat acted as a glue, sticking my clothes to me, and the thick air made breathing nearly impossible. The acrid scent of burning sulfur was strong, and the fire itself gurgled and spit like a wild animal as it moved swiftly, guided by unseen currents.

      Black crystals spiraled from the ceiling, their ends sharpened into deadly points. There were just enough of them to know that my dragon could not fly across the lake of flames. Thin, twisting pathways stretched across the expansive body of lava, barely wide enough for one person to walk over them, let alone two.

      And on the other side of the lake…

      Mine.

      A snarl ripped out of me, echoing through the cavern. Nothing else mattered except for the platform on the other side of this hollow mountain.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      The dragon’s chant was so loud, it tuned everything else out.

      Piled so high that it grazed the cavernous, blackened roof was a dragon’s hoard of treasure. Piles of golden coins and precious gems of every color winked at me, beckoning me toward them like a beacon in the darkest night.

      An animalistic, ferocious sound rippled out of my chest. My fists clenched and my neck cracked. My blood boiled and my nostrils flared as my feet moved of their own volition.

      A clatter came as I dropped my sword on the ground, lurching at the lake.

      “Xander!” Aileana yelled. “Stop!”

      I couldn’t do that. Not right now.

      Mine.

      “Dammit,” Maiela cursed from somewhere behind me. “I knew traveling with a dragon was a bad idea.”

      My mate snarled, “Not. Helpful.”

      No, it wasn’t.

      The dragon churned within me, and I wanted to shift. I needed to shift. There was so much treasure. Who in their right mind would leave such a prize in this place?

      Mine.

      A roaring started in my ears. My heart pounded and smoke filled my mouth.

      “Mine,” I snarled.

      A hand landed on my arm, but I shook it off.

      “Stop, Xander!” Aileana yelled. Her voice sounded like it was underwater, and I could barely hear it. “We don’t know if it’s safe!”

      We can make it, the dragon reasoned. Then the treasure will be ours.

      What was a little lava, anyway? I was a dragon. Fire ran through my veins. Besides, that treasure…

      Mine.

      “Stop, Xan!” Another hand, stronger this time, tried to yank me back.

      They couldn’t stop me.

      I moved toward the nearest path.

      Mine.

      Closer.

      I needed to get closer.

      I needed it.

      A snarl ripped out of me, echoing through my bones.

      “Stop!” Aileana screamed.

      The others spoke. My mate said something to Daegal, but I couldn’t understand her words. The roaring in my ears worsened until it was the only thing I could hear.

      That treasure would be mine.

      My back cracked, and my fists clenched.

      Soon, the gold would be mine.

      Aileana yelled, grabbing for me, but I batted her away.

      Her arms wrapped around my middle—I just walked with her hanging on.

      Mine.

      I was pulling on the shift when suddenly, something tight wrapped around my legs. I roared, struggling, as moving became impossible. Crashing to the ground, I snarled as pain ran through me.

      Red ropes wound around my stomach, going all the way to my feet. I thrashed against them, looking behind me.

      The others held onto the bindings, pulling with all their might.

      “Let me go!” I yelled, pounding my fists on the floor and struggling against the rope. Close. I was so close. The lava was right there, and on the other side was my treasure.

      Why were they stopping me?

    

  







            May the Gods be With You
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DAEGAL

        

      

    

    
      I loved Xander like a brother—I couldn’t let him die here because he lost control of his dragon. He thrashed, struggling against the bonds, but we held them firm.

      “I’m going to talk to him,” Aileana said.

      My eyes widened. “He might—”

      “He won’t hurt me.” Confidence filled her voice as she looked between me and her mate. “I’m certain of it.”

      She might have been confident in herself, but I’d seen what happened to dragon shifters that lost control. I was older than the Dragon Massacre, and once, I had witnessed a dragon shifter lose control in the middle of a city square simply because they saw the gleam of a gold coin nearby. It would have been a bloodbath if the holder of the coin hadn’t given it up to the dragon willingly.

      I couldn’t let that happen here today. Xander would never forgive himself if he hurt his mate. Nor would he forgive me if I failed to keep her safe—even from him.

      We were at an impasse.

      The dragon shifter kicked and pulled until the rope grew taut. Kysha grunted next to me, adjusting her grip. On her other side, Maiela groaned as we dug our feet into the ground.

      “Someone needs to do something,” my twin said through gritted teeth. “We can’t hold him forever. One of us is going to give—either us or him. How long can we hold a dragon back, Daegal?”

      Damn it. Maiela was right.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, breathing in deeply before meeting Aileana’s gaze. “If he shifts—”

      “He won’t,” she said resolutely.

      “If he does, you need to get away as quickly as you can.” I couldn’t believe I wasn’t stopping her, but what else could I do? “He’ll die if he hurts you.”

      The pain would rip him apart from the inside out.

      Her aura thrummed. “Okay.” Aileana dipped her head. “If he shifts, I’ll move back.”

      Xander snarled, and the ropes were so tight, I feared they’d snap at any moment.

      “Alright.” I tightened my grip on the rope, wrapping it twice around my fists. “Go.”

      Aileana didn’t waste any time. She ran over to him, placing her hand on his shoulder. She bent, murmuring quietly as though she was speaking to an injured animal. The dragon shifter fought against the bonds, but whatever she was saying seemed to be working. His struggles slowed, until finally, he stilled.

      She kept talking.

      Minutes slipped by. The lava crackled and hissed, and I prayed to any gods who were listening to release Xander from the thrall of the treasure.

      Even so, we did not drop the rope. I wouldn’t risk it. Ryllae was beside me, feeding more magic into Xander’s bindings.

      Eventually, Aileana looked over her shoulder. “It’s okay, you can let him go.”

      Ryllae’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

      The Earth Elf nodded. “He has the dragon under control.”

      I studied them both. Both their auras were shone brightly, and there were no more traces of scales on Xander’s skin. “She’s right,” I said. “It’s safe.”

      Exhaling, everyone released the rope. Ryllae murmured under her breath, and the cord disintegrated, disappearing into thin air. For his part, Xander was immobile on the stone. His back rose and fell, and his muscles rippled as he remained prone.

      “Elyx?” Aileana whispered.

      Someone of his size should not have been incapable of moving with such fluidity, and yet, he rose with the grace of a dancer. Regret shone in his eyes as he shook his head, running his hands through his hair. His head hung low, and he moved back. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I don’t… I just saw the treasure, and my control snapped.”

      Aileana stepped towards Xander, but he moved away. “Don’t.”

      She flinched as though he had hit her.

      His chest heaved and his voice was ragged as he rubbed a hand over his face. “I don’t… I can’t… not yet.”

      Xander wrapped his arms around himself as a tremor ran through him.

      “Let’s give them some space, Mai,” Kysha whispered, leading her wife to the bows they’d abandoned.

      I drew Ryllae against me, the mate bond humming contentedly as I kissed her softly. “You did an amazing job,” I whispered.

      Without Ryllae’s ropes, this might have turned out very differently. Aileana wasn’t sure her vines would hold against the heat—or against her mate’s wrath. Ryllae had saved Xander.

      She moved in my arms, turning to press her head against my chest. I raised a hand, marveling at the darkness of my skin against her pale blonde hair as I threaded my fingers through her locks, rubbing her scalp gently.

      She sighed contentedly, burrowing her face into my tunic. Her aura was vibrant, the silver of our mating brighter than ever. Holding her tight, I sent a prayer of thanks to the gods. Never would I have imagined this would be my path.. Having my bonded mate nearby completed a part of me I had never even known existed. I would never let her go.

      My Fortune Elf magic was a brushing, constant presence in my veins. I felt it calling me towards the silver planes, but I ignored it. I refused to leave Ryllae alone in this place where the air burned and the fire churned. The future would have to wait.

      Aileana approached Xander again, and now he didn’t warn her off. The pair spoke quietly, their hands intertwined and their auras beating in time with one another, before they walked towards us.

      Moving Ryllae to my side, I met Xander’s golden eyes. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’ll be fine, brother.” He held out his hand as he moved towards my Death Elf. It hovered in the air as my mate stared at it before sliding her much smaller hand into his.

      “Thank you for stopping me, Princess,” Xander said. “If I’d shifted in here…” A shudder ran through my old friend. “Let’s just say it wouldn’t have been pretty.”

      They shook hands, and my bonded mate smiled softly. “You’re welcome. I’m glad I could help.”

      Pride ran through me, warming my insides almost as much as the fire heating my skin, and I held Ryllae tight against my side. “I knew she could do it.”

      “You are… special.” Earth Elf rubbed the green tattoos marking her fingers as she eyed my Death Elf inquisitively.

      “She is,” I said.

      Ryllae was more than special. She was mine.

      Picking up his abandoned weapon, Xander cleared his throat. He shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other. “I apologize for my behavior. That was… the dragon… I won’t lose control again.”

      He looked like he had more to say, but the air started shimmering once more. Xander swore, widening his stance as Maiela and Kysha took a step back and raised their bows. Green and red magic sparked, and I armed myself just as a Spirit of the Flames materialized out of thin air. I recognized her immediately as Ember, the smallest of the three Spirits who had greeted us when we first arrived. A golden aura surrounded her, and she smiled at us kindly.

      “Welcome to the Heart of Ithenmyr.” Ember’s aura, as gilded as the coins on the other side of the lake, thrummed as she extended a hand in our direction. “Very few have ever made it through the Labyrinth and found their way into this place. Even fewer dragons have survived the temptations of the Heart. The gods have blessed you abundantly.”

      “What is this place?” My mate asked.

      The Spirit of the Flames smiled. “I’m so glad you asked, Daughter of Kydona.”

      Ryllae stiffened at the title, but Ember didn’t seem to notice.

      I noticed.

      I always noticed when it came to my Death Elf.

      “The Heart of Ithenmyr is a place of great power and magic.” Ember spread her arms, her fiery body glowing even brighter as she gestured to the cavernous lake before us. “The very fabric of this land was woven here many years ago. Before any other beings walked the land, before the Four Kingdoms, before the Dynasty of Roses, there were the Spirits.”

      “Not just the Spirits of the Flames?” Maiela interjected, her brows raising.

      Ember shook her head. “No.” She raised a flaming brow, and the flames that made up her body grew. “You may want to sit. Perhaps you might help with that, Daughter of Thelrena?”

      “Of course.” Green ribbon slipped from Aileana’s palms, and within a few minutes, the six of us were sitting on chairs made of woven vines and leaves.

      “Much better.” The Spirit of the Flames stood in front of us, a smile on her face as she studied our group intently. “Now, where was I?” She pursed her lips. “Ah yes, the history of the Spirits. When the gods first created the continent—the land that was once ruled by the Dynasty of Roses but that you call the Four Kingdoms—they also made the land across the seas. The Indigo Ocean, the Obsidian Coast, Faerie, and beyond.

      “The entire world was formed out of the four elements. Thus, the four types of Spirits were born. Spirits of the Waters, Woods, Flames, and Winds burst forth into this land before there was even light. The gods gave each of the Spirits domain over parts of the land. The Spirits of the Waters were given ownership over the rivers, lakes, and seas. Nontia blessed them with the ability to create tides, call forth rain, and calm storms. Next, Thelrena gave her blessings to the Spirits of the Woods. Guardians of the forests and the land, the Spirits nurtured the living beings that would claim this place as their home.”

      Aileana murmured, “Like the Sanctuary.”

      Ember’s lips twitched. “Yes. The Eldest Spirit of the Woods formed the Sanctuary as a place of refuge in the early days. To this day, it remains a place of protection and respite for those who seek it.”

      Xander snorted, but Ember ignored him.

      “Next, Kydona gave her blessing to the Spirits of the Flames. They were given the gift of heat and tasked with bringing life to the cold, dark places of this world. It was a blessing from Kydona that gifted the very first dragon shifters the flames that run through their veins. Finally, the Spirits of the Winds were made. A collaboration between Thelrena and Kydona, my brothers and sisters who live in the wind are always moving. Never stopping in one place for long, they guide those who need it. The Spirits of the Winds act as messengers for the rest of our kind, carrying news and secrets alike from one place to another.”

      Ember’s gaze went to each of us. “You have probably felt them urging you forward during your journey.”

      “I did,” I said, remembering the breeze that guided me out of the tunnels.

      Kysha and Maiela looked at each other. “We have felt it as well.”

      “So have I,” Aileana agreed.

      The Spirit of the Flames smiled. “When humans, shifters, fae, elves, werewolves, merfolk, and vampires roamed the lands, we Spirits stepped back. Giving over the reins of the world to those living in it every day, we sought to rest our weary limbs. The Spirits of the Woods and Waters remain in the Sanctuary, while my brothers and sisters find their respite here, in the Heart of Ithenmyr.”

      “Why here?” Ryllae asked. “Why this place?”

      Ember met my mate’s gaze. “Because, Daughter of Kydona, magic—both good and evil—is stronger in the Heart. The four elements come together beneath Shadowfell Mountain and there is power here. Someone needs to watch over it.”

      “The Gilded Amulet is here,” Xander murmured, rubbing the map.

      “Yes,” the Spirit of the Flames said softly. “Among other artifacts, the amulet you seek has been kept here for generations.”

      “So, you’ll give it to us?” Aileana asked eagerly, leaning forward in her seat so her elbows rested on her knees. “Is that why you came to tell us this story? So, we can leave?”

      The Spirit of the Flames shook her head sorrowfully. “If only it were that simple.”

      Aileana groaned.

      “Alas, though you have passed two trials, there is one that remains.” Ember looked apologetic. “This trial, more than any of the others you have faced, shall challenge you in ways that you have never seen.”

      “Could you give us any advice?” Kysha asked.

      Ember shook her head sorrowfully. “I am bound by the laws of the Ancients. Though I cannot provide assistance, I am allowed to tell you this will be the simplest of the trials set before you.”

      Suspicion fluttered to life in my stomach, and I narrowed my eyes. Something about this felt strange. “Oh?”

      The Spirit’s blazing gaze snapped to mine, and her aura pulsed. “Yes. The third trial is not difficult. You must pass through the Heart in order to reach the amulet.” She raised a flaming shoulder. “That is all that is required of you.”

      “That’s all?” Aileana crossed her arms, and she furrowed her brows. “All we have to do is get to the other side of this lake?”

      “The Ancients have already judged the six of you worthy of entering through the Gate,” Ember said. “But passing through the Heart requires strength, courage, and stamina. It will take everything you have in order to survive this ordeal. Once you reach the other end, the Gilded Amulet shall be yours.”

      Golden sparks filled the air and Ember began to dissolve into nothing but sparks on the wind. “One more thing,” the Spirit of the Flames said in her eternal voice. “All six of you must reach the other side of the Heart. Any less, and you will fail.” She dipped her head. “May the gods be with you.”
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SAENA

        

      

    

    
      My powerful wings were steady as they carried me over forests and around mountains. The moment we left the witch’s cottage with my brother’s location, I ordered my general to gather my army. Less than a day had passed, and now, my Winged Soldiers flew behind me as I guided them toward my prize.

      We were almost there. I could feel it in my bones. Decades of scheming, murder, and political plays had brought me to this moment. I had spilled copious amounts of blood to get here, but it would all be worth it.

      With the Gilded Amulet in my hands, I would be unstoppable.

      We will be unstoppable, the dragon reminded me.

      I roared, my flames licking the sky. We, I agreed.

      Now that I knew the amulet’s location, there wasn’t a single person who could stop me. This morning, one of my late husband’s Fortune Elves had dared try to halt me in the hallway of my castle, spewing ridiculous nonsense about a broken balance and spreading darkness.

      I had ripped out his throat and left him bleeding on the floor.

      I did not have time for trivialities. Not today. Nothing would come between me and my amulet.

      There it is. The creature’s voice was triumphant, echoing the sentiment running through me as the clouds rolled back, revealing a massive peak in the distance.

      Nestled between two smaller mountains, the tallest one was cloaked in darkness. The stolen magic hummed in my veins, beckoning me toward this place. Swooping low, my wings caught the current as I descended. We would be there in mere hours, a day at the most.

      Soon, immeasurable power would be mine.

      Another roar left me as I remembered the moment when I first learned of the amulet’s existence.

      It was seared into my memory for more than one reason.

      A brisk breeze blew in through the open window, causing goosebumps to erupt on my bare skin. The cool sensation was a welcome distraction from the warmth of the male beneath me. I rested my chin on Dante’s expansive chest, my fingers idly playing with his long blond hair. It lay in sweaty ringlets around us, both of our bodies slick with sweat from our previous entanglement. He ran his fingers playfully over me, and I shivered at his touch.

      Of all the lovers I’d enjoyed, Dante was my favorite. Not only because of his crown—although that was an absolute benefit—but for the way he made me feel. Of course, the life growing within me was nice, too. That was my little secret, one I had been nurturing for weeks. Hiding it was becoming impossible, though. I was going to share my news with my lover and my brother together at dinner later this week. Taking care of two birds with one stone, so to speak.

      “What’s it like to be king?” I asked.

      A dark, murderous chuckle escaped my lover. “To hold this kind of power is everything, Saena.” Dante raised a brow. “I can barely find the words to describe it. When people look at me, they know I hold their lives in my hands.”

      Smiling, I brushed my lips over his chest. “That must be incredible.”

      His hand wove through my hair, and he tugged my head up. “My rose, you have no idea. Power like mine… it’s addictive. Once you’ve tasted it, you want nothing else.” He kissed me, his tongue sweeping into my mouth. “That’s why I have to leave tomorrow.”

      “What? So soon?” This was my first time hearing of this, and it was going to throw my carefully structured plan out the window. I struggled to keep the panic out of my voice. “Where are you going?”

      Dante, the ruler of the Southern Kingdom, sighed. He rolled his eyes as if this line of questioning was beneath him. “My spies have received word of a powerful artifact hidden deep in Ithenmyr, and I want it.”

      “Can it wait?” I pouted. “I don’t want you to go. You just got back. Can’t you send Philips in your place?”

      Dante had been coming and going for months. He was always on one mission or another, and I barely saw him. This gift growing in me had been conceived during his last trip home, and now he wanted to leave again.

      “My rose, I must go,” he said patiently, explaining it as though I was a child and not a fully Mature female. “This artifact will only work once, and I can’t risk the power going to anyone else.”

      Frowning, I studied him. What could be more important than me? I ran my hands over his chest, moving lower and lower and lower. I was Dante’s rose, and though he didn’t know it yet, I was carrying his child.

      Kissing a trail on his stomach, I formed a new plan. Tonight, I would tell him. When he knew what I was carrying, there was no way he would go.

      Who could leave a rose who was about to bloom?

      Shuddering, I pulled myself back to the present. Everything had gone wrong that night. Dante’s rose?

      It had all been a lie.

      In the end, Dante had been like all other men. Horrible. Untrustworthy. Good for nothing but a quick roll in the sheets.

      I roared, letting fire pour from my maw until Dante’s betrayal was but a bitter memory carved into my mind.

      The second he found out I was carrying his child, the King of Drahan had no longer seen any value in me. He’d set his witches on me, and using their dark magic, they had ripped my womb to shreds. Then, without so much as a goodbye, he left me to die on his throne room floor, covered in blood.

      Dante killed our future, and in return, I took his life. Now, his artifact would be mine, too.

      And then, I would be the most powerful of them all.
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AILEANA

        

      

    

    
      The Heart of Ithenmyr was significantly larger than it initially appeared. When Ember had first detailed the “simple” trial we would face, it seemed like we could cross to the other side of the lake in a matter of minutes. An hour, tops. Though I hadn’t dared be excited, I felt relieved at the thought. After that close call with Xander’s dragon, we all needed a rest.

      Those hopes were dashed as soon as we began our journey across the dangerously thin, perilous path. As we dangled over the precarious drop into the fire below, I had realized we were going to be here for a long time. Hours had gone by, and we were still here, inching our way along.

      Another contributing factor to this already stressful situation was that I had finally learned there was something Xander did not excel at. Unfortunately, any humor that I might have found in watching my enormous dragon shifter struggle to keep his balance on the path was destroyed by the gurgling, churning lake of flames beneath us.

      And then there was the heat.

      Everything was hot. My body felt like someone had put me in an oven and was roasting me for dinner. This was not at all comparable to my mate’s warmth. My clothes stuck to my skin in all the wrong places. My pack was glued to my back. Beads of sweat ran down my face and neck, bringing the unpleasant fact that I hadn’t bathed in several days to the forefront of my mind. The air was thick, and the stifling heat made drawing breath difficult.

      The path—although it barely was deserving of the moniker, since it was little more than a thin ridge of stone that ran over the Heart—was rough. We walked single file, the laborious sounds of our breathing a discordant backdrop to the occasional hiss and pop of flames. The trail twisted and turned, and although we had been walking for a long time, the other side was still frustratingly far away.

      I was leading the way, with Xander close behind. It had taken a long time to convince the dragon shifter to let me go first, but when I reminded him I could use my earth magic to save myself from falling, he reluctantly agreed. Extremely reluctantly. As in, I practically had to force my way to the front of the line.

      But I was here, and that was all that mattered.

      The lava below hissed, the waves churned, and I looked at Xander as he cursed. He wobbled, growling when he saw me looking at me.

      Eyes ahead, Sunshine, he snapped through our connection. Be careful.

      Smirking, I dared another glance over my shoulder. Our friends were lined up behind Xander, with Daegal taking the rear. I’m always careful, dragon boy.

      A snarl was my only reply.

      If Xander had been able to shift and fly across the Heart, this journey would have been a lot easier. Unfortunately, between the spitting fire, erupting geysers, shooting flames, and spindly crystals dangling from the ceiling, the Heart of Ithenmyr was a death trap.

      It took all my focus to move one foot in front of the other. My body was sore and tired in a way that seemed unnatural. Was it the stress? I wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter; I supposed. In this place, the song of my magic was different. Greater. More. Since my Maturation, my power had become a constant melody in my veins, but now it was a beating drum, urging me ahead.

      And so I did. Every so often, I pulled ribbons from the well within me, letting them wind around my arms. If I needed them, they would be there.

      I hoped it was an unnecessary precaution.
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        * * *

      

      We had passed the halfway point across the Heart when the first rumble hit. At first, I thought perhaps the sound was in my head. But then it came again. And again.

      The mountain shook beneath us. The fire churned, shifting from a deep red into something angry and bright, like a hot coal that had burned all night long. If the lake of fire had been frightening before, now it was downright nightmarish.

      “Get down!” Daegal shouted as the mountain quaked.

      Instinct had me dropping to my knees, hugging the slim pathway beneath my feet. The rocks cut into my legs, but I didn’t dare move. Seconds later, the ground shook. My heart thumped rapidly in my chest as popping filled my ears. Flames sizzled and seared. The scent of sulfur grew stronger until it was the only thing I could smell.

      And then the waves tripled in size.

      “We can’t stay like this!” Maiela yelled. “We’ll get burned.”

      Or worse.

      “We need a shield,” Xander called out. “Aileana?”

      I shook my head. “My magic won’t survive against flames.”

      Fire and earth rarely mixed. Xander and I were the exception to the rule, it seemed.

      He cursed colorfully.

      This was bad—but I wasn’t the only powerful elf here.

      Inching around on the pathway as the lava churned beneath me, I turned and faced the others. Looking past Xander, I met Ryllae’s gaze. The Death Elf crouched between my mate and Kysha, her knuckles white as she gripped the path.

      Ryllae was powerful. I might have been the High Lady of Life and filled with Earth Elf magic, but she had her own powers. I’d seen her work now, multiple times. And the way her powers had interacted with mine during the trials…

      She wondered who she was, but I was almost positive I knew the answer. How was it that the two of us, both scarred in our own ways, were the opposite of the other? One a warrior, the other not. One of Life, and the other of Death. Both mated to strong males.

      Fate was at play here.

      Like me, she had her own journey to travel. Wounds to heal. Trials to overcome. But perhaps this was part of our trial. Maybe this was what Ember had been referring to.

      If there was anyone who could help us now, it was the Death Elf princess. I called out her name. Fear passed across Ryllae’s face, and she tightened her lips.

      “We need you,” I said.

      Ryllae shook her head. “I don’t know—”

      “Make a shield,” I urged her.

      I had seen her father construct something similar the first time I tried to kill him when he ambushed us in the Queen’s Tower. That night had ended rather poorly, but hopefully, today would have a different outcome.

      “A shield,” Ryllae repeated as the molten lava became more erratic.

      The hissing fire grew louder, nearly drowning out Daegal’s voice as he said, “You can do it, Dark One.”

      The flames roared, and a pop came from nearby. Flaming lava landed mere feet from me, searing the bottom of the path.

      “Please try!” I yelled.

      “Alright.” Ryllae took a deep breath and crimson threads of power slipped from her palms. They swirled in the air as the ground rumbled once more.

      A wave formed on the other side of the Heart, easily twice the size of Xander’s dragon, and moved toward us with unnatural speed.

      Maiela screamed, “Ryllae! Hurry!”

      I really didn’t think that was helpful.

      My suspicions were confirmed when the Death Elf gasped, “I’m trying.” Tears ran down her face as she kneeled, drawing magic around herself. “I promise, I am doing my best.”

      There was a commotion as Daegal shuffled along the path, somehow making it past Maiela, then Kysha, without falling into the lake. He wore not only his sword, but his sister’s bow as well, having insisted on taking the weapon to help the crossing.

      The flaming wave grew closer and closer. The heat was becoming unbearable, and my throat dried. I had never needed water more than I did at that moment.

      Daegal reached Ryllae, placing his hand on her back as he crouched over her.

      Crimson magic swirled. The wave of fire grew closer and closer. My heart thundered in my chest. Sweat poured out of me, and my throat dried. Ryllae’s magic swirled in the air. A roaring filled my ears as the wave grew impossibly larger.

      Resting flat on the trembling path, I hugged it as tightly as I could.

      I love you, Elyxander.

      His golden eyes met mine from where he crouched a few feet away, and he shook his head. This isn’t the end, Aileana. You don’t get to die this easily.

      I could only hope he was right.

      Time slowed as the wave rose, towering over us all for one long, terrible moment. Swirling red and black flames came toward me, and I stared at it. I had never imagined my death to come at the hands of fire. It was just as horrible as one would think. Unbearably hot and prickling and burning; already I could feel the way my body would react to the agonizing pain.

      I tensed, and fear pulsed through the bond. Tears rushed to my eyes as I reached for Xander. Our fingers met, brushing against each other one last time.

      I waited for the burn. The pain. I waited for my flesh to be seared to my bones. At least it would be fast. My back clenched and my bowels loosened as I waited for death.

      Sorrow swept through me, and I sent final ribbons of my magic into the earth.

      I’m sorry, I said to the shaking land. I failed you.

      No, it cried out.

      The lava was a fiery monster waiting to destroy us all. Just as it was about to devour us whole, red filled my vision. The wave crashed down, slamming into a crimson, translucent shield.

      The breath I didn’t know I’d been holding escaped me in a whoosh. I looked up to see the Death Elf struggling under the weight of the shield. The six of us were still alive, bathed in red light as tumultuous flames crashed over us.

      Then the trembling stopped. The lake calmed. The waves grew smaller.

      And we lived.

      A rough chuckle that was barely more than a breath escaped Ryllae. “We’re alive,” she said, as though she couldn’t believe it. “Alive.”

      She laughed, the sound tinged with mirth and disbelief. It was contagious, and soon, everyone was laughing. It felt good, and for a moment, I forgot about the boiling lava.

      When the laughter had dried up, we had to continue. Pushing myself to my feet, we went down the path once more. This time, our mood was even heavier. Twice more, the ground shook, bringing those deadly waves toward us. Twice more, Ryllae’s power protected our group.

      When the red and black rocks that made up the uneven lake shore came into view, my legs burned. I had never been happier to see a wide stretch of land than I was at that moment. The space between the path and the lava had grown, and now we were suspended dozens of feet above the churning flames. Though it was still unbearably hot, it felt better than when the flames had been so close that I could reach out and touch them. It was an illusion of safety, but sometimes, we needed illusions to survive.

      I rushed towards the shore—as much as I dared to, considering the churning mass of liquid flames below. The moment my foot touched the rocks, a ragged sob escaped me.

      “Thank Thelrena,” I said, moving onto the shale. Xander followed quickly, and soon Ryllae, Daegal, and Kysha stood beside me. Maiela was the last one, walking behind the rest of us. She moved steadily with her arms outstretched, seeming to balance well on the path.

      She was just a few feet from the ledge when it happened.

      One moment, Maiela lifted her foot.

      The next, the pathway connecting the shore to the trail was gone. It fell, slamming into the lake. A hiss. A splash. Fire flared. I blinked. Ryllae and Kysha shouted. Xander yelled. My heart squeezed and Daegal cried out. Panic flooded through me, and breathing became difficult.

      “Help!” Maiela screamed.

      Dangling precariously over the Heart of Ithenmyr, Maiela held onto the remaining path with one hand. She grappled at the side, but she couldn’t quite grab it. Her pack was gone, burned in the flames below, but she was still alive.

      For now.

      Daegal lay flat on his stomach, reaching out for his twin sister from the shore. “Take my hand, Mai!”

      She reached and reached; her face straining as she struggled to touch her brother’s outstretched hand, but it wasn’t enough. The broken path was too far.

      We had to save her. Not only because Ember had specifically said all six of us needed to reach the other side, but because I’d be damned if someone died because of me.

      Maiela’s eyes were wide, and tears slipped down her cheeks as she struggled to hang on.

      “Aileana!” The sound of my name had me jerking up my head.

      Ryllae stood next to me, a red ribbon in her hand. I looked at it and understood exactly what she wanted to do. Something within me shifted as I reached out, lacing my fingers through the Death Elf’s.

      “We can do this,” I whispered, hoping my voice portrayed more confidence than I felt. “If we work together, we can save her.”

      Pulling on my well of magic, I urged Ryllae to do the same. Filling my arms with threads of power, I released it on an exhale. Something strange happened. Magic flooded from us both, but the ribbons were neither red nor green.

      They were white, shining with the brilliance of the midday sun.

      I didn’t have time to question the color, however, because Maiela needed our help. The others were frantically speaking, but I couldn’t hear them. My entire being was focused on saving the Fortune Elf.

      Ryllae squeezed my hand, and understanding passed between us. I knew exactly what she wanted me to do. Closing my eyes, I dove into the place where my magic resided. My well was full, the green ribbons waiting to be used. As I pulled them up, I sensed another presence. It wasn’t nefarious…

      If anything, I felt righter than I had in a long time.

      The white magic left our hands, weaving around Maiela and lifting her up. Soon, she was levitating on a bed of ribbons as white as a cloud, being carried to the rocks. My heart didn’t stop racing until the Fortune Elf’s feet landed on the shore.

      Then Ryllae released me. The magic dissolved into the air as Kysha ran towards Maiela, the two wives meeting in a fierce kiss. They broke apart after a minute, and Daegal hugged them both.

      “I thought you were going to die,” Kysha said.

      “Me too,” Maiela hiccuped.

      Ryllae joined the hug, and the sound of hushed reassurances filled my ears as Xander drew me to him.

      “Are you alright, Aileana?” he asked me, pulling away from the others before hugging me tightly against his chest.

      “I’m fine,” I said, ignoring the nausea that was deciding to make a reappearance. “Did you see my magic?”

      “I’d have to be blind to miss it, Sunshine.”

      “It was white.” I raised my eyes to his. “What does that mean?”

      His brows furrowed, and he shook his head. “I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out. The most important thing is that you’re alive. We’re all alive.”

      He bent, his mouth capturing mine in a claiming kiss that spoke of his relief. I melted against him; my worries momentarily forgotten as I reveled in being with my bonded mate.

      Eventually, Xander released my lips, drawing me against his chest. Nearby, the other two couples did the same. We had survived the trials and made it across the Heart of Ithenmyr.

      My mate held me for a long time, his arms wrapped tightly around me. I couldn’t stop thinking about the white ribbons of magic.

      What did they mean?
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RYLLAE

        

      

    

    
      I had once heard it said near-death experiences could tell you a lot about yourself. Now that we had survived a slew of them in the past few days, I could confidently say that the only thing I knew for certain was that I did not enjoy quests.

      If I never did anything else like this, I would be a happy elf. Crossing this lake of fire was one of the most frightening moments of my entire life, and that was saying something, considering I had spent over two and a half centuries in prison.

      “How are you, Princess?” Daegal asked roughly. He held me tight against his chest, placing kiss after kiss on my head as he caressed my back. I never wanted him to let me go. “Are you feeling okay?”

      Translation: Was I mentally stable or going to fall over the ledge of madness?

      Before he came into my life, I would have said no. I was not sane. Sanity had left me somewhere during those first hundred years of my imprisonment.

      If that had been him dangling on the edge of the path instead of Maiela, if—gods-forbid—he had fallen to his death, I would have gone with him. If not in body, then in mind.

      Daegal was holding me together. My father might have tried to break me—and in a lot of ways, he succeeded. I was a shell of myself after prison. Broken and cracked, barely keeping myself in one piece. My bonded mate was the glue that brought me back to life. He filled in those cracks perfectly, and together, we were something new. Better. With him, I would be okay.

      “I’m feeling… alright,” I said.

      My heart still raced in my chest, a ghost of the way it had pounded when Maiela fell. Fear had run through me—mine and Daegal’s. I’d never felt anything like that before in my entire life. Some instinct deep within me had urged me to work with Aileana. That white magic… I wasn’t sure where it had come from, but it was right. I knew that in the depths of my soul. A part of me was permanently altered when we worked together.

      And now the six of us were here. Alive and well, standing on the other side of the Heart.

      “Why isn’t it over?” I asked Daegal.

      Shouldn’t something have happened? We made it across. We survived the trials. And yet, the fire still raged. The heat was still oppressive. The treasure, which had appeared so close when we first got here, was still out of reach. Rigid stones that might at one point have been stairs spiraled up toward the platform before disappearing out of sight.

      My mate’s brows furrowed. “I—”

      A slow clap came from behind me. Daegal stiffened, and the hairs on the back of my neck prickled as we turned around.

      A deep, masculine voice said, “Well done.”

      My Fortune Elf shoved me behind him, but not before I noticed the towering Spirit of the Flames. Easily twice the size of the others we had met; this one did not have the same welcoming appeal as his counterparts. The Spirit lacked clothing, which was apparently a theme among his kind, and his form was muscular. However, unlike the other Spirits, the flames comprising his body were so hot; they were nearly white. He shone brightly, as if we were looking at the sun itself.

      After a moment, I averted my eyes. Something about this male made me feel strange. Perhaps it was the way he towered over me, or it could have been the exhaustion already creeping in from this never-ending day, but I did not want to be in this Spirit’s presence any longer than necessary.

      Apparently, the others felt similarly, because as I glanced around, I saw that Maiela and Kysha huddled together, standing behind us. Both Xander and Daegal had drawn their swords, and Aileana’s dagger glimmered in the firelight.

      “Who are you?” the dragon shifter asked.

      The Spirit of the Flames replied, “My name is Thrandor. I am the Eldest Spirit of the Flames, I am the Light Bearer and the Keeper of the Heart of Ithenmyr.”

      “We have come for the Gilded Amulet,” Xander said.

      “I expected as much.” His flames grew brighter, the light nearly blinding. “I have been waiting for you, Son of Aranuil.”

      Clearing his throat, Thrandor began what was now becoming a rather repetitive refrain among the Spirits. “The balance in the Four Kingdoms is broken. Darkness has arrived. Evil has awoken. Those with pure hearts and good intentions shall enter the Gate, pass through Shadowfell Mountain, and leave with the Gilded Amulet. With it comes great power.” He peered down at us, his expression bordering on mockery. “I am assuming that you do, in fact, plan on leaving?”

      “Yes,” Xander said gruffly. “We do.”

      A beat passed as the Spirit of the Flames studied our group. “So be it. If you want the Gilded Amulet, Son of Aranuil, all you must do is get it.”

      “That’s all?” Suspicion leaked into Aileana’s voice. “After all this, we just have to—”

      “No,” Thrandor thundered, stomping a flaming foot on the ground. Fire sparked and sizzled, and we all took a step back. “Not ‘we’. Your bonded mate must do this on his own. The Gilded Amulet is not some trinket to be passed around lightly. If the dragon shifter wants the amulet, he needs to get it himself.”

      Thunder boomed and Thrandor disappeared in a flash of golden light.

      We were alone once more. Daegal’s shoulders relaxed, and he sheathed his sword before holding me against him. Footsteps sounded on the rough stone, and when I looked up, the others were circled around us.

      “What are we going to do?” Maiela asked.

      Kysha furrowed her brows. “Thrandor’s directions were clear. We can’t leave without the Amulet.”

      “What if—” Aileana started, and at the same time, Xander said, “I’m going.” The dragon shifter clapped Daegal on the shoulder, meeting my Fortune Elf’s eyes. “You’ll look after them?”

      My bonded mate nodded. “With my life. I swear it to you, brother.”

      “Thank you.”

      Xander wrapped his arm around Aileana, drawing her to the side before pulling her into a deep embrace. The depth of emotion passing between the two of them was a storm of energy, and I soon grew uncomfortable, averting my eyes and burying my face in Daegal’s tunic.

      Though they said no words, Xander and Aileana remained in that position that for a few minutes. None of us spoke; the sizzle and popping of the Heart of the Ithenmyr was the only sound in this massive, hollowed out mountain.

      After everything we had been through, the silence was the greatest relief.

      Eventually, the pair rejoined us. Aileana’s cheeks were flushed and her hair was mussed, coming out of its braid, and she held her mate’s hand.

      “We’ll wait for you, Xander,” she murmured, leaning against him.

      He kissed her cheek, letting go of her hand to draw her in for a hug. “You’d better,” he said gruffly.

      Sharing a quick, meaningful glance with Daegal, Xander nodded once before turning. He marched on the stone, his every step filled with purpose, as he reached the spiral staircase and climbed.

      Within moments, he was out of sight.

      The five of us looked at each other as an unspoken agreement to remain silent settled in place. Daegal took my hand, leading me to rest against a stone wall in this cavernous, hollowed out mountain.

      Nearby, Maiela and Kysha were laying on the stone, using Kysha’s pack like a pillow. The Earth Elf sat against the wall, tapping the flat part of her dagger against her thigh. Every so often, she cast worried glances in the direction Xander had gone.

      I yawned, covering my mouth with my hand, but of course Daegal noticed. His brows furrowed, and he frowned, drawing me against him. “Why don’t you rest for a while, Princess?” he murmured, rubbing soothing circles on my back. “I’ll keep watch over you.”

      That sounded perfect. It was impossible to tell time down here, but judging by the exhaustion running through my bones, it had to be getting late. Or maybe it was early. Either way, sleep was exactly what I needed.

      Shutting my eyes, I let the smooth rise and fall of Daegal’s chest lull me into a restful state.
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        * * *

      

      A strange, oddly pleasant and familiar smell wafted over me. It filled my nostrils, drawing me out of my rest. Blinking, I shook myself awake. Soft white light surrounded me, and mist fell like warm rain on my skin. I was in a large, opulent room that reminded me of my father’s castles.

      I looked down and my brows knit together. This wasn’t right. The dirty, torn tunic and leggings that I’d worn since leaving the witch’s cottage were gone, and in their place was a sleeveless, crimson chiffon gown. The straps were barely more than wisps of fabric hanging over my shoulders, and though the dress fell to my feet, it was completely indecent… and utterly delightful. In many ways, it reminded me of the fashions of High Queen Mareena’s people in the Indigo Ocean. The merfolk had been free with their bodies in a way that Ithenmyrians never were.

      But I was not under the sea.

      “Where am I?” my voice echoed, the question repeating three times over, but there was no reply.

      A cool breeze brushed up against my skin, and goosebumps erupted all over my flesh. Rubbing my arms, I looked around. This space was windowless and doorless, filled with paintings of nature that hung in gilded frames. How did I get in here? If not for the lack of entry points, this could have passed as an apartment of some kind. The centerpiece was a large golden bed that could easily hold a dozen people comfortably.

      If it wasn’t for the steady mist, I would have thought this was real. But it couldn’t be. It didn’t rain indoors.

      It had to be a dream, but it felt so real. My fingers ran up my bare arms, pinching my skin.

      “Ow!” A red mark appeared, and I glared at my offending fingers.

      This was real. That complicated things.

      “Hello?” I called out again. “Is anyone here?”

      Silence.

      “Daegal?” I traced red and silver lines of my mating bond, tapping those marks. Thank the gods, they were still there. “Where are you, love?”

      Nothing.

      The mist fell fast, becoming a steady rain and dampening the chiffon gown until it stuck to me like another layer of skin.

      The air shimmered. I stumbled back a step as a golden door appeared in the middle of the room.

      “Well, that confirms it,” I muttered. “I’m either losing my mind or this is a dream.”

      Although I supposed it didn’t really matter. Dream or not, I was not keen on staying in this room. I lifted the hem of my dress and walked towards the door. Twisting the knob, I stepped over the threshold.

      This time, a blinding light flashed as another brisk breeze blew around me. This one didn’t stop though, instead swirling in a cyclone. I held my left hand in front of my eyes, my right hand going to my chest as though my touch could ease the rapid beating of my heart.

      It did not.

      “Greetings, Ryllae of the House of Irriel.” A feminine voice sounding like wind chimes reached my ears. It had no central point. Instead, it came from all around.

      Narrowing my eyes, I turned in a circle. The blinding light had receded, but still, I couldn’t see anyone. Stones lay beneath my feet, and above me, there was nothing but blue sky. Once again, that mist fell, wetting my skin. Where was it coming from?

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      A pause, before the breeze brushed up against me in a strange, familiar gesture. “I am Rintha,” the voice whispered. “Do you not recognize my touch?”

      The air caressed my cheeks.

      I tilted my head. “You’re… the wind?”

      “A Spirit of the Winds, yes,” Rintha said gleefully. “I have been waiting for you, Forgotten One.” She paused. “Although perhaps that is no longer the case. Do you know who you are, Princess?”

      I stared at the blue sky, craning my neck as though I might glimpse this mysterious Spirit. “I’m a Death Elf,” I whispered.

      “Yes.” She drew out the word until it was nothing more than a hiss. “That is true. But you are more than that.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Rintha clucked her tongue. Did Spirits made of wind have tongues? They must have, because that was a distinct sound. “I am forbidden by the laws of old to tell you.”

      Of course she was. What was the point of this?

      I did not answer, and Rintha snapped, “Think! Who are you?”

      I hated when people yelled at me. “I don’t know,” I huffed, my nostrils flaring. “Is this a test? Another trial? We passed three of them, and Xander is going to get the Gilded Amulet.”

      “Who are you?” Rintha asked once more, her voice rising.

      “I’m the princess of Ithenmyr,” I said, not hiding my frustration. “Or I was until my father threw me into prison.”

      “Yes.” Rintha’s words stretched out like before. “But who are you?”

      Now, irritation was becoming something else. Reaching up, I rubbed my temples as a pounding pain started in my head. “I don’t know what you’re asking me.”

      The wind momentarily died down, before blowing around me with more force than before. A female form gathered in front of me, the swirling breeze providing brief glimpses of a nude, supple, curvy form.

      “Look at yourself,” Rintha whispered.

      I glanced down at my arms. They were as they had been since the day of my Maturation. Red swirls and whorls made up the tattoos covering my body from my collarbone to my feet. The only new addition was my mating mark.

      “I’m sorry.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what you want me to see.”

      A gentle brush ran over my arm. “You are traveling with someone, yes?” Rintha asked.

      I nodded, confused by the rapid shift in questioning. “Several others. My mate and his sister. Her wife. A dragon shifter and—”

      “An Earth Elf,” Rintha interrupted me. “Who is she?”

      “Aileana. She’s kind, though sometimes I feel like she might be a touch violent.”

      The Spirit of the Winds made a sound of annoyance. “Who is she?”

      She was frustrated? Good. I was frustrated. Was this even real or was my mind playing tricks on me again?

      “I don’t know what you want me to say!”

      Rintha went to speak, but before she could, the gentle mist turned into something brash and cold.

      “I must depart,” she said. “It’s no longer safe for me to remain. Think, Ryllae. Look at yourself. See what is around you. The balance requires you to pay attention.”

      “What do you mean?” I cried out desperately.

      The Spirit faded, and the wind died down as she yelled, “Life and Death are torn asunder! They must reunite in order to repair the balance.”

      After that, I truly was alone.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start, my heart pounding in my chest and sweat running in rivulets down my skin.

      Had that been nothing but a figment of my imagination? Rintha felt so real…

      But it had been a dream.

      I was back in my own clothes, and the air was still insufferably hot. Daegal’s hand ran in soothing gestures over my side, and it quickly became clear that he hadn’t moved.

      Blinking, I yawned. “Has Xander returned?”

      Daegal and Maiela cast worried looks in the direction the dragon shifter had disappeared. Aileana had moved, and now she was pacing on the stone, green threads of power spinning around her as she paced. Kysha stood near the Earth Elf, spinning purple ribbons around her hands, but not speaking.

      It was Maiela who answered. “Hours have passed and we haven’t heard from him.”

      Daegal frowned. “He should have been back by now.”

      Worry pushed aside Rintha’s question to the recesses of my mind. If Xander didn’t get the amulet, we couldn’t leave this place. We would be stuck here in Shadowfell Mountain, slowly starving to death in front of this fiery lake.

      What was taking him so long?
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XANDER

        

      

    

    
      My right hamstring burned as I climbed these never-ending steps, and my already exhausted muscles screamed every time I lifted my foot. How were there so many stairs? I could have sworn hours had passed since I left Aileana.

      Strange magic was at play here. There was no question in my mind.

      Worry pulsed through the mating bond, tasting sour on my tongue, and I knew she was waiting for me. I tried to speak to her through our connection, but every time I attempted to send her a message, my words slammed into a brick wall separating the two of us.

      Strange magic indeed.

      The only thing that kept me going was the thought that this was finally the end. For over a century, I had worked towards this very moment. What did one do when the quest that had been fueling them for decades suddenly ended?

      This climb was bittersweet, and thoughts of my childhood clouded my mind as I climbed walked up the stairs. How could it be any other way? Visions of my mother’s sad smile intermingled with ones of that final, fateful morning when she sent us into the forest to play. Memories of her swollen belly, days before Saena’s birth, mixed with the acrid scent of ash and death that had haunted me after the destruction of our village.

      I should have protected Saena, but I’d failed.

      How had the same loving, caring, spirit-filled girl that had pranced through our village become the twisted evil queen that now reigned over Ithenmyr and Drahan? How had she lost control of her dragon? That was the first lesson every dragon shifter learned. From the moment we could talk, we were taught the importance of keeping our creatures under control.

      Night and day, Mother had called us. Opposites in both looks and personality. Saena’s hair was as black as a stormy night, whereas mine was as white as silver-streaked snow. I was serious, and Saena used to be filled with joy.

      When we were young, we were the perfect pair.

      Who was she now?

      The Dragon Queen is no longer your sister, the creature within me remarked. This wasn’t the first time it had spoken in such a fashion. You must cast those thoughts aside if we are going to live.

      I refused to let that be the case.

      I might still be able to save her, I said, a tinge of desperation in my voice. Maybe I can reason with her.

      The dragon huffed. Impossible. Once the draken takes over, there is no saving anyone.

      Perhaps—

      Our discussion ended as I finally reached the top of the stairs.

      Thank all the gods.

      As soon as I stepped onto the landing, my mouth fell open in awe. Piles upon piles of treasures were stacked on top of each other. It was no wonder I had seen it from the other side of the Heart. Glimmering gold coins and sparkling precious gems as big as my hand were stacked on top of each other. Gilded necklaces, bracelets, and even golden fabric were strewn everywhere.

      Bending, I scooped up a handful of money and let the coins fall through my fingers. They tinkled like expensive rain as they fell to the ground.

      Mine, the dragon growled.

      My eyes widened at the sight of all these riches. I had gold, obviously. What kind of dragon would I be without it? I had multiple treasures stashed in various safe places in the Four Kingdoms. They were payments from my time as the White Death, along with other trinkets and gilded knickknacks I had picked up throughout my life.

      But none of my hoards were as plentiful as this. If this treasure were mine, I could provide for my bonded mate for the rest of our lives. We could take it and flee to the Obsidian Coast. For all their fickleness, the fae would surely welcome us if we arrived on their shores bearing the riches of an entire kingdom.

      I gave myself one minute to kneel and hold the gold to my chest, thinking about that future. One minute to consider a life where we ran away, escaping our problems. One minute to think about claiming this treasure and leaving.

      And then I pushed it away. Running was cowardly, and my bonded mate would never do that. Aileana was brave and headstrong and the earth needed her. She would not leave the land. Not while there was even an ounce of hope that she might restore the balance.

      Where she went, so did I.

      Opening my hands, I let the gold fall to the floor before pushing myself to my feet.

      This wasn’t why I was here. Forcing myself to ignore the treasure, which was a feat in and of itself, I focused on one thing: the Gilded Amulet.

      My multiple university degrees, acquired during my decades roaming the Four Kingdoms, weren’t required to determine that the object I sought was likely made of gold. The problem was finding it. I couldn’t sift through all these stacks; it would take far too long. And time was not on our side.

      Already, my mating bond was itching. I turned in a slow circle, taking in the space. There were at least twenty piles of treasure. I needed a plan.

      Why don’t you speak the words of the prophecy? the dragon suggested after a moment, its tone rather snide. A snarky comment rose to my tongue, but I tamped it down as I realized the creature was probably right.

      Standing in the middle of the landing, I closed my eyes and repeated the prophecy from memory. As soon as the last words left my lips, flames erupted in a circle around me. I tensed, widening my stance as I drew my sword. The air shimmered gold outside the ring of fire, and Inferna stepped out of the air.

      “Welcome, Son of Aranuil, to the resting place of the Ancient Ones. I am pleased to see you have arrived in one piece,” the Spirit of the Flames said, as if we were sitting down for a pleasant conversation, and I wasn’t standing in the middle of a burning circle.

      A growl rose within me. “Is this another game?” Gesturing to the fire, I barely contained my ire. “I came for the Amulet. I’ve passed your trials and I’ve crossed the Heart. Where is it?”

      Inferna smiled softly. “All in good time, Elyxander. What you seek shall be yours, but there is a cost to all things, even this.”

      Of course there is, the dragon huffed. The fact that the beast was irritated was proof that this situation had gone on far too long. The creature that lived beneath my skin was reasonable, often frustratingly so.

      I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “What do you want from me?”

      Inferna raised a brow. “It is not I who wants something from you, dragon. Rather, there is someone who would like a word.”

      I narrowed my eyes, and suspicion ran through me. “Who are you talking about? I don’t know anyone here.”

      The only people I cared about were waiting for me by the Heart.

      Inferna smiled. “I think you shall be pleasantly surprised.” She opened her arms, and flames spread from her hands. They engulfed the platform as the ring increased in heat. Sweat broke out on the back of my neck and breathing became difficult. I tightened my grip on my sword, but before I could do something stupid like run through the flames, they fell away.

      My weapon clattered to the ground, and my mouth dropped open.

      The Spirit of the Flames raised a brow. “I told you this would be a surprise.”

      That was an understatement. Even the dragon was rendered speechless. A shadowy wisp of a female hovered in the air, her face obscured as though she were underwater. It didn’t matter. I didn’t need to see her clearly. I knew who this was.

      “Mama?” My voice was little more than a whisper, and tears lined my eyes.

      The ghost’s lips tilted up, and she smiled. “You’ve made it, my son.”

      Something hot ran down my cheeks, but I didn’t stop to wipe it away.

      “I couldn’t save you,” I said.

      She shook her head. “That was never your job, Elyx.”

      I moved toward her, reaching out as though to touch her. My hand went through the air, and my heart broke. She wasn’t real. I knew that, but somehow, having it confirmed for me was worse. I thought… I supposed it didn’t matter. I was wrong.

      “I tried to keep Saena safe,” I whispered. “For many years after you died, she stayed with me.”

      “I know,” my mother replied. “You did a good job, my son.”

      I grimaced. “No, I didn’t.” My voice cracked. “At the end, I—”

      “Your sister has made her own choices. She is Mature, Elyx. You cannot bear the weight of her decisions on your soul.”

      This time, those words hit differently. They struck a chord within me, and I realized they were right. Mama, Aileana, Daegal, they all knew this wasn’t my fault.

      Maybe it was time I accepted the truth.

      Part of me was still broken and hurting over Saena’s betrayal, but it would heal. I would heal.

      “Mama, I—”

      “I have always loved you, Elyx.” The apparition wavered. “Never forget.”

      She disappeared, and silence fell upon me once more.

      A fiery hand landed on my shoulder, and I turned.

      Inferna placed the amulet in my hands, and I stared at it as she said, “One more thing before you go.”
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AILEANA

        

      

    

    
      Hours had passed since my bonded mate first climbed the steps. Ryllae and Kysha both napped, while the Fortune Elves spoke quietly between themselves.

      I paced and paced and paced.

      If it had been possible to wear a hole in the stones beneath my feet, I would have done so by now. I couldn’t keep still. Not while Xander was off doing the gods only knew what.

      The constant sizzle and pop of the swirling lake of fire was my companion as I walked back and forth. My magic had replenished faster than ever, and its song was a heavy beat in my veins, echoing the steady pounding of my heart.

      The nausea had returned, and this time, it wasn’t going away.

      Taking low, shallow breaths, I walked back and forth. Again and again.

      Time marched on.

      “Aileana, do you think you should take a break?” Daegal called out from where he rested against a large rock. The Death Elf leaned against him; her eyes closed as she slept peacefully. She’d woken a while ago, but now she slept once more.

      I shook my head. “I can’t. Not without him.” Moving my dagger from one hand to the other, I attempted to reach out to Xander again through our mental connection. I felt him, but every time I tried to speak to him, there was no response.

      Gnawing on my lip anxiously, I groaned. “I don’t understand what’s taking so long. It’s one amulet.”

      Maiela eyed me from where she sat cross-legged across from her twin brother. “You’re worried about him,” she murmured.

      I paused, eyeing her. “Yes. Wouldn’t you be?”

      She nodded. “Of course. Every single time Kysha donned a glamour and went into Vlarone, I worried for her safety. That is the burden of love. Your heart is no longer your own. Instead, it is walking around in someone else’s body. It’s theirs to protect—or to break.” Maiela glanced lovingly at her wife. “Giving away your heart is the greatest act of love one being can do for another.”

      That was incredibly profound.

      “He is my heart,” I whispered.

      Standing still was too much. I needed to move. Pacing once more, I waited at the bottom of the stairs. This entire day had been one horrible thing after the other.

      From Xander’s nightmare to the three-headed beast, and then the harrowing crossing of the Heart, it had been a very long day. When I added the nausea to the mix, it went from bad to worse.

      At the beginning, I assumed the sickness was caused by stress. But that seemed less and less likely as the days went on. Suddenly, Maiela’s words from outside Olwine’s cottage came back to me.

      You’re not pregnant, are you?

      Frowning, I thought back to my courses. It had been weeks since I’d last bled, and admittedly, we’d been a little lax on the contraceptive front, what with all the other things going on right now.

      If I was… If this was…

      I groaned. This wasn’t the right time for this. How could it be happening now? I didn’t even know how Xander would react. Would he be happy? Was I happy?

      You’re not pregnant, are you?

      This was a massive wrench in our plans, but some part of me warmed at the thought. The more I considered it, the more likely it seemed. We were married after all, and though I was sheltered, I knew what kinds of acts led to pregnancy.

      Gods. I couldn’t deal with this right now. If I was right about this… All of it would have to wait.

      Obviously, I couldn’t ignore it forever. This was the type of situation that didn’t change, even if it was ignored. Gathering all the emotions bubbling up inside of me, I stuffed them down into a box deep within me, storing this problem away to deal with later.

      Pacing once more, I kept my thoughts on Xander until loud footsteps came from the stairs. I jerked my head at the sound, my lips tilting up as my dragon shifter walked down the steps. As soon as I saw him, the small smile disappeared. Xander looked exhausted, as though he’d been gone for days, not hours. Shadows lined his eyes, and there was something inherently heavy about the way he carried himself. A dark, haunted look crossed his face, and new lines covered his forehead.

      “Aileana.” The way Xander said my name sent shivers up my spine.

      I launched myself at him, not caring that the others were watching. He opened his arms, and I squeezed him tightly. “Thank Thelrena you’ve returned.”

      Xander nodded, brushing a kiss over my head as he hugged me. “I’m back.”

      There was something about his tone that made me look up.

      What’s wrong? I asked through our connection.

      His eyes flickered, that gold darkening to a burnished amber before they returned to their normal color. Nothing, he replied evasively. It’s just been a long day, and I’m tired.

      That made two of us. Even though I wanted to press the issue further, the others approached.

      “Did you get it?” Daegal asked.

      Xander reached into his pocket, withdrawing his clenched fist moments later. “You tell me.”

      He opened his palm, revealing a lustrous, gilded amulet. It was larger than my compass, and it probably would have been considered gaudy by some. The amulet emit a bright light and it bore an elaborate carving on a fire-breathing dragon on the front.

      “Thank all the gods,” Kysha breathed.

      I raised my eyes to Xander’s, where that haunted expression remained. “You did it.” I kissed him. “I’m so proud of you, Elyxander.”

      For a moment, he didn’t move. Then a growl rumbled through him, and he drew me against him. His hand went to the back of my neck, and he held me tight. Our surroundings fell away as his mouth sought mine, our kiss telling a tale of love and warmth, of worry and relief.

      Someone coughed. “I’m proud of you too,” Maiela said dryly, raising a brow. “But perhaps we can move the celebration out of this mountain? I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m getting rather hot.”

      Now that Maiela mentioned it, my tunic was sticky, and the air was becoming more uncomfortable by the minute. The crackling hiss of the Heart hadn’t ceased, and my entire body was too warm.

      Everyone agreed. Xander drew me against his chest, holding me with one arm as our group gathered in a circle.

      “How does it work?” Daegal asked, eyeing the amulet.

      “We all need to be touching it,” Xander said gravely. “There is no room for error. When Inferna gave it to me, she reminded me in no uncertain terms that this was the only way out of here.”

      The air was heavy with anticipation as the six of us exchanged glances. This was it.

      “I can’t wait to see the sun again,” I breathed. My magic hummed eagerly, and I knew the earth was waiting for me on the other side of this. I’d been trapped once before, and that had almost killed me. I needed to be free. To feel the wind in my hair, the kiss of sunlight on my skin. I needed it all. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Reaching out, I placed my hand on top of the Gilded Amulet. Ryllae’s slender fingers rested over mine, laced with Daegal’s. Maiela and Kysha’s hands slipped in around ours as we each confirmed we were touching the cool metal.

      Only then did Xander speak. His voice was low and deep as he spoke in a tongue I did not recognize, reciting the same phrase repeatedly. As his voice grew louder, specks of gold appeared in the air, and then the amulet heated beneath our touch.

      Xander kept chanting.

      My fingers burned, and my heart galloped like a horse as he continued.

      When my flesh felt like it was moments away from becoming charred remains of itself, Xander stopped talking. The only sound was that of my heart beating in my ears, and even that seemed like too much.

      Then, a tremor ran through the ground. My magic throbbed, its persistent beat edging on painful, as a radiant light erupted from the Gilded Amulet. Beside me, Ryllae gasped. Red ribbons sparked in the air, and my stomach churned. I squeezed my eyes shut as a powerful wave of nausea rushed through me. Bile rose in my throat, threatening to erupt, as the earth shook again.

      Then a cool breeze slammed into me, stealing my air as my legs trembled. The wind was so foreign after the heat of the Heart that it took a moment to realize I was back on firm ground. I let out a breath, feeling woozy as my magic pulsed with a rare sense of urgency.

      “Open your eyes, Sunshine.” Xander’s voice was gruff, but there was something comforting about the bossy tone.

      I did as he asked, a snarky retort rose to the edge of my tongue about his bossiness, but it fell away as I looked around.

      “It worked,” I breathed, taking in my surroundings.

      We must have moved to the other side of Shadowfell Mountain, because the raging river of lava was nowhere to be seen. Instead, we stood on the edge of a deep valley. A massive forest edged one side, stretching as far as the eye could see. On the other side, the gray mountain rose before us.

      It was midday; the sun was high, and the clear sky was so blue that it practically hurt to look at it.

      And the heat.

      It should have been cold. Snowing. The ground should have been white and frozen and inhospitable. Instead, it was unseasonably warm, almost like summer. The air was sticky and wet, instantly causing my clothes to stick to me once more.

      Just another sign of the broken balance.

      None of that mattered, though. Not really. We were out, and we were safe.

      The ground rumbled beneath my feet, a reminder of its presence. After pressing a quick kiss to Xander’s lips, I dropped to my knees. The land needed me. Reaching into the well of power within me, I pulled forth as much as I could before feeding it into the earth.

      Thank you, High Lady of Life, the land said.

      I fed my magic into it even as all the life in the area turned, acknowledging my presence. The earth needed more than it ever had before, and though I felt it replenishing my stores as I worked, it was a strain, even for me.

      Slowing down, I listened to the earth’s cry. It was hurting. Pain and sorrow and sadness filled me as the land wept. Roots which had been strong were now tinged in black and brittle to the touch. Grass was dying. Plants were unable to grow. And the animals…

      They cried out to me, their suffering deep as hunger pains wracked their bellies.

      Tears pricked at my eyes and my cheeks dampened as I delved deeper. Pushing my consciousness forward, I listened to the earth. The situation was dire. While we had been in Shadowfell Mountain, inky darkness had swallowed the earth, tainting everything around us.

      Behind me, faint whispers came from the others as they planned our return trip to Nonna’s cottage. I couldn’t focus on them right now. All my attention went to the land.

      I lost track of time as I worked. At some point, Xander crouched beside me and his large hand landed on my back. He rubbed gentle circles as I worked. We didn’t need to exchange words for me to know he would be there for me. The two of us were more in sync now than ever. I would help the earth for as long as it needed, and he would protect me.

      After a time, a strange feeling filled me. My well of magic was still more than half-full, the land giving as much as it took, but the ground pulsed strangely.

      My brows furrowed; I reached out to the land. Do you feel that?

      Another tremor came from the ground, and fear tainted the land’s words. Something is wrong.

      What is it?

      The earth sought the vocabulary to describe what was happening, but it couldn’t find them.

      You must go, it finally urged me.

      Pushing one last burst of magic out of me, I withdrew from the land and stood. My legs burned after kneeling for so long, and that sense of wrongness remained.

      “Aileana?” Xander’s worried voice came from beside me as he brushed my arm.

      Exhaling, I shook my head. My gaze swept through the trees, but I didn’t see anything. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling of doom settling over me like a heavy storm cloud.

      Opening my palm, I released ribbons of magic.

      “Sunshine?” Xander came near, and the others stopped talking. The weight of their gazes was heavy as I sent more threads into the woods.

      I murmured, “One moment. I feel… strange.”

      “Shit,” Kysha cursed. “That’s never good.”

      “Can you use the Amulet, Xan?” Daegal asked.

      “It’s not… it won’t work,” was Xander’s hurried response.

      That got my attention. I paused my search, glancing over my shoulder. “What do you mean?”

      He sighed. “Inferna said it must be blessed beneath a full moon. There is a… process to activate it.” He ran his hand through his hair. “It’s… complicated.” He met my eyes. “We’ll need a witch, and… let’s just say it’s going to be a lot.”

      I eyed the blue sky. It would be far too long until the next full moon. “Well, that’s clearly not happening anytime soon.”

      “We should—”

      A branch cracked in the forest. Then another. Xander and Daegal drew their swords, but I didn’t bother with my daggers.

      This, at least, was expected.

      Kethryllian’s majestic form appeared through the trees. He kneeled before me. “My lady?”

      “Thank you for coming, Kethryllian,” I said in a rush, moving towards the deer. “My magic… something is wrong with the land.”

      The Guardian’s eyes widened. His ears twitched, a miraculous motion for a being made of bark, and he said something in another language that could only have been a curse, it was so harsh to my ears.

      He turned in a slow circle, his nose bent as he sniffed the ground. Then his ears flattened against the back of his head, and I could have sworn he paled.

      The sense of doom worsened, and a heavy foreboding settled over me.

      “Kethryllian?” I asked.

      His eyes were wide, and he shook his head back and forth. “This day should not have arrived so quickly,” he said ominously.

      Alarm ran through me, and I stumbled, slamming into my dragon shifter.

      “What do you mean?” Xander asked gruffly.

      “You need to stall,” Kethryllian replied. His head swung round as he met all our gazes, one by one. When his eyes landed on me, they moved down, lingering on my stomach. This, more than anything else, confirmed what I already suspected to be true.

      He spoke once more. “The six of you must do something. Anything. If you die today, Ithenmyr’s hope dies with you.”

      His voice appeared in my head, his words for me alone. You carry the sparks of life in you, High Lady. You must survive.

      Daegal cursed, but all I could do was stare at Kethryllian.

      “Can you help us?” Xander asked, his voice jerking me out of my thoughts.

      I couldn’t deal with this right now. Sparks of life or not, I needed to

      The Guardian shook his head. “There are limitations on my power. The balance has shifted, and my magic is unstable.” His eyes widened as he looked at the horizon. “You must fight. This is not the right time.”

      “What do you mean ‘right time’?” I asked.

      “When the time is right, perform the summons,” he said, effectively ignoring my question. “Only then can you use the Gilded Amulet and restore the balance.”

      A large shadow fell over us all. The sky darkened. A shiver ran up my spine, and my words dried up in my throat.

      Xander didn’t lose the ability to speak, however. A curse that would have most soldiers blushing left his mouth as he thrust the amulet in my direction. My fingers barely wrapped around it before he dropped his sword on the ground. His clothes soon followed suit.

      The sun disappeared entirely, and I looked up as a giant blue dragon and hundreds of Winged Soldiers darkened the sky. A pit grew deep within my stomach.

      They were flying right at us. There was no time to question how they found us. No time to wonder what, exactly, Saena was doing here.

      My magic pulsed in my veins, and I inhaled sharply, shuddering as Xander shifted.

      Death was in the air.

    

  







            Nothing Would Keep Me from My Prize

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






SAENA

        

      

    

    
      A strange, foreign sensation washed through me as I flapped my wings, leading my army towards the mountain. It felt like bubbles in my stomach, giving me the strangest urge to… smile. It took me far too long to realize what this was: happiness.

      I could not remember the last time this feeling had coursed through my veins. But today, I was happy. Today, I would finally get my hands on the Gilded Amulet. I would no longer be at anyone’s whim. No longer be anyone’s plaything.

      After this day, no one would have any power over me.

      With the Gilded Amulet in my possession, the Four Kingdoms would fall at my feet. The vampire queen and the Ipothan Council of Lords would have no choice. They could either recognize my authority, or they would die. Nothing would get in my way. Especially not the enormous green dragon standing guard in front of a measly group of elves. As I swooped lower, coming closer to the mountain, I eyed the red and green ribbons in the air.

      Did they think this would stop me?

      I wanted to laugh. Instead, I roared and fire lit up the afternoon sky. The elves shouted at each other, and I caught sight of a strange deer standing near the group. Its flank was odd, as though it was made of bark, but it did not matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

      I would destroy them all. No one would stand in my way.

      The day Dante had ripped our child from my womb, leaving me for dead after calling me nothing but a dragon-whore was the worst day of my life. His actions had taught me the value of power. Of might. I thought he loved me, but I was wrong.

      Love was a lie taught to weaklings.

      My brother said he loved me, but that did not protect me from the dangers of this world. Dante had still destroyed everything I cared about.

      No.

      Love didn’t exist, and family didn’t matter. Riches and power were the only things I could rely on. Gold let no one down. Power never turned on someone, betraying them in the worst possible fashion.

      Both were so close; I could taste them.

      My army of Winged Soldiers flew steadily behind me. The sound of their wings beating against the air was incredibly satisfying as we moved toward the mountain.

      I roared again, and this time, the green dragon beat his wings. He lifted off the ground, the sun catching on his horns as he rose. Trees shook, their leaves rattling, as he flew at me.

      The other dragon bellowed, lighting up the afternoon sky with a burst of fire and smoke.

      Though he was large, his movements weren’t threatening. I could feel him poking at my mental barrier, attempting to speak with me. It had been decades since I’d had another dragon try to speak to me mind-to-mind, and I wasn’t about to start today.

      I shook my head, blocking him out. The persistent dragon tried again. Each prod was more desperate than the last. The draken that lived within me narrowed its eyes. Like a predator locking in on its prey, the beast reared our head.

      Kill that one first, it commanded. The rest will not stand a chance once he is gone.

      Perhaps at one point in my life, I might have felt something akin to remorse for the green dragon. Perhaps at one point, I would have cared that we were the only two of our kind left in the Four Kingdoms. But remorse had no place within me.

      There was only room for one dragon on this continent. One queen.

      Me.

      Gladly, I replied.

      Swooping down toward the dragon, I extended my talons. He flew in my direction, trying to speak to me. I ignored him, flying steadily. I made out the gold of his eyes as he stared at me, unblinking.

      For a moment, there was nothing at all but the wind blowing past us.

      Then the moment shattered, and we crashed in a tangle of wings and limbs. Teeth gnashed. Talons tore into scales. Flesh seared. Fire burned. One of the elves screamed. The dragon roared.

      Flicking my tail, I slammed into his flank. He bellowed, flying back as his golden eye blinked slowly. Crimson blood dripped down his side, staining his scales and matching the red on his own talons.

      I glanced over, noticing for the first time a tear in my wing.

      A strange mewling sound came from the green dragon. It was so utterly undragonlike that it made me sick. The fool was still trying to talk to him. Ridiculous. I was not his sister anymore. I did not care for him.

      Teach him a lesson, the beast urged. Kill him. Kill them all.

      That was exactly what I intended to do.

      I reared back, my wings flapping steadily despite the searing pain in my wing, and I gathered fire from deep within me.

      I was the Dragon Queen, and no one would keep me from my prize.
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XANDER

        

      

    

    
      Saena was here.

      She was flying at us, approaching at break-neck speeds. Not only that, but she was traveling with an army. Handing the Gilded Amulet to Aileana, I pulled off my trousers, and I shifted. Agonizing, searing pain ran through my body as my bones broke, remaking themselves in my dragon form. The moment was the beast was free; I launched off the ground, flapping my wings as I propelled myself at the fire-breathing blue draken that was my sister.

      Seeing Saena like this was like someone was stomping on my heart, shattering it into a million pieces. Violence radiated off her, echoed by the Winged Soldiers who flew in her wake.

      It wouldn’t be long before they attacked.

      Saena! I pushed at her mental barriers, attempting to force her to hear me. It had been years since I’d spoken to another dragon in this way, but it should have worked.

      I tried again and again. Each time, there was no reply. It was as though she was purposefully shutting me out.

      Saena’s wings beat steadily against the air and there was a glint in her ice-blue eyes that I had never before seen. It spoke of silence and death.

      What happened to my sister? What made her become this cruel beast?

      It wasn’t as though my own hands were clean. I was a warrior and had killed many in my time.

      But Saena wasn’t some nameless, evil person. This was no random kill.

      This was Saena-bug, the same sister that I had tucked into bed at night after our father died. She was the sister who had escaped the remnants of our burning village with me. We were the only surviving members of our people.

      And now it all came to this. How could I do this? How could I kill her? Moreover, how could she do this to me? Was there a way to appeal to her?

      No, the dragon insisted. Not anymore. She’s gone.

      Roaring, I shook my head back and forth as fire lit up the sky. I refuse to believe that.

      From the ground below, I felt Aileana’s concern. She watched, gathering green ribbons in her palms. I didn’t want to attack. Not yet. Maybe there was still a chance I could convince her to stop.

      I had to try.

      My wings beat and my heart pounded as I drew nearer. I attempted to get her to meet my eye. If we couldn’t talk face to face, perhaps our dragons could come to an agreement.

      This is a bad idea, my dragon warned. It won’t end well.

      Shaking my head, I forced the beast’s negativity away. There was no time for this.

      I was so high that the trees below looked like mere sticks. A brisk wind blew past me, and I banked. Every beat of my wings brought me closer to the sister I had mourned for decades.

      Bellowing, I tried to catch Saena’s attention.

      Her ice-blue eyes met mine, and a flicker of life flashed through them. There was still a part of her in there, I was certain of it. She needed my help. Everyone said draken were irredeemable, that once a dragon shifter gave into their beast, there was no turning back, but I refused to believe that.

      She was my little sister. How could I give up on her?

      I flapped my wings, flying steadily as Saena drew near. I mewled, trying to get her to talk to me.

      She… shook her head. A dangerous, deadly, violent smile danced on her face, and she bared her sharp canines at me. Lifting her talons, she somersaulted in the air before blowing a gust of red-hot fire in my direction. I shot out of the way, barely escaping the flames, but she turned and followed me.

      Roaring, I tried to get her to stop and talk to me.

      In reply, she extended her talons and shot towards me once more. Violence filled her eyes. Still, I did not move. How could she be doing this? Part of me thought she would end this. She’d turn around and pull away. Maybe this was all a joke.

      I waited too long.

      A sharp talon ripped into my side, tearing through scales and skin. Pain shot through me like a hot lance, and I bellowed. On the ground, Aileana cried out.

      Instinct took over. It didn’t matter that the other dragon was my sister. It didn’t matter that she was the only other living being of our kind.

      Saena was trying to kill me.

      Claws clashed, teeth snapped, and fire rained from our maws. Saena’s blue dragon was the only thing I could see. The only thing I could think about. We fought, becoming nothing but limbs and fangs and talons, until both of us were bloody and bruised. She slammed into me, stealing my breath as we tumbled. Again and again, she came at me.

      The Winged Soldiers did not advance, hovering like a black cloud. My sister was far stronger than I ever thought she would be. The last time we had flown together, she wasn’t nearly this strong.

      It’s the draken, the dragon within me remarked. We cannot win like this.

      As if in confirmation, Saena drew back her head and roared. Her wings flapped, and she flew backward, sending a current of cold air toward me. The blue dragon drew a deep breath, readying a massive burst of fire, and alarm ran through me.

      Shit.

      I had to get out of here before she sent those flames in my direction. Keeping my bloody wings tight against my body, I spiraled to the ground. A roar of wind blew past me. Everything heated up.

      I glanced up just in time to see Saena’s fire chasing me to the ground.

      Landing in an ungraceful heap, I shifted.

      Xander, are you alright? Aileana asked through our connection, as Daegal shouted, “Ryllae, stay with Maiela!”

      The two elves were near me in moments, and the Fortune Elf threw my trousers at me.

      “She tried to kill me,” I said in disbelief as I pushed myself into a sitting position. My entire body ached, and my chest was bleeding, but I barely paid the wound any attention. It would heal in a few minutes. I had bigger problems than scrapes and bruises.

      What was a little blood when my only remaining family member was hell-bent on killing me?

      Aileana’s green eyes met mine, and I nearly choked at the sight of the pity and regret filling them. “I’m sorry, Xander,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

      I could barely speak over the pain in my chest. My heart hurt, as though Saena’s fire had hit its mark, and agony filled me.

      What could I say? Saena was my sister, and yet she was committing the deepest form of betrayal possible.

      Kysha yelled, “They’re coming!”

      Her words were a jolt to my system. There was no time for guilt. Not right now. Pushing myself to my feet, I pulled on my trousers before running over and grabbing my sword.

      Right now, I had to fight.

      There would be time for heartbreak later.
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RYLLAE

        

      

    

    
      Pulling on the thread of power that lived beneath my skin, I threw myself into my magic. It hummed a familiar tune, drawing me into it as I focused on bringing up as much as I could. I needed to concentrate on that, because if I let myself think about what was happening all around me, I might curl up into a ball and remain there for the rest of what was likely to be my very short life.

      If I didn’t fixate on my magic, I might remember the things my father’s Winged Soldiers had done to me. The horrors they had committed against me. The ways they had touched me. If I thought too much, I might remember what it was like to be a helpless female in Nightstone Prison. But I wasn’t focusing on those. I wouldn’t give them my attention. Not while we still had a chance.

      This turn of events shouldn’t have surprised me. After all, I was exceptionally unlucky. I had warned Daegal that getting involved with me was a death wish.

      The scene unfolding in front of us was proving me right.

      It was utterly unlikely that we would survive this day. The situation had turned so abruptly that for a few moments; I hadn’t understood what was happening. A few blessed minutes after we left Shadowfell Mountain, everything had been nice and calm. Quiet, even. Daegal had pulled me into his arms, and we had shared a brief kiss before absolute chaos descended upon us.

      The vicious blue dragon fought with Xander, but all that came from that venture was blood and pain. The dragon shifter had come back, landing in the valley. He’d shifted and healed as the other dragon roared in the sky.

      Now, the Winged Soldiers were coming closer. Experience told me what these males could do. They were no ordinary guards. Bred for this very purpose, they were weapons that lived and breathed violence. My father had used them for years to keep his people in check. Their hearts were as black as the blood running through their veins.

      Killing them would be no easy feat, even for practiced warriors like my companions.

      Daegal ran back to me. “Stay away from the front lines, Ryllae,” he ordered.

      I nodded, and my bonded mate turned his attention to his twin sister and her wife, who stood near me. “Maiela, will you protect her?”

      “With my life, brother,” she agreed.

      Before I knew it, Daegal a fleeting kiss over my lips before he ran to Aileana and Xander. My heart constricted at the sight of the three of them standing shoulder-to-shoulder, eyeing the advancing army.

      Maiela glanced over her shoulder as she strung her bow. “Is staying back going to be a problem, Ryllae?”

      I shook my head, pulling more red magic into my hands as ice cold fear ran through my veins. “No, it won’t. Believe it or not, I don’t have a death wish.”

      In no way was I a warrior. In the past, I had used my powers against others, yes, but never like this. Before Father lost his mind and locked me up on the day I Matured, he had taken me to battlefields. Training lessons, he had called those trips.

      I preferred to refer to them as lessons in cruelty.

      A shiver ran down my spine as I recalled one of them.

      We stood on a high mountain, and a human contingent from Ipotha, the Western Kingdom, was spread before us. There were fifty, maybe even a hundred, human warriors gathered on the other side of the valley. The sun beat down on us, its rays particularly hot this summer day. Dozens of Winged Soldiers were at our backs, waiting for their king’s command.

      Father had brought me with him to teach me a lesson. I did not recall what I had done to deserve such hands-on instruction, but it did not matter. It never mattered when it came to the king’s wishes.

      “Do you see them all, Ryllae?” Father’s black wings beat as he flew in the air behind me, his blond hair blowing in a gust of wind.

      “Yes, Father,” I said, whimpering.

      “Kill them all,” he ordered.

      I stared at them. They seemed so… mortal. Scared. I didn’t want to do this. This wasn’t me. I wasn’t even a soldier. “Why?”

      Father moved so fast; I barely saw the flash of skin before he slapped me across my cheek. It stung and tears came to my eyes as I pressed a hand to my stinging flesh. “You don’t ask questions, child. You are a Death Elf. This is who you are. Death is your legacy.”

      “But—”

      “No ‘buts’,” he growled. “Practice makes perfect, Ryllae. A Death Elf is nothing if not a brutal, merciless killer. Now, do it.”

      That day, I had gathered my magic and wiped out the humans. They were nothing compared to the power that pulsed in my veins. None of them stood a chance. They screamed when my power swept through them, decimating their mortal bodies as though they were nothing more than blades of grass in a field.

      Their cries had haunted me for years.

      But this was different. I was different. Although I had since Matured and I was stronger than ever, I was no longer the same female who had grown up in my father’s halls. Nightstone Prison might not have made me bleed, but I still carried its scars on my soul. Death was my calling and my birthright, but I would never be the same elf I had been before Father threw me into the dungeons.

      How could one suffer as I had and not be scarred?

      The high king was dead—and thank the gods for that small mercy—but the scars he left on my soul remained. Fighting a pack of wolves in the forest and aberrations beneath Shadowfell Mountain was one thing, but this was another entirely. I had witnessed the cruelty that was bred into Winged Soldiers. I had watched them being pushed to their absolute limits and beyond to forge them into the best soldier possible. Once Winged Soldiers had a goal, they would stop at nothing to accomplish it.

      And perhaps most importantly, I knew how to count.

      There were six of us. Seven, if you counted the enormous deer made of bark. Seven against hundreds of soldiers were dreadful odds.

      Not to mention the fierce blue dragon.

      So yes. I would stay back and use my magic, preparing to do whatever it took to help my friends.

      The ground trembled as the blue dragon swooped down. She landed with a thud, far too close for comfort. Daegal moved toward me, the others following suit as the dragon prowled towards us.

      Blood dripped from her wings, and her eyes were dark voids—like her soul.

      I glared at her. This bitch was the queen who stole my throne. The anger helped dissolve some of the icy fear in my veins. Red tendrils of magic slipped from my palms as I stood beside Kysha and Maiela.

      “I love you, Mai,” the halfling whispered, her voice trembling.

      “It’s been an honor being your wife,” Maiela murmured.

      Their declarations sent a shiver down my spine. Cold anticipation filled me, getting worse as a Winged Soldier landed a few feet from the dragon.

      There was a flash of light, then a beautiful, naked female appeared where the beast had been. The guard handed her a gown, and she pulled it on. There were still a hundred feet between us and them, but it felt like nothing. The air was thick with violence, and my heart hammered in my chest as I waited.

      Moving my gaze from the Winged Soldier, I stared at Daegal. He was beautiful, this bonded mate of mine. The lines of his muscles were visible through his tunic, and he stood with his back straight, his sword ready at his side. Next to him, green ribbons twinned around Aileana’s hands as she leaned against the dragon shifter.

      The air was so tense as an eerie silence fell upon us. In my—albeit limited—experience, I knew that the calm before the battle could last for minutes or hours. Already, every second felt like far too long. My skin felt too tight as I stared at the scene unfolding before me.

      The silence only made things worse.

      I jumped when something touched my hand. Glancing down, I let out a rough breath as the deer made of bark moved beside me.

      “Greetings, Daughter of Kydona,” the creature said, his voice deep and powerful.

      “Hello,” I said, feeling as strange as I did speaking to Sylvi.

      “You do not know who you are.” The deer’s eyes swept over me analytically. “Power rests in your veins, Princess. You must remember who you are.”

      “What?” My brows furrowed. First the Spirit of the Winds and now this deer. “What are you talking about? Why does everyone keep asking me who I am? Who are you?”

      “I am called Kethryllian,” the creature answered patiently. Golden magic sparked in the air. “You do not yet know who you are, but you will.”

      Maiela looked around me, glaring at the deer. “Could you be less cryptic?”

      Kethryllian simply blinked.

      The queen who stole my throne moved, cutting off any chance of further conversation. She stepped forward, grass crunching beneath her bare feet as she walked toward our small group. Her eyes drilled into us, and the air thickened even further, until breathing was nearly impossible. Those Winged Soldiers still darkened the sky, their black wings spread behind them threateningly. They hadn’t landed—yet. When they did, it would be a bloodbath. The beat of the soldiers’ wings was a steady sound against the thundering of my heart as we waited.

      And waited.

      I rubbed the mating bond on my arm, staring right back at the queen as she watched us. Her black hair fell in long sheets to her waist. Her skin was pale, and her eyes were sharp as they swept over us. Strange scales covered her bare skin, as though the dragon wasn’t fully gone even though she had shifted back.

      Shivers ran down my spine, and magic churned in my veins. Red ribbons slipped from my palms as the Winged Soldiers flew closer to the earth.

      Then the queen raised her hand.
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      Crimson ribbons tinged with inky blackness swirled around Saena’s outstretched hand. The space between us suddenly didn’t seem that vast. She had moved closer, leaving forty, maybe fifty feet between our group and hers. It felt as though we were standing right in front of her.

      We were far too close for comfort.

      Blood ran down her face, evidence of a now-healed cut, and her perfectly manicured brow was raised as she stared at our small group. Beside me, Xander was unmoving.

      A dozen emotions came through the bond at once. Disbelief. Horror. Sadness. Anger. My heart broke. Not for Saena, but for my bonded mate. I wished we were anywhere but here.

      Xander’s heart was good, despite what he wanted everyone else to believe. He thought that he could change his sister, that the evil running through her wasn’t absolute. There had been a part of me hoping for the same thing.

      Even though Kethryllian had all but confirmed my secret, I was keeping it to myself for now. Putting aside the fact that this wasn’t the moment to share life-altering news, he didn’t need any distractions.

      Not with Saena here.

      If kindness had ever existed within her, it was long gone. The moment she had flown against Xander and attacked his dragon, all was lost. Now, looking into those cold, frigid eyes, I realized there had never been any hope at all. I wasn’t sure how Saena had found us, though at this point, it didn’t matter. Violence ebbed off her in waves, thickening the air and making it hard to breathe, and the threat of death was in her eyes.

      The queen furled her fist, and her stolen magic swirled into a sphere, hovering above her hand. It sparked and sizzled, the red orb tinged with black, and my back clenched at the sight of that deadly power.

      Breathe.

      I was stronger than this. Stronger than those moments when I’d been hurt. Stronger than my fear.

      Releasing my hold on my own power, green ribbons wove around me. Below me, the earth trembled, as though it was reassuring me that it, too, was present.

      “What are you doing here, Saena?” Xander said, his voice little more than a growl.

      He was shirtless and the wound on his chest had healed, leaving a trail of blood that ran down to the waistband of trousers. With his hair undone, and his stance wide, he looked every bit the warrior I knew him to be.

      Those ice-blue eyes widened and a disbelieving, evil laugh escaped the queen. “Me?” She pointed at herself. “What am I doing here?” Saena shook her head, a glint of insanity entering her eye. Or maybe it had always been there, but now it was visible. “No, I think you’re asking the wrong question.”

      The air cooled, and the army of Winged Soldiers completely blocked the sun from sight. Shivers, one after the other, ran down my spine.

      A feeling of intense foreboding filled me, and my stomach twisted. Even Kethryllian, who stood behind me once more, had nothing to say. When a Guardian sent by the gods could not help with the situation, what good were mere mortals? Mature elves could still be killed, but it was more difficult to do so.

      “What question should we be asking?” Xander’s voice drew me out of my thoughts.

      He clenched his fist, taking a step toward his sister.

      Saena hissed, holding up her hand as the sphere of magic grew. Seeing the threat for what it was, Xander paused, stopping a few feet in front of me.

      “I have many questions for you,” he said. “First of all, how did you survive? I thought you were dead. I grieved you for years. Decades. I saw you covered in blood. What happened on that day?” Xander’s voice cracked, and his suffering echoed through the bond, feeling like a knife to my heart. “What happened to make you like this?”

      Scales rippled on the queen’s face, and her eyes turned into black, colorless voids. For a moment, I thought she might not respond. Then she laughed. My stomach twisted even further at the bitter, pain-laced sound.

      “You want to know what happened to me?” She shook her head. “I’ll tell you, brother.” Her voice grew in intensity, and more tainted magic flooded from her. “The male I loved learned I was carrying his child, and instead of showing me the love I deserved, he ripped the babe from my womb.”

      Shock as cold as the worst winter morning splashed through the bond. I froze, my heart squeezing painfully. Though I wanted to doubt the words coming out of Saena’s mouth, I couldn’t. The truth was written all over her face. My stomach formed a knot, and bile rose in my throat. My back clenched and the scars I bore seemed heavier than ever.

      That secret felt heavier than ever. My hand slipped to my abdomen, and my head spun as I stared at Saena.

      “What?” Xander snarled, practically vibrating with anger.

      The queen laughed, but there was no humor in the sound. “Yes, you heard me. I was carrying your nephew. My child should have been king. But Dante killed them. He ruined me; leaving me bruised and bloody on his throne room floor.”

      My mate shook his head, his fist clenching and unclenching at his side. “I came.” His voice cracked. “That night, I returned to the palace. I saw you. You were dead. I saw your body, and I turned and ran.”

      Tainted red ribbons flooded from Saena’s hands, swirling around her as she scoffed. “I was dying. I don’t… I wasn’t… It hurt so much.”

      A moan escaped Xander, and his legs trembled. I could feel his heart breaking through the bond, and the agony was so strong, so horrible, that I could barely breathe through it.

      Saena didn’t seem to register that her words were hurting her brother. Her eyes flashed black once more, and she continued. “Dante said his dragon-whore was not deserving of a proper burial. The guards dragged me out of his throne room, tossing me aside to wait for the gravediggers to find the time to collect my body. Only I was still alive. Barely.”

      Even the wind did not dare blow at that moment. Time seemed to stop as the horror of Saena’s words settled upon us. My cheeks dampened, and I realized I was crying.

      “You asked how I could do this, Elyxander?” Saena used my mate’s true name like a weapon, throwing it at him.

      Xander stiffened, and I moved closer to him, lacing our fingers together.

      The queen’s gaze dropped to our joined hands, and she sneered. “Isn’t that nice? You’re in love.” Venom dripped from her words as she shook her head. “The question shouldn’t be why I’m doing this, but why I waited so long.”

      Her skin rippled with those scales once more, and her eyes turned into black voids. This time, they remained that way. Smoke came from her mouth, and her voice deepened.

      “You are all fools if you believe in love,” the draken said. “When I didn’t have any power, people used me and threw me aside. I was a toy, someone to be played with until the novelty wore off, and then I was cast away.”

      The crimson magic that had been swirling around Saena shot into the ground with a sudden whoosh.

      The earth trembled and cried out, No!

      It was too late for cries of pain. Black grass sprouted. Dark weeds erupted all around. Trees fell, booming, as they crashed into each other.

      The queen stepped towards us, her black eyes the things of nightmares as they flickered with violence. “No one was there for me,” the draken said—for this was certainly the beast that lived her beneath her skin speaking. “I saved myself. I dragged my bloody and broken body out of that castle. I healed myself and then I killed Dante with my own two hands. There is no one else but me. Nothing matters but power. You asked why I was here? I think you know why I’ve come.”

      She paused, and my dragon shifter shook beside me. Whether it was from fury or pain, I wasn’t certain. Both ran through our bond in equal measures.

      “No, I don’t,” Xander ground out through clenched teeth. “Leave now. Don’t make me hurt you, Saena-bug.”

      “Do not call me that,” the queen snarled. Her eyes returned to their original blue, and crimson ribbons flashed as they erupted out of her. “I’m not that person anymore. You know nothing about me, dragon.”

      She spat on the ground, and Xander stiffened. Red edged my vision, and I clenched my teeth. How dare this female make my mate feel so badly? As if he hadn’t suffered enough. He spent decades mourning her, and this was how she repaid him?

      Xander’s heart might have been too broken to deal with this properly, but we were partners. Equals. An insult to him was an insult to me.

      “You scaly bitch,” I seethed, releasing the anger bubbling up inside of me. “He’s just trying to help you.”

      “Help?” Saena laughed, and the sound was like chewing on broken glass. “I don’t want your help.”

      “What do you want?” Xander asked, sounding tired.

      “The Gilded Amulet.” Saena looked at Xander expectantly.

      The amulet burned a hole in my pocket, and I resisted the urge to move my hand and touch it reassuringly. She didn’t know I had it, and somehow, I knew we had to keep it that way.

      My dragon shifter shook his head wearily. “I’m sorry, little sister. I don’t have it.”

      “Is that so?” The queen pursed her lips, and she studied us both carefully. “I don’t believe you, Elyxander. In fact, I have it on good authority that you came here because of a map.”

      I stiffened. No one knew about the map. Just the six of us, and…

      My heart stuttered, and Xander released my hand. He drew in a sharp breath, and when he spoke again, his voice was as cold as ice.

      “What did you do, Saena?”

      The queen’s lips tilted up, and she raised a brow. “I did what I had to, brother. I told you, nothing and no one will get in my way.”

      “What did you do?” he repeated the question. His voice rose, and dread unfurled within me.

      Saena looked behind her. “Ranor!” she yelled.

      Another Winged Soldier broke away from the ranks, approaching quickly. He held a stained canvas bag in his fist, and as he approached, a foul odor filled the air. Bile rose in my throat, and the sickness churning through me had nothing to do with the secret I was keeping.

      Ranor landed with a thump beside Saena. He knelt, placing his fist over his heart. “You summoned me, my queen?”

      She smiled, and evil permeated her expression.

      I shuddered, and beneath my feet, the earth begged me to move. To act. To do something. Anything. But I couldn’t. My eyes were glued to the canvas, freezing me in a place as a horrible red drop fell from the bag, falling slowly to the ground.

      My heart thundered in my chest.

      Turn away, High Lady of Life, the land urged me. You don’t need to see this.

      I wanted to. Gods, how I wanted to. But I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything.

      “Oh Elyxander?” Saena said in a saccharine-sweet voice. “I have a message for you.” She paused, raising a single manicured brow. “Your dear old grandmother says hello.”

      A sound that I had never heard before came out of Xander. It was disbelief and horror and fury all mixed into one. It grew into a roar as Saena told Ranor to open the bag.

      I glimpsed the white hair, and familiar, and I screamed.
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      Nonna’s head rolled on the ground, and my stomach churned. Aileana’s scream ended in a choking sound as she vomited to the side. Maiela moaned wordlessly behind me, and Kysha swore.

      Xander roared, his aura pulsing as his skin rippled with scales. “How could you?”

      His voice echoed through the valley, and I shifted my grip on my sword.

      Saena cackled, her eyes flashing into those black voids once more. “How could I? Killing her was as easy as breathing, brother,” she sneered.

      “She did nothing to you!” he yelled.

      The queen shrugged. “She was in my way.”

      “Saena—” Xander’s voice cracked.

      “No!” she yelled. “I told you, I’m not the same person I used to be.”

      A heated moment passed as the two shifters glared at each other. Then Xander took a step back, shaking his head.

      “No, you’re not,” he said, grief filling his every word. “You killed… that was… she was… you’re no sister of mine.”

      “Finally, you seem to understand.” The queen’s eyes flashed with violence. “Now, I shall ask you one more time, Elyxander.” Each word was clipped as it left her mouth. “Where. Is. It?”

      Xander groaned, shaking his head. “I’ll never give it to you. You’ll have to peel it out of my cold, dead hands.”

      That was the wrong thing to say. Queen Saena’s lips tilted up into a sneer as her nostrils flared. “Is that so?”

      He nodded, his fists clenching at his sides.

      “Wonderful,” she crooned. “I hoped it would come to this.”

      “What?” Ryllae exclaimed. Shock filtered down the bond, and my bonded mate spoke for the first time since this queen landed.

      Stop, I begged her silently. The last thing I needed was for this deadly queen to take notice of my Death Elf.

      Luckily for us both, Saena simply laughed. “There is nothing quite like killing, wouldn’t you agree, brother?” The queen’s lips twitched, forming a horrible smile. “Oh, and Elyxander? I almost forgot. When she died, the witch cried out for you.” She tilted her evil head, her eyes flashing black. “How does that make you feel?”

      Xander shouted, his howl a mix of anger and deep pain, and he charged at the queen. There was no signal. No battle cry. Just pure, unadulterated rage and sorrow.

      The queen looked at him, and she laughed.

      Her aura, which should have been one solid color but was a swirl of the darkest black and deepest red, throbbed. Magic that did not belong to her spun around in a cyclone before forming a shield. Xander slammed into it, and he bounced back, slamming onto the ground. A sickening crack filled the air, and for a long moment, the dragon shifter didn’t move.

      “Elyxander!” Aileana screamed, spreading her hands as dozens of green ribbons swirled all around her. She ran over to her mate, dropping to her knees beside him. Her magic covered them both from sight.

      “Enough of this!” the queen yelled. “If you won’t give me the amulet, I’ll cut all of you down. None will leave this place today.”

      A powerful rushing sound came from above as the Winged Soldiers approached the ground. The earth shook as the first contingent landed in the valley, their black wings spread behind them. Even more remained in the sky, awaiting the queen’s command.

      Saena stepped back, speaking in a low tone with one of her soldiers.

      The waiting had returned.

      This sickening, horrible time in between action was back. My fingers itched at my sides, and my skin felt too tight on my bones. I needed to move, but I couldn’t risk provoking the queen any further.

      Footsteps came from beside me. “It appears this might be the end, brother,” Maiela said grimly, an arrow nocked and ready in her bow.

      My chest tightened, and I glanced at the hundreds of Winged Soldiers darkening the horizon before us. The green shield still blocked Aileana and Xander from sight, but tension grew in the air.

      It wouldn’t be long now.

      My heart thundered as the waiting stretched. A hand brushed mine, and love came through the bond. My beautiful mate stood beside me, and the deer Aileana had summoned was beside her.

      “I love you,” she whispered, leaning against me. “Even if this is the end, I will go to my death knowing I found my mate. I couldn’t stay back. I needed to see you.”

      “Ryllae, you should—”

      “No.” She shook her head, smiling softly. “If this is the end, Daegal, I would die standing next to you.”

      Her words were like arrows to my chest. Everything hurt.

      Pulling her toward me, I kissed her. “You’re not going to die today, Ryllae. I won’t let that happen.”

      “You foolish Fortune Elf,” she murmured, her tone filled with affection. “You can’t promise me that.” Sad eyes met mine. “I told you that staying by my side meant death. It’s always been my companion. My birth caused my mother’s demise, and death has been by my side ever since. It never leaves me, always haunting me. And now… now there is no hope.”

      “There’s always hope,” I growled. “You can’t think like that, Princess.”

      Ryllae sighed, and through the bond, a staggering amount of sadness washed over me. “My sweet Daegal.” She placed a hand on my chest. “Death comes for all. But I won’t stop fighting. Not until it’s all over.”

      “None of us will,” Kysha said, and Maiela agreed.

      The bravery of these three females astounded me. It was an honor to stand here with them, even if it was the end. I said as much to them, and my twin forced a smile.

      Maiela said, “It is nice, isn’t it?”

      “There is no one I would rather die beside,” Kysha said, leaning against her wife.

      The two of them shared a final kiss, pressing their foreheads together as they murmured to each other.

      “I love you,” I said to my dark princess.

      “I know.” Ryllae smiled as she patted her breast. “I can feel it.”

      Just then, a roar came from where Aileana and Xander remained shielded by the Earth Elf magic. The green ribbons flickered, revealing glimpses of the dragon shifter. He was still on the ground, but his legs twitched, straightening. The Earth Elf stood by his side, brandishing a dagger in one hand and a spear made of green magic in the other.

      “Maiela.” Waiting until my sister met my eye, I raised a brow. “I’m going to Look ahead.”

      There was a high probability that this was my last chance to See what was coming.

      She nodded; her mouth pinched in a firm line. “Be careful. Don’t be gone for long.”

      “What over my mate?” I asked.

      “With our lives.” Kysha placed a fist over her breast and dipped her head.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I pulled myself to the silver plane. It was dangerous, going to See the future, while chaos threatened to erupt, but I had to know what was coming.

      The moment my eyes opened, I gasped. Opaque mist covered everything in sight, corrupting the paths and rendering the very task I came here to do nearly impossible.

      I wouldn’t let the darkness deter me.

      Bending, I ran my fingers over the closest ribbon. Visions flashed before my eyes. Death. Darkness. Blood. Disaster. Dropping that one, I moved onto the next. Death again. I grabbed a third. Then a fourth. A fifth. With each passing moment, my heart tightened and a cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck.

      Death was everywhere.

      Again and again. Ten paths. Twenty. Thirty. They all told the same story.

      Darkness was spreading in the Four Kingdoms.

      Every single path was nearly solid, the opportunities for change disappearing with every passing moment. Fear and horror tangled within me, chilling my blood as I Saw what was to come.

      Of all the paths, all the possibilities that lay before us, there was only one way out of this.

      And if what I Saw took place…

      Heartbreak or death.

      Those were the two options that lay before us. They weren’t true options at all. Instead, they were two sides of the same coin.

      One was so painful that even if we survived this upcoming battle, I wasn’t sure the heartbreak would be surmountable. And the other… well, that one was straightforward. Death and pain and darkness.

      Death was likely today. Of all the outcomes, it was the most predictable.

      But if we died, Ithenmyr would not survive. The Four Kingdoms would crumble, and the balance would permanently be broken.

      A tugging came from deep within me, and my mating mark burned. Heeding the call of my magic, I dropped the last path before releasing my power and throwing myself into my body.

      Exhaling, I opened my eyes to Ryllae’s worried face. Right behind her, Xander’s dragon stood sentinel in front of our group. Aileana sat high on his back, a shield of green magic on her arm.

      Queen Saena was no longer in front of her army. Instead, following the example of most people who craved power, dozens of Winged Soldiers guarded her at the other end of the valley, ready to die doing her dirty work. Others had returned to the sky, blocking the sun with their blackened wings.

      “Well?” Ryllae asked, gnawing on her lip.

      The bond filled with worry, and my stomach twisted. More than anything, I wished I could tell her it would be okay, but I couldn’t. I had promised myself I would never lie to my mate.

      “We fight.” I tried to infuse hope into my words. “No matter what, we fight.”

      “Until the end,” Ryllae said.

      “Until the end,” I confirmed.

      A war horn sounded, the noise reverberating through my bones.

      Then there were no more words. The waiting ended and chaos erupted.
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      Time lost all meaning. Now there was only death and violence and fire.

      Heat surrounded me on all sides. The air was hot, Xander’s scales burned under my thighs, and fire even ran within me as the heat of battle warming me from the inside out. The mating bond pulsed, infusing me with unnatural heat as we fought the endless stream of Winged Soldiers.

      I did not know how much magic I had expelled, only that the well within me was getting lower and lower. It didn’t really matter, because the battle continued to rage. Being at risk of sanctions from the gods if he interfered, Kethryllian had been forced to leave. Before he did, while Daegal was Seeing what was to come, the Guardian had infused all of us with golden magic. It hummed in my veins, intermingling with my Earth Elf powers as I fought.

      Green ribbons tinged in gold erupted from my palms, turning into vines that wrapped around Winged Soldiers. The moment they were incapacitated, Xander’s flames incinerated them. Their screams filled the air, an endless chorus of death.

      No matter how many soldiers died, there were two more to take their place.

      My dragon veered to the right, swooping past a contingent of Winged Soldiers. He blew endless bursts of fire at them, and they screamed as they burst into flames. Xander banked, flying me away from the ash carried on the wind.

      How are you feeling, Aileana? he asked.

      I’m… alive, I said after a moment. For now, that was all that mattered. There was so much death. So much destruction. So much blood.

      I couldn’t deal with that at this moment. Just like I couldn’t deal with the truth of what my nausea meant. Not in the middle of a battle.

      Later, I told myself.

      If there was a later.

      Xander rumbled, making a quick turn in the air. I squeezed my thighs, holding on tightly.

      He said, Let’s make sure it stays that way.

      A Winged Soldier yelled, flying toward us and brandishing a long-sword. I shot a tangle of green threads of magic in his direction, and they wrapped around him. Clenching my fist, I willed the soldier dead.

      The threads twisted, turning into a massive, leaf-green snake.

      Well, shit, Xander said.

      Horror missed with awe as the snake reared its head, displaying two bright fangs dripping with vibrant venom, the color of the greenest grass. The soldier screamed, but the sound was cut off as the serpent lurched, devouring half the Winged Soldier in one bite.

      That was horrifying. The sight of the half-eaten guard turned my stomach, and bile rose in my throat. Pressing a hand against my belly, I willed the serpent away. It dissolved into a flurry of green, joining the ash raining from the sky.

      There was no time to feel sad about the creature. Was it even alive? I didn’t know. But if I thought too long about the death and hurt and pain I was causing, I wasn’t sure I would continue to breathe.

      Alive. The six of us were alive.

      For now.

      On the ground, red and violet magic blanketed the area where our friends fought.

      And the queen…

      She has chosen the coward’s way out, Xander said, eyeing Saena where she stood safely apart from the battlefield. Her soldiers are dying, and she is waiting.

      Waiting for what? I didn’t have time to ponder it. Tiredness pulled at me, and still, more soldiers drew near.

      We can’t stop, Xander said. We will give this fight everything we have.

      His words reinvigorated me, giving me strength to continue. Pulling from my rapidly depleting well of power, I shot out ribbons of magic. Xander bellowed, and flames filled the sky.

      Soldier after soldier turned to ash beneath my mate’s fiery breath, their blackened remains falling in a slow dance that was completely at odds with the death surrounding us.

      And we fought and fought and fought.

      When Xander’s fire did not incinerate them on the spot, when the Winged Soldiers burned and flailed as their limbs sparked, I sent deadly ribbons of magic at them. Sometimes, they became venomous snakes. Other times, thick green strands of ivy with thorns the size of my hand wrapped themselves around their necks, tightening until breathing was no longer possible.

      The Gilded Amulet sat heavily in my pocket. Xander hadn’t told me exactly what it did, but if Saena wanted it, it couldn’t be good.

      Death was not pretty. It was not kind. It was draining, bloody, and horrible.

      But if it was between us and then, I would always pick us.

      And so, as another Winged Soldier came for us, I tightened my grip around Xander’s scaly flank and pulled up as much magic as I could hold before launching it at our attacker.

      This could not be the end.
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        * * *

      

      For a time, it seemed as though we were… surviving. Not winning. To say that we were winning would have been a gross misrepresentation of what was taking place, because we were vastly outnumbered.

      But we were alive. And right now, that felt incredibly close to miraculous.

      Between my magic in the air and Ryllae’s on the ground, we remained that way for what seemed like an eternity.

      But then, it happened.

      Saena must have decided that sitting on the sidelines was boring.

      At first, I didn’t understand what she was doing. She stood from her place on top of a small hill on the other side of the valley, her hands outstretched. Though I was too far to hear any words, her lips moved like she was praying. Corrupted red ribbons slipped from her, slithering towards the earth.

      Ryllae shouted, and a shield of Death Elf magic appeared between our friends and the army approaching them.

      Xander. I squeezed my thighs around my dragon, lowering myself so my head rested against his neck. Something is happening on the ground.

      Flames licked the afternoon sky. Hold on.

      Banking quickly, my mate brought us closer to the others. I drew even more magic from my nearly empty well within me, readying myself against the onslaught of Winged Soldiers I was certain would follow.

      Except they didn’t.

      The moment we dipped towards the others, the other army drew back. They flew above us, not attacking, just… watching.

      Another war horn blew, and this time, they moved…. back

      The reprieve should have been our first clue. They were willing to let Xander land. We should have flown away. Fought harder. Done something. Anything.

      This was the moment that could have changed everything.

      But Xander did not leave. Ryllae lifted the shield long enough for us to pass through, and my dragon landed on the singed, bloody grass with a roar. The ground trembled beneath his feet and I groaned as a wave of sickness passed through me.

      Kysha hurried over, offering me her hand. “Here, let me help you.”

      The halfling’s gaze swept over me knowingly, and I wondered if she knew my secret.

      Accepting her assistance, I slipped off Xander’s neck. My legs shook as I landed on the ground. My stomach roiled, and bile rose in my throat.

      “Thank you,” I breathed.

      The Light Elf nodded; her eyes pinned on my stomach. “Whatever you need.”

      She knew. I wasn’t sure how, but she knew. Maybe it was her witch’s blood, or maybe it was something else, but she knew.

      Xander nudged me with his snout. Are you alright, Aileana? he asked, concern in his voice.

      Fine, I said, even as a cold sweat appeared on the back of my neck. Just a little wobbly.

      I willed Kysha to remain silent. This was my secret to tell. And if, gods-forbid, something were to happen here today, I didn’t want Xander to carry this weight on his soul. He already bore enough burdens.

      This was for me, and me alone.

      I straightened, the earth sighing in relief as I connected with it once more. Everything was tinged with red as Ryllae’s shield protected our group from the outside. I felt like I could breathe for the first time in hours.

      Kicking off my shoes, I dug my toes into the dirt as the land hummed beneath me. I needed to be touching it as much as it needed me. More now than ever.

      A rustling of fabric came from my left, and I glanced to the side. Daegal and Ryllae moved to stand next to us. A cut ran down Daegal’s cheek, and his right arm was bleeding, but he appeared otherwise unharmed. The Death Elf looked as tired as I felt, but her hands were extended, and she maintained the shield even as she met my eyes.

      I dipped my head in acknowledgment. Her power sang to mine, igniting the song in my veins.

      Still in his dragon form, Xander snorted his greetings.

      The breeze carried a strange buzzing to my ears. At first it was little more than the irritating hum of a mosquito, but soon it grew to an ear-splitting frequency. My power quivered, eager to respond to this odd sound, and nearby, Ryllae gasped.

      The air rippled. I tensed, and my lungs were so rigid that breathing was the least of my problems. My entire body wanted to fold up on itself. The shield wavered, the crimson tinge becoming as bright as blood. A horn sounded, and then hundreds of black ribbons edged in red filled the valley like a swarm of deadly bees.

      A pit formed in my stomach as Saena’s corrupted magic swirled in the air before launching at us.

      Pressing my hands against my ears, I tried to make the buzzing stop. It didn’t work, and the sound worsened. My stomach twisted, and a bitter taste coated my tongue. The swarm of stained magic approached, taking the last rays of sunlight with it.

      My heart thundered, and one of the elves—I thought it was Maiela—yelled, “Duck!”

      I cradled my head in my hands as the tainted ribbons slammed into our last line of defense with a resounding crash.

      For a moment, nothing happened.

      Then, a crack appeared. Two. A dozen. Fissures ran through the shield, black lines that stretched above our heads.

      My dragon roared, spreading his wings and pulling me toward him just as Ryllae’s magic shattered into a thousand deadly shards. They fell like hail, and I hurriedly reached within myself, throwing up a wall of my power around the six of us. My shield wobbled as red shards slammed into it with the force of a thousand winds, but it held.

      My legs buckled under the weight of using so much magic so quickly. Bile rose, and I fell to the ground beneath the shelter of Xander’s wing.

      It worked. We were still alive.

      Shallow breaths were all I could manage as I gripped the soil, willing my well of magic to refill as quickly as possible.

      Except, when I reached within myself, I gasped.

      It was empty. All my magic, all my power, was gone. The shield had used it all.

      A slow clap floated toward us on the wind. The earth trembled.

      And when I looked up, Saena was right there.
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SAENA

        

      

    

    
      “That was a nice show.” I clasped my hands in front of me as I looked at my brother and his friends with glee. I stood on the edge of where their pitiful red shield had been, grinning at the sight of the charred circle in the grass. My Winged Soldiers were behind me, awaiting my command. The dark magic in my veins pulsated, eager to be used.

      The five of them stared at me, but it was the dragon who snorted, pushing the others away from me.

      I ignored him.

      “Truly, it was superb.” I looked at the Earth Elf, who was sheltered beneath the green dragon’s wing. “I especially loved the way you conjured a snake with that magic of yours and bit the head off of one of my soldiers. Rarely have I seen such a magnificent disregard of a male’s life, and I have to tell you, I am here for it.”

      “You’re insane,” the male Fortune Elf snarled, shoving the Death Elf behind him.

      Tutting, I turned to him. His skin was dark, and a cut slashed across his face. It looked like one of my soldiers had gotten rather close to killing him before the others took them down. A glance at his exposed arm revealed the red and silver tattoos marking him.

      Interesting.

      “You dare speak to your queen in such a fashion?” I sneered. “Do you think you are a match for me? A Fortune Elf. I could kill you with my eyes closed.”

      He huffed. “Why you—”

      “Stop,” the Death Elf hissed, pulling on her mate. “Don’t.”

      The females were always the ones with sense in their brains.

      “I’m glad to see someone here understands who is in charge,” I said to the Death Elf.

      She glared at me, her blue eyes flashing as red sparked around her. “You think I stopped him because he was wrong? No. He’s not wrong. I told him to stop because I have something to say to you.” The Death Elf took a step forward. At least, she tried to. This time, her mate held her back. Really, this was quite amusing.

      “Ryllae,” the Fortune Elf hissed. “Not now.”

      She opened her mouth as though to speak, but another one of the elves, a halfling this time, shook her head. Seemingly mollified, at least for the moment, the horned Death Elf moved away from me.

      Putting my hands on my hips, I stared at the green dragon. Irritatingly, he remained in his animal form. That would not do. “Shift.”

      He did not.

      A snarl rumbled through me, and I glared at him. “Shift,” I commanded him in the voice of my draken.

      Still, the green dragon remained immobile. He stared at me through slitted golden eyes, smoke puffing from his nostrils.

      The gall of this male.

      I would show him what it meant to ignore his queen.

      Pacing in front of the six of them, I pulled on my magic. The ribbons that slipped from my palm were nearly black, colored by the faintest tinge of red. My lips tilted up, and I raised a brow.

      “Shift,” I ordered once more.

      Still, he did not comply.

      “Fine,” I snapped. “But remember, Elyxander, you’re the one forcing me to do this.”

      The dragon stared at me. The obstinate fool. This was all his fault. If he had just given me the amulet, he wouldn’t have brought me to this point.

      I opened my hand, pointing at each of them. They were sweaty, bloody, and bruised, but still they stood in a group. Interesting. “Such lovely elves. Each of you is beautiful. Strong. It will be a real shame to lose someone, won’t it?” Ribbons left my palm, circling them.

      The Death Elf tried to shoot a red ribbon my way, but I batted it away with ease.

      My magic spun around them once more before settling around the halfling’s neck.

      “Kysha!” the female Fortune Elf next to the halfling shouted. Her wide, fear-filled eyes turned to me. “Let my wife go!”

      Who was this Fortune Elf to make a demand of her sovereign?

      Instead, I crooked my finger. The halfling at the end of my magic choked as I dragged her towards me. Her face turned red, and her eyes widened as the noose clamped down around her neck.

      “Last chance, Elyx,” I warned. “Do you really want this female’s blood on your hands?”

      The dying elf gasped for air, scratching at the red threads.

      “Please, Xander!” the halfling’s wife cried out. “Do what she asks.”

      “Please, Xander,” I mimicked the Fortune Elf’s cry. “Do it. I’m such a weak little elf that I can’t even save my wife.” Twisting my hands in the air, I tightened the noose.

      The halfling’s wife sobbed. “Let her go.”

      I scoffed, pretending to cry as I said, “My darling wife is going to die because my friend decided he wanted to stay a dragon instead of giving his sister the Amulet. Poor me.” I pouted my lips in exaggeration, blinking excessively.

      A choked cry was the only response as the halfling’s lips turned blue.

      “Xander,” the other Fortune Elf gasped, holding his mate against his chest as he brandished his sword in my direction. “Help Kysha.”

      “Please, Xander.” The Earth Elf placed her hand on the dragon’s flank. “Shift.”

      A flash of white light filled my vision.

      Hatred bubbled up inside of me for the redhead. The dragon refused to do as I asked, but one request from her, and he listened?

      The beast disappeared, and my brother straightened in its place. His mate handed him a cloak, and he wrapped it around his middle, leaving his scar-riddled chest and arms bare as he glared at me.

      “Let her go, Saena,” he growled, gesturing to the elf choking to death in front of me. “I did as you asked. Your quarrel is not with Kysha.”

      “No, it’s not.” I shook my head. “But why should I do anything you say?” I sneered. “Maybe I will kill her, just to remind you who’s in charge here.”

      “No!” the halfling’s wife cried out.

      I opened my palm, and a second red noose laced around her neck.

      “Then I’ll kill you both,” I said, shrugging as the Fortune Elf fell to her knees next to her wife, gasping for air. “It doesn’t matter to me.”

      “Saena,” the silver-haired male growled, a look of panic entering his eye. “Release them.”

      “Don’t talk to me like you know me,” I huffed. The draken snarled, the sound rumbling out of me as my voice deepened. “You have no idea who I am. What I’ve been through. None.”

      Xander’s chest heaved, and he opened his mouth as though to speak. Before he could, however, the blasted Earth Elf put her hand on his arm.

      “You’re right, Your Majesty.” The redhead’s eyes widened, and she took a step forward. This elf smelled… strange. I couldn’t quite pinpoint it, but something was different about her. “We don’t know what you’ve been through.”

      “Aileana,” the dragon shifter hissed, even as the halfling on the ground shuddered, her limbs twitching before her movements stilled.

      The Death Elf cried out, burying her face in her mate’s chest.

      Aileana shook her head, opening her hands at her sides as she moved towards me. “I have what you seek.” She reached into her pocket, pulling out a shiny circular object. “Let them go, please.”

      Please.

      Such a ridiculous word. As if asking politely was really going to make a difference here. But I could at least pretend to listen before killing them all. Once I had the amulet, nothing else would matter.

      “Fine.” I twisted my fingers in the air, calling my magic back to me. “You can live. For now.”

      The moment the ribbons dissolved, the two elves gasped for air, struggling to draw breath. Whatever. They were no longer my concern. Not when my treasure was within my grasp.

      After all these years, it’s finally here, the draken said.

      “Thank you.” The Earth Elf held the Gilded Amulet between us.

      I stared at it, reaching out a tentative finger and tracing the gold. I shivered as the object of my desires was closer than ever.

      “Finally,” I breathed. “It’s mine.”

      The Earth Elf tightened her grip around the amulet, and I growled, “What are you doing?”

      Her eyes widened, and she swallowed. “Before I give this to you, I would like to… talk.”

      My brows furrowed. “Is that so?”

      Aileana’s throat bobbed, and she glanced back at the others, her eyes wide and pleading. The dragon shifter growled, but I ignored him.

      I asked, “What do you want to talk about?”

      She bit her lip. “Can we do it in private?”

      Canting my head, I studied her. This was… intriguing. “No games, Earth Elf. The Gilded Amulet is mine.”

      “None,” she promised.

      I did not hear a trace of malevolence in her words.

      Still, I wrapped a red shield around us both before tilting my head. “Lead the way.”
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      I couldn’t believe what was happening. Snarling, I grabbed for Aileana as she tried to walk off with Saena, but she batted me away.

      Do you trust me? Aileana asked through connection as she stepped towards the queen.

      My answer was instantaneous. Of course.

      Then let me do this.

      And so, despite every single instinct that yelled at me to stop this—whatever this was—I watched as my bonded mate and my sister walked away from the rest of us.

      Saena waved her hand and a red bubble appeared around them both. It blocked me from hearing what was being said, but that didn’t mean I would take my eyes off them for a single moment. I was vaguely aware of Daegal dropping to his knees and talking to Maiela and Kysha, but I couldn’t pay them any attention. Not right now.

      Through the red shield, I watched as my mate, and my sister talked. At another time, in another place, this would have been a happy moment. But here, in this ashy, bloody field, it was a nightmare.

      No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t hear them. Panic rose within me, tasting bitter on my tongue. Even the mating bond was muted, quieted by whatever dark magic pulsed in Saena’s veins.

      What’s going on? the dragon demanded gruffly.

      I shook my head, dragging my hands through my hair. I don’t know.

      If I had a weapon, I would have been turning it over my hands, occupying myself as I waited. But I did not. I’d lost my sword sometime ago. Instead, I paced, my eyes never leaving the two females in front of me.

      My heart and my sister.

      One used to be my reason for living, and the other held my soul in her hands.

      Dread curled in my stomach. Something was wrong. At this point, I didn’t even care about the Gilded Amulet. The only thing on my mind was Aileana.

      There were so many things I should have done at that moment. So many ways I could have changed what was coming. I should have shifted and incinerated as many of those damned Winged Soldiers as I could. They flew above us, their black wings blotting out the clear blue sky, waiting for my sister’s command. I should have taken Aileana away from here, listening to that tiny voice in my head telling me to run and grab her. I should have done something.

      But I didn’t do anything, because I trusted my bonded mate. I trusted in her love for me. I trusted in our partnership. I trusted that she would do what was best for us.

      So, I waited.

      Every single minute felt like a lifetime, but finally, Saena drew her magic into herself. She… shook Aileana’s hand, before stepping to the side and gesturing to one of her guards. The Winged Soldier flew to the ground and landed, before listening to Saena’s orders. He nodded, shooting up and blowing an air horn.

      My brows furrowed as the flock of Winged Soldiers turned and retreated.

      What the hell? the dragon said.

      Ryllae gasped, and Maiela murmured something, but all my attention was on my bonded mate. She took one step toward me, but she was moving far too slowly. Running, I swept my mate into my arms and held her tight against me.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, pressing my lips against her hair. “What did you talk about?”

      For a moment, Aileana didn’t say anything. She just pressed her nose against the place where my neck met my collarbone and breathed in deeply. As if she was… scenting me.

      I felt for her through our bond, but it was… silent.

      Wrong.

      This was wrong.

      My hackles rose, and within me, the dragon growled.

      “What did you do?” I asked, still holding Aileana tightly against me.

      She pulled away from me, her brows raised. “What makes you think I did something?”

      “I know you. This… What did you do?” A bitter taste coated my tongue as the world around me grew foggy. “Why did the Winged Soldiers leave? Why did Saena shake your hand?”

      Green eyes met mine. “I love you.”

      “What did you do?” I said again.

      Her voice was soft as she said, “I did what had to be done.”

      Confusion roiled through me as Aileana’s lips tilted up into a sad smile as she turned and walked toward Daegal. She hugged him, pulling him close and whispering in his ear.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He nodded as though he understood what was happening, hugging her before murmuring something in return.

      “I understand,” Aileana replied.

      Understand what? I didn’t understand. What was happening?

      Frustration and anger and fear ran through me. Red tinged my vision as I followed my mate. “What did you do?” I said again, my fists furling at my sides.

      Aileana ignored me, turning to hug Ryllae next. Then she did the same with Maiela and Kysha.

      “What did you do?” I growled.

      Finally, my Earth Elf turned back to me. Tears lined her eyes, and her cheeks were damp as she sniffled. Reaching for my hand, she led me away from the others. I could feel Saena’s gaze on us as we stopped near a grove of trees.

      “Elyxander,” Aileana started.

      Right then, I knew. In the depth of my soul, in the part of myself that I had never shared with anyone but her, I knew. Anguish flooded through me and my dragon roared.

      “What did you do?” I asked again, the words barely making it past my lips.

      “I had to,” she whispered. Raising a hand, she traced the line of my jaw. “It’s the only way to keep you all safe.”

      “No.” I shook my head forcefully. “You can’t do this.”

      Aileana reached out, looking at me through watery eyes. “Elyxander.”

      “No!” I shouted.

      “We’re partners, right?” She traced the binding mark on my arm, staring at me imploringly. “Equals in every way?”

      In my life, I’d been tortured, stabbed, sliced, and burned. I’d been subjected to dragonsbane, and I’d fought in countless battles. I’d been hurt in every single way imaginable, and yet none of them came close to the absolute agony running through my body.

      “Always,” I whispered, forcing the words past the growing lump in my throat. “We will always be equals.”

      Tears rushed down her face. “Then you’ll let me go.”

      “No, she’ll kill you.” I shook my head. “She killed Nonna, and I won’t let her—”

      “She won’t.” Taking my fingers in hers, Aileana pressed our joined hands against her stomach.

      I stared at her. “What—”

      “Saena will not hurt me,” my bonded mate whispered, her voice so low I could barely hear it.

      “How do you know?”

      “She won’t, because she knows what it’s like to lose a child.”

      Before I could react or move or speak or even think, Aileana’s hand landed on my cheek. She pulled me toward her, her mouth gently brushing against mine. “I love you, Elyxander. I will never stop loving you. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not a year from now, or a decade, or a century. Remember that, my love. Every time you look at the stars, know that I am looking at them, too. Distance cannot destroy us. You are mine, and I am yours.”

      Everything within me broke. I fell to my knees. Aileana was pregnant, and she was leaving me.

      “No.” It was the only word I knew. The only word I could say. And so I said it, over and over again. Louder and louder, as if that would make this beautiful, incredible, stubborn, fierce mate of mine change her mind.

      Aileana shook her head as tears ran down her face. “I love you, Elyxander. Let me save you.” She looked over her shoulder. “Let me save all of you. This is the only way. She’ll kill us all, otherwise. My magic is empty. So is Ryllae’s.”

      I groaned. “Aileana—”

      “Saena is too powerful, Xander. Don’t ask me to stand by and watch everyone we love die. I won’t do it.”

      “Why?” It was one word, but right now, it was all I could manage.

      My bonded mate smiled at me through her tears. “To make sure you live. Saena wants the Amulet. I told her she needs me for it to work.”

      My mind struggled to keep up with this. “You lied?”

      A blessing needed for the amulet to work, but it didn’t require Aileana.

      “I bent the truth. For you.”

      “Come now, my pet,” Saena called out from across the field, her voice filled with glee.

      A pained look crossed Aileana’s face. “I have to go.”

      “No.” A mangled sob left my lips. How could she do this? How could she give herself up for us? Especially now. How could I let this happen?

      The mother of my child bent, brushing her mouth over mine. The kiss was feather-light and sodden with tears. “Stay strong,” she said. “Remember Elyx, I will always love you.”

      Aileana pulled her hand away and moved towards my sister. Every step echoed in my heart. She walked away from me like the fierce, stubborn, amazing warrior she was. Confidence filled her steps, and I knew she thought she was doing the right thing.

      Ryllae shouted, but Daegal held her back.

      I simply stared at them. Inside of me, the dragon roared.

      Anguish tainted everything. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think.

      Pain was all I knew.

      A flash of white came from the queen. When it cleared, her sky-blue dragon stood in the bloody valley.

      Aileana did not even flinch as she climbed on Saena’s back.

      I stared at them until they were nothing but a speck in the clear blue sky. The Winged Soldiers turned, following Saena and leaving me.

      Alone.

      It was then I learned that a thrice-broken heart could not be mended. There was no way I would ever recover from this, because my heart was no longer whole.

      It shattered into a million pieces inside my chest, the individual shards burning up into ash before disappearing on the wind with my bonded mate.

      When they were out of sight, I broke.
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      Three months later

      The first rays of the rising sun shone through the tower window. There was no trace of the storm from last night, and the sky was clear. Birds chirped, and my magic sang in my veins as I pulled myself out of bed. My toes curled as they landed on the cold stone, and I placed my palm on the small swell of my belly.

      Shutting my eyes, I pictured my silver-haired dragon shifter in my mind. Was he safe? Did they leave Ithenmyr? Running my hand over my stomach, I prayed Thelrena would keep them far away from here.

      He was alive—I could feel it through the bond. Using her dark magic, Saena had muted our connection, but I still felt him.

      Always, I felt him.

      “Your father will be so proud of you,” I whispered, rubbing my belly. “One day, I hope you’ll get to meet him. He’s amazing. Strong. Courageous. He’s going to love you so much.”

      Tears came to my eyes, and I sniffled. Every day, I spoke to my bump. There was no reply, of course, but I thought I was starting to feel flickers of movement.

      And every day, I wept.

      I made the right choice, leaving the battlefield with Saena and giving her the Gilded Amulet. The others were safe, which was the most important thing. Not only that, but my life here wasn’t terrible. Gods, the queen didn’t even make me wear prohiberis unless I left the tower. I had my magic, and I was alive. Xander was alive. Ryllae and Daegal and Maiela and Kysha were alive.

      So why did it hurt so much? Why did nothing help ease the agony in my heart? Why did it feel like I was destroyed?

      Every day, I leaned out my window and stared at the Winged Soldiers surrounding the tower where I lived. Dozens of them stood sentinel, day and night. Always guarding. Never leaving.

      Every day, I tried to ignore the searing pain of my broken heart as I sent ribbons of magic down the side of my tower into the land. Every day, I fed the earth and tried to repair the balance. When that grew tiresome, I sketched with spare pieces of charcoal.

      And every day, the urge to escape grew.

      Soon, I promised myself. The time is coming.

      I replayed Daegal’s last words in my mind.

      When the red moon overtakes the sun, escape. It’ll be your one chance. We’ll be waiting.

      I didn’t tell Xander. I couldn’t. If Daegal was wrong… I wouldn’t risk breaking my dragon’s heart all over again.

      But I held onto those words with all my heart. The moon would turn red, and the sun would disappear from the sky. That day, I would escape. I would take back the Gilded Amulet and I would show Saena why I was the High Lady of Life.

      Until that day, I would remain in my tower, being the queen’s good little pet.

      Planning. Watching. Waiting.

      But never giving in.

      
        
        The End… for now

        Thank you for reading Of Thistles and Talons!

      

        

      
        Honestly, I am really sorry about this one. I sobbed while writing the ending, and I wish there was another way for this story to go, but there isn’t.

      

        

      
        I promise, there will be a happy ending at the end of the series.
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      The last instalment of The Ithenmyr Chronicles will likely be coming out near the end of 2023/early 2024. It’s going to be a big one, and I want to make sure to do our heroes and heroines justice.

      You can reserve your copy here.

      If you can’t get enough of the world of the Four Kingdoms, I have amazing news!

      My newest series, The Binding Chronicles, takes place in Eleyta and occurs at the same time as Of Ash and Ivy and Of Thistles and Talons.

      You can read Tethered here.
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