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Pronunciation Guide


Hello dear readers,

I am so glad you are here for the fifth 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 Shale and Smoke.

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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Author’s note


Welcome back to Ithenmyr.

Of Shale and Smoke takes place in a medieval setting that contains violence in several different forms.

This book contains references to both physical and emotional abuse, language, misogyny, memories of and references to SA (off page, specifically in Chapter 36), imprisonment, pregnancy, and death.


Previously in The Ithenmyr Chronicles
[image: ]


Welcome back to Ithenmyr. If you’re here, I hope that means you’ve forgiven me for the way I left Of Thistles and Talons. It was hard to read, right? I cried a lot during that book.

Good news, though! This is the last book in this series, and I promised you a happy ending. It’ll be a chore to get there, but I promise it’ll be worth it in the end.

In case you forgot, here’s a rundown of where we left everyone. (As always, please feel free to skip this part if you’d like; you won’t hurt my feelings.)

Saena is bad. Like, really, really, bad. That’s pretty unfortunate, and it’s hard on all our friends, especially Xander. At the end of the last book, Saena murdered Nonna before she stole both the Gilded Amulet and Aileana herself.

Speaking of our feisty heroine, we left her in a tower, pregnant and alone. However, all hope is not lost because Daegal Saw a future where she gets out. More on that later.

Daegal and Ryllae have completed the mating bond and are still on the battlefield with Kysha, Maiela, and, of course, Xander.

Thank you for trusting me with these characters, and I hope you enjoy the last leg of their journey.


Alone Again
[image: ]
XANDER


Trying to breathe in this horrible, new reality that was my life was next to impossible. How could this be real? Maybe it wasn’t. Perhaps this was all a bad dream.

Curling my hand into a fist, I slammed it onto my thigh.

Pain radiated through me, and I swore.

This wasn’t a nightmare. This was terribly, painfully, unfathomably real. My lungs squeezed to the point of pain, but it didn’t matter. My mind was blank, and my heart was nothing but a million shattered pieces in my chest.

The world had stopped revolving, and I was trapped in a never-ending storm of torment and grief. Smoke filled my mouth, and my throat was raw from screaming. I kneeled in the bloody mud. Dirt and blood soaked through the fabric of my trousers. I didn’t care. None of that mattered.

I tore at my shirt, clawing at the fabric until it was nothing but shredded material hanging off my shoulders.

The sky was awfully, unforgivably, cloudlessly blue. How dare it be so perfectly clear and utterly normal? How dare the world keep on going, as if my entire universe hadn’t just been destroyed?

My bonded mate was gone. Saena had stolen Aileana from me.

No. Not exactly stolen. She’d taken my mate.

Aileana gave herself up. To save me. Us.

Grief was a deluge of misery, a rushing, raging trifecta of hurt, pain, and agony running through me. My heart had been cleaved from my chest and disappeared on the back of a blue dragon.

Somehow, I was still alive.

Was this some kind of cosmic joke? How was this possible?

I couldn’t believe the course my life had taken. Since our first meeting, Aileana and I had been through hell and back. It had been one thing after another, an endless storm that followed us no matter where we went.

And now?

She was my heart, my better half, and she was…

Gone.

I focused all my energy on the grief and brokenness surrounding my missing mate because I could not think about the other thing she’d said. The truth that she’d dropped on me before leaving would destroy me if I thought about it. I couldn’t remember that my mate was pregnant because I would surely fall apart if I did. My entire being would fracture into so many pieces that no amount of glue would ever put me back together.

And that couldn’t happen.

Not right now.

I had a bonded mate to rescue and a queen to kill.

Saena would die for this. I would tear her limb from limb, let her blood soak into the soil, and rip her beating heart from her chest. First, she killed Nonna, and now this?

Nothing in this world would save my sister from my wrath now. I just… had to keep going.

Shoving the thoughts of Aileana’s news that I refused to acknowledge far out of my mind, I looked around. Remnants of Winged Soldiers were scattered around the battlefield, a reminder of the fight that had just taken place. Black blood and gore stained everything in sight.

A glint of metal not too far from here caught my eye. Pushing myself to unsteady feet, I stumbled towards it. Dirt, blood, and something unrecognizable covered it, but that didn’t matter. The moment I got close, I recognized the weapon.

It was Aileana’s. I bent and picked it up, turning it over in my hands.

“Xander!” Daegal’s voice cut through the fog of my grief. “Stop!”

Ignoring him, I stared at the weapon. A fresh, bitter wave of sorrow crashed into me.

“Aileana.” Her name slipped from my lips before I even realized my mouth had moved.

There was no answer. Of course not. She was really, truly gone. The truth of our situation slammed into me and stole my breath.

Gone.

My heart hammered in my chest, each beat a thunderous boom, and I stared at the dagger.

Gone, gone, gone. The word looped in my mind until it was the only thing I heard.

Aileana was still alive—I could feel her presence through the bond—but Saena’s dark magic blocked the rest of our connection.

We were truly separated, divided, and alone.

A keening, mourning wail clawed its way out of me. Falling to my knees once more, I clutched the dagger to my chest as though it was the most precious item in the entire world.

Somewhere nearby, others were talking. The clamor of my grief drowned out their words. The dragon roared inside me. Its mournful cry was a constant, never-ending melody of torment.

Gone.

Only once in my life had I grieved so deeply.

I was stuck in a swirling cycle of thoughts until the past and present converged in the most painful way possible.

The cottage door creaked, the hinges needing to be oiled, and the knob turned. I looked up, unable to keep the surprise off my face. Was Papa back from his hunting trip already? Mama was out at the market, so I was watching Saena. We were sitting side-by-side on my bed, and I was reading her a story while she played with a doll. Well, we were looking at the pictures, and I was doing my best to read, but it was the thought that counted.

“Papa?” Saena jumped off the bed as the door opened further.

“He’s hunting,” I told her. He was supposed to be gone for another two days. “It’s probably not him.”

My brows knit together. Who could it be? Maybe Mama had sent one of the neighbors to check on us. Still, she didn’t usually do that when she went to the market.

Then, a familiar scent reached my nose. I tilted my head, confused, as Mama walked through the door. She didn’t have her basket. There was a strange air about her, and my young heart constricted. Something was wrong.

Not seeming to sense the same thing, Saena said, “Ma!”

Wrapping my fist in the back of Saena’s frock, I tugged her back. My voice was quiet as I asked, “What are you doing back so soon?”

Mama didn’t even look up. Her bare, dirty feet met the worn, crooked wooden planks of our cottage’s floor. She walked unsteadily as though she were in a trance. Tears and ash streaked down her face, and smudges of dirt ran across her forehead. Her tawny dress and white apron were covered in mud, and her sleeves were torn.

Alarm was a tolling bell ringing through me.

Crouching on the floor, Mama ignored the dirt all over her. That wasn’t like her. Mama hated dirt. She always made us wash our hands three times before eating dinner, and she swept the cottage twice a day. She always said that just because we were dragon shifters didn’t mean we had to live like animals.

“Come here, children.” Mama opened her arms. Her long braid hung down one shoulder, nearly touching the floor as her dirty dress billowed out around her.

Saena’s doll landed on the ground with a soft thud, and she toddled toward Mama. She launched into our mother’s arms with a long, drawn-out “Ma-ma-a-a.”

Sniffling, Mama buried her face in Saena’s hair and drew in a deep breath. With one arm, she clutched my little sister, and with the other, she gestured to me. “Come here, Elyx.”

Dropping the book on the bed, I clambered to my feet but didn’t move toward the two of them. “What’s wrong?”

Mama drew in a shuddering breath, her eyelashes fluttering closed as she appeared to steel herself. She kissed Saena’s head and placed her on the ground. Immediately, my little sister went back to playing with her doll.

Still, I did not move. Although I was still young and had barely seen five summers, I recognized a life-changing moment.

I just… didn’t know what was changing.

I asked my question again, but Mama didn’t answer. Instead, she reached into her apron pocket and withdrew a pair of sharp, silver kitchen shears. Wordlessly, she took her braid in one hand.

Other than me and Saena, Mama’s hair was her prized possession. She’d been growing it out for years. What was she doing?

Mama’s lips moved in silent prayer, and she cried as she stared at the shears. Then, she brought them to her hair. Back and forth, she sawed until her braid came undone. Her tears flowed freely as she stared at the hair.

“No,” I whispered. My legs trembled, and a tight knot formed in my stomach.

I had seen this before. I knew what this meant.

Our village was small. In my five years, I’d seen births… and deaths.

Celebrations and funerals.

I asked, a little more desperately this time, “Where’s Papa?”

Mama didn’t answer. At least not with words. She picked up the braid and kissed it before standing and walking to the hearth on shaky legs. She stood far too close to the fire, and several embers jumped from the logs and singed her skirt. Mama didn’t seem to care. She hitched a breath, and then, she threw in the braid.

“No!” I yelled.

The fire crackled and hissed as it accepted Mama’s offering, turning it into ash before our eyes.

“Elyxander,” she whispered, still staring at the burning braid. “Papa—”

“No, no, no.” I shook my head. This couldn’t be happening. My hands went to where my long silver-white braid hung halfway down my back. I’d been growing it since the day I was born. Dragon shifters always kept their hair long. It was a sign of our strength.

The only time we cut it was when we mourned.

Mama turned from the fire as fresh tears streaked down her ashen face. She moved slowly, crouching in front of me. “Where is Papa?” I asked again. I hated that a tremor entered my voice.

She touched my cheek gently and then ran my braid through her hands. “I’m sorry, Elyxander.”

I sucked in a breath. “Where is he?”

Her bottom lip quivered. “Your father…” She took in a deep breath. “Papa is dead.”

Dead.

Her words echoed with horrible finality through our small cottage. How could that be? Papa was the strongest dragon in our village. He’d never been sick a day in my life. Not only that, but he’d promised to take me flying when he came back.

How could he be dead?

I had so many questions, but there were no answers. Not right now.

I didn’t cry. Not when my hair went into the fire. Not when Saena whimpered while Mama cut her much smaller braid. Not even when Mama pulled us onto her lap and hugged us both to her bosom.

“It’s just the three of us now,” she whispered. “Three against the world.”

Over a century had passed since then, and I was surrounded by death. Papa had been the first, but certainly not the last. My mother’s loss had been eased by the passage of time, but Nonna’s… that ache was raw.

And then, there was the matter of Saena. She wasn’t dead, but maybe that would’ve been better than the sting of her betrayal. Maybe it would hurt less than this. Knowing it was my sister who’d stolen my bonded mate from me was like a dragonsbane-laced dagger being shoved into my heart.

Again, I was alone. Again, I failed to keep someone I loved safe.

Every moment of every gods-damned day for the rest of my life, I would remember that I failed to protect Aileana. I would wear my failure like a scar until I found her. I would burn the world and turn it all to ash until she was back in my arms. And then I would never, ever let her go.

She wasn’t dead, but I would mourn her anyway.

Reaching behind my head, I gathered my hair roughly. It wasn’t braided, but that didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

Sawing at my hair with Aileana’s dagger, I watched as a long lock of silver-white hair, stained in black blood from the Winged Soldiers, fell to the ground.

It wasn’t enough. More. I needed it all off now.

I grabbed more hair, cutting viciously. More fell to the ground. Still not enough. I took another chunk, the dagger moving dangerously close to the back of my neck as I cut.

I didn’t care.

“Shit. Xander, stop! You’re going to hurt yourself.” Daegal’s legs appeared in front of me, and he bent, wrenching the dagger out of my grasp.

“I need it gone,” I said with a growl. I didn’t look up at my friend, didn’t move. I just kneeled on the bloody ground.

“Your hair?” He sounded confused.

I nodded.

My old friend crouched in front of me. “You want me to cut it?”

Again, I dipped my head.

He looked at me with pity in his eyes. Pity. As if he understood the torment and misery roiling through my heart. As if him feeling sorry for me would return my mate. “Alright. I’ll cut it all off. Just… Kydona help me, don’t hurt yourself.”

How dare he ask that of me? His bonded mate was here, unscathed and protected. He had her, even now.

His question had no merit, though. I couldn’t injure myself because doing so would require having something left to hurt.

What was pain when one’s heart had been ripped from one’s chest?

I clenched my fists and rested them on my knees. “Do it.”

Even the dragon was speechless. We were both in shock. How had this all gone so wrong?

Daegal did as I asked. Slowly, the pile around me grew until silver-white hair covered the ground. The process didn’t ease the ache in my chest.

Eventually, when my head was lighter and the pile around me was large, Daegal quietly said, “I’m done.”

Running a hand over my hair, I felt the short, barely-there cut. Good. I didn’t deserve to wear my hair long. Not anymore.

Gathering my hair, I held it close to my chest and stood. “I need a fire.”

The Fortune Elf’s eyes widened, but he did not argue as he led me towards the others. None of them said anything, though I caught Kysha looking at me as she wiped away tears from her eyes.

A short while later, the five of us stood around a blazing fire. The flames crackled and hissed, a melancholy reminder of my grief as I threw my hair into the fire.

I did not pray. I did not cry. I did not speak.

I just watched it burn all night long.
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“You need to sleep, Xan.” Daegal kneeled in front of me, his brows tented. He didn’t try to hide his worry as he looked me over. “It’s been three days.”

I ignored him, running Aileana’s dagger over the sharpening stone for the hundredth time that night. How could I rest when she was gone?

“Can’t,” I grunted when it became clear the Fortune Elf wouldn’t leave me alone.

Daegal sighed and settled beside me on the log. We were deep in the forests of Ithenmyr, hiking to the nearest town for supplies.

All around us, the land was dying. It was as though someone had sucked all the color out of the forests. The trees, vines, and brittle leaves were all inky and reflected the bleakness that had taken residence in my soul.

Good.

The world didn’t deserve color. Not while Aileana was gone.

I ran the blade over the sharpening stone some more. Sparks flew, lighting up the night sky. The weapon could cut through practically anything, now. It was ready for battle. But in my heart, I knew it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough until I could give Aileana her dagger back.

Daegal watched me work in silence for a while before he reached out and placed his hand on mine. “For the love of the gods, please stop.”

I stilled, tightening my grip on the dagger. “Go back to bed with your mate.” I spat the last word, making no effort to remove the venom from my voice. “Leave me be.”

He stared at me, apparently unfazed by my anger. “I can’t do that, Xander.”

A growl rumbled through me. Why was he making this so hard? All I wanted to do was be left alone. “Why the hell not?”

I had no reason to sleep. No reason to eat. No reason to do anything except to find Aileana. Rescuing her had become my sole purpose in life.

“Because we care about you,” the Fortune Elf said stubbornly. “I won’t let you destroy yourself.”

Bitterness surged through me, coating the back of my tongue. Now, he decided to care? It was far too late for that.

Why didn’t he stop Aileana on the battlefield when there was still a chance?

I had replayed those final moments so many times that I knew them by heart. Aileana had spoken to Daegal, and they hugged before she left with Saena.

He tried again, “Xander—”

He wanted to do this now? Fine. Red tinged my vision, and I snarled, “If you care so much, why didn’t you stop Aileana?”

He sucked in a breath and didn’t respond.

Narrowing my eyes, I glared at Daegal. “Did you know what she planned to do?”

He chewed on his lip, averting his gaze.

Horror was a growing pit in my stomach as I stared at him. The seconds stretched on and on, but he did not answer.

His silence was confirming. Damning. Appalling. He was my closest friend, and in this, he had betrayed me.

His face twisted as he blew out a long breath, searching for words. I didn’t need to hear them, though.

The lack of response was all the confirmation I needed.

He knew, and he didn’t say or do anything.

Daegal had his mate, and I had no one. He could have helped me, but he didn’t.

My nostrils flared, and anger was a raging, boiling storm within me. I snarled, “Why didn’t you stop her?”

Smoke filled my mouth, and I slammed my fist on the log between us. The wood splintered beneath my touch, and splinters lodged in my hand, but I didn’t care.

“She asked me not to,” Daegal finally said, breaking his silence.

“Not good enough,” I growled.

Aileana always thought she knew best. She was stubborn, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be stopped. Daegal should have known better than to go along with her plan. If I’d known, I could have stopped her. I could have changed her mind. I could have done something that didn’t result in her giving herself up to Saena.

How come three days felt like eons ago but also mere seconds in the past?

My former friend’s mouth opened and closed. He searched for words as if anything he said could calm this raging storm within me.

“It was the only way, Xander,” he said.

I was wrong before when I thought I couldn’t feel anything. Betrayal mingled with my grief. He knew. He knew. And he didn’t do anything. Somehow, this was worse than what Saena had done. Saena was broken. That much was obvious. Something had happened to my sister in the years we’d been apart.

But Daegal…

He was my friend.

Or he used to be.

I stood, clenching the dagger. A deafening, guttural, agony-filled roar rumbled through me. The trees shook, the ground quaked, and within me, the dragon unfurled.

For three days, it had been silent in its grief.

That was no longer the case.

With a cry that echoed through the entire forest, I dropped the dagger on the ground. Ripping off my clothes, I pulled on the shift.

Somewhere outside of myself, I was aware of yelling. Daegal and someone else—Kysha, maybe—were talking to me.

I ignored them.

Daegal knew.

I couldn’t stay here any longer. Not right now.

I released the hold I had on the dragon. My bones broke and remained themselves as the beast within me took shape. Tree trunks splintered, and a feminine shriek came from my left, but I ignored it all.

Aileana’s dagger glinted on the ground.

Holding out my wings to remain steady, I bent, maneuvering the hilt of the blade into my mouth. Blood filled my maw, but I didn’t care.

What were cuts and scrapes and bruises when compared to a broken heart?

Taking the last piece of my mate with me, I flapped my wings and lifted into the air.
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I found no peace in flying. Not anymore. Saena had stolen that, too. She’d stolen everything good from me.

And. Daegal. Knew.

Had he Seen Aileana make the choice mere minutes before it happened? Or had he been holding onto the knowledge for hours or days?

In the end, it didn’t matter. He should have told me. I could have stopped her if I knew.

But he didn’t, and now it was too late.

I was alone again.

I flew for hours until numbness spread through me. That was good. If I was numb, I couldn’t feel the heartbreak or the betrayal coursing through me. If I was numb, I forgot that my life was ruined. I forgot about the dull burning of my mating bond, reminding me that Aileana was out there, away from me.

If I were numb, I wouldn’t have to remember that I failed everyone I cared about.

And so, I gave in to the numbness.

I flew over forests and around mountains, seeing but not noticing anything. I flew until exhaustion seeped into my bones, and even my dragon struggled to remain alert.

Only then did I rejoin the others. None of them spoke as I returned, but Daegal nodded in my direction. I didn’t forgive him, but I needed him. I would need them all.

But first, I had to grieve.
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For five days, I lived in the numbness. I barely slept, barely ate, barely drank. I was silent and numb and alone.

Even my dragon had fallen quiet once more as we hiked through the endless woods. A cold so frigid that even I felt it came from the north. Another winter storm slammed into us, but it didn’t matter.

Nothing mattered but getting Aileana back.

That was the thought that kept me going. It gave me the strength to put one foot in front of the other. I didn’t have time to think, talk, or chatter my teeth like the others.

Being numb was exhausting.

But Aileana was gone, and I was alone.


Death is Everywhere
[image: ]
DAEGAL


“Ineed to See what is to come.” I squeezed Ryllae’s hand, drawing her towards me for a quick kiss. “Will you be alright?”

Her knees brushed against mine, and a gentle stream of sparks erupted from that small point of contact. Every time we touched, it was like that.

She nodded, chewing on her lip. “I will.” Blue eyes searched mine, and she whispered, “Do you think you’ll See something different this time?”

Every day since the battle, I had journeyed onto the silver planes. The fight against the queen and her Winged Soldiers had drained us all, but I would look into the future a hundred times a day if it meant I could See something of worth.

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. Reaching over, I rested my hand on Ryllae’s thigh. We sat cross-legged near the fire; the crackling logs were the backdrop to our conversation as we kept watch. “But I have to try.”

We were alone, with only the moon and the stars as our witnesses. Maiela and Kysha had long since retired for the night, and Xander was gone. He’d shifted after lunch and taken to the skies. Hours had passed, and he had yet to return.

Worry was a piercing knife twisting deep into my heart. I’d known Aileana’s choice would hurt him, but I never imagined it would be this bad. A week had passed since she’d left. He was barely eating or sleeping, and when he did, it was just enough to stay alive.

I’d never seen my friend like this. He was broken in a way that he’d never been, even when we first met.

I had to Look ahead. The future was more important than ever.

Each time I walked on the silver planes, I hoped something would be different. Maybe it wouldn’t be coated in darkness. Maybe there would be hope. Maybe the future wouldn’t end in death.

I’d Seen the red moon and told Aileana to look out for it, but I didn’t know for certain when—or if—it was coming. The future had always been in flux, the paths fluid, but things were even worse now that the balance was broken. Heavy, almost unmovable darkness coated everything like thick smoke, hiding it from sight.

I squeezed Ryllae’s hand. “I love you. If you hear anything, don’t hesitate to use your magic.”

The woods were blackened, dark, and spooky. Even though we’d cleared the area before setting up camp, I didn’t want to leave Ryllae unprotected and alone. At least she had her magic. Each time she used it, it seemed to come more naturally. During the long hikes through the woods, she’d been practicing drawing it to her hands.

Her eyes widened, and she swallowed. Her crimson aura pulsed, and I could sense her nerves through the bond. She didn’t enjoy using her magic and didn’t enjoy killing, but it was necessary at times.

“Promise me, Ryllae,” I said gruffly. I wouldn’t give into the thrumming call of my magic until she did.

After a moment, she pulled red threads from her palms, winding them around her hands. “Alright,” she replied, her voice shaking. “I promise.”

“Good. I’ll be back as soon as possible.” I stole one last kiss, closed my eyes, and slipped into the future.
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Magic rippled over me, leaving my skin tingling in its wake. I sucked in a breath as I walked onto the silver planes. Darkness was a dense fog covering everything in sight. My eyes were open, but I could barely make out the shape of my fingers as I held my hand in front of my face.

The situation had deteriorated since the last time I was here. One day soon, I feared there would be nothing to See at all.

I didn’t have time to worry, though. Ryllae was alone. The knowledge that she was unprotected was a pulsing beacon in the back of my mind. I needed to return to her as quickly as possible. Even now, my mating bond prickled on my skin, a gentle reminder to hurry.

I dropped to my knees in the dark. The familiar, smooth ground of the silver planes was far colder than normal. Death was in the air, even here. I didn’t have time to focus on that, though.

Reaching out, I grabbed the first path within reach. It was fluid, no more than water running through my hands.

Visions flashed before my eyes in rapid succession. Darkness. Destruction. Death.

Not good.

I threw that path to the wayside and grabbed the next. It, too, was liquid in my hands. Again, I Saw the same thing. Blood. Fire. Death.

I groaned, “Come on.”

It couldn’t always be the same, right?

Desperately, I picked up more paths. A third.

It ended in death.

A fourth.

Death.

A fifth. Sixth. Tenth. Twentieth.

Each one ended in complete and utter death and destruction. It was always there, always watching, always waiting. Sometimes, it was just Ithenmyr that was destroyed. Other times, the entire Four Kingdoms were decimated. A few paths even pointed across the ocean to the Obsidian Coast, where the fae resided. Even they weren’t safe from the broken balance.

Death was everywhere.

The pulsing of my magic was a steady tempo, urging me forward. It was the backdrop to the pain filling my ears. The cries of the dead, the wails of the hurting and grieving, and the screams of the tortured were an unwanted symphony permeating my being as I searched through the future.

By the time I was on the thirtieth path, I wept alongside them. Hot tears tracked down my cheeks as, again and again, I traced the possible paths of the future. I lost count of how many I checked before I found the one I sought.

It burned beneath my fingers, but it was different from the rest. A red sheen cut through the inky darkness of the silver planes. Running my fingers over the path, I let the future wash over me.

It was the exact same as it had been the day Saena ambushed us.

I Saw what was to come. Xander. Ryllae. My sister. Fighting. Pain. The Blood Moon.

Exhaling, I released the path. It fell, joining the others at my feet. Pushing myself up, I ran a shaky hand through my hair.

The red moon was still coming. There was still hope.

Although this was the news I’d been hoping for, a cumbersome burden settled upon my shoulders. The odds were not in our favor. They were laughable, really. If I were still a betting elf—which I wasn’t—I would have run in the other direction.

But these were the cards we’d been dealt. There was nothing we could do except strive to ensure the one path with the red moon came to pass.

I’d Seen enough.

Relinquishing my grip on my magic, I exhaled and reentered the realm of the living. Slowly, an awareness of the world came back to me. Soft snores came from the left, where Maiela and Kysha were sleeping beneath a massive pine tree. On my right, Ryllae was patiently waiting for me. I knew she was there before I turned my head.

I always knew where she was, now.

“You’re back,” she breathed.

Turning, I leaned over and kissed her. The moment our mouths met, tension seeped out of me. Ryllae tasted of home, and I couldn’t get enough of her.

“What did you See?” she asked when we broke apart.

I wished I didn’t have to tell her. I wanted to save her, hide her away from danger, not drag her into this. If I could have, I would have gathered Ryllae in my arms and protected her from the truth of the future. But even if I did, what I’d Seen would still come to pass. Such was the burden of a Fortune Elf.

Eventually, knowing we couldn’t hide from the future, I said, “Death is… everywhere.”

Someone else might have been frightened by my proclamation, but Ryllae just nodded. “That makes sense,” she said. Her voice was quiet but steady. “Death is all around. It will never stop hunting us.”

My heart ached at her words. My bonded mate had already experienced so many terrible things over the course of her life, and here I was, telling her they weren’t over yet.

My gaze swept over hers. “I’ll keep you safe, love.”

She smiled softly, her thumb grazing my cheek. “I know you’ll try.” She kissed me again. “That’s why I love you.”

Every time she said those words, my heart swelled. I never imagined my life would turn out in this fashion. After living so long without a partner, I had assumed a bonded mate wasn’t in my future. Many people lived their entire lives without finding the person destined to remain by their side.

This was one area where I’d been more than happy to be proven wrong.

Resting my forehead against Ryllae, I asked, “Have you seen him?”

I didn’t need to specify who I was asking about. Xander was the only other male in our group.

I felt her nod. “He’s over there.” She dipped her head in the direction of a secluded cluster of evergreen trees some thirty feet away. “The dragon came back while you were in the silver planes.”

“Thank you, Ryllae.” I stole one last kiss because I couldn’t seem to stop, and I stood. “I’m going to talk to him.”

She pulled a crimson ribbon from her palm, twisting the thread through her fingers as she played with it. “Go ahead, love. I’ll stay here.”

After grabbing a pair of trousers and a fresh tunic for Xander, I made my way toward the clearing. Endeavoring to be as loud as possible, I stepped on branches, purposefully cracked ice, and bumped into a tree.

No one wanted to take a dragon shifter by surprise.

“Xander?” I called out.

There was no response. That wasn’t exactly surprising. He’d returned to camp, but he hadn’t spoken to me since learning I knew of Aileana’s choice.

Undeterred, I said his name again. This time, I added, “I needed to talk to you.”

Silence.

My sword bumped against my hip as I approached the snow-covered trees. I brushed aside the pine boughs, shivering as flakes slipped beneath the collar of my tunic. “Xan, it’s about Aileana.”

A growl, low and deep and utterly animalistic, rumbled behind me. I turned and grabbed my sword’s hilt. The bundle of clothes fell to the ground, forgotten.

Illuminated by moonlight, the enormous green dragon was crouched in front of me, its tail flicking back and forth. Grey smoke billowed from its nostrils, and two slitted, golden eyes regarded me. There wasn’t a trace of kindness to be seen.

“Xander, please shift.” I infused my voice with as much calm as I could.

The dragon’s tail slapped on the ground, causing snow to balloon up around him.

“We need to talk,” I said.

He roared and stomped his massive front paw on the ground. A dragon having a temper tantrum was exactly as destructive as one assumed it would be. Branches cracked, and birds cried out in distress. If anyone was searching for us in the forest, there was no doubt they would hear the commotion Xander was causing.

Despite my best efforts to remain calm, my teeth clenched. “Seriously? We’re going to do this now?” The dragon glared at me as if daring me to continue. Ignoring the threat of violence in those eyes, I said, “You’ve wallowed for long enough. It’s time to snap out of this.”

The moment the last words left my lips, a flash of white light blinded me. When it cleared, Xander’s looming two-legged form stood right before me. He reached for the clothes I’d brought, jerking his limbs into them. His angry gaze remained on me the entire time.

A smarter male would have taken this as a good opportunity to run.

I did not.

The dragon shifter stepped towards me. Even in this form, he was a warrior. Violence emanated from him. His fists were furled. His eyes blazed.

He snarled, “What did you say?”

At least now, he was speaking to me. That was good. Someone needed to break Xander out of his grief, and it looked like it would be me. If we were going to rescue Aileana and right the balance, we all needed to be as mentally stable as possible.

Xander’s aura was a pulsing, writhing, furious mass around him. He clenched his fists at his sides, forest green scales crawled up the right side of his face, and I could have sworn smoke came from his nostrils.

“You heard me.” Dropping my sword on the snow, I widened my stance and cracked my neck. “You need to snap out of it.”

His fist flew so fast I barely registered the movement before it slammed into my face. My head snapped back. I heard a crunch. A sharp pain flashed through my skull.

“Damn you!” he shouted. “Damn all of you!”

Bringing my head back down, I raised my fists. “Fight me, Xan.” I wiped my bloody nose on my sleeve and shook my head. “Get it out of your system.”

Better me than one of the others.

I’d sparred with Xander before. I knew how he fought, how he moved. Even so, nothing could have prepared me for the flash of green that flickered in his eyes as the dragon rose to the surface.

“You knew!” he snarled.

Moving with unnatural speed, Xander swung a fist at me.

I raised my arm and blocked his punch, the impact reverberating through my arm. “I did.”

Another blow. Duck. Swing.

“She’s gone,” he said, lifting his foot. He kicked at me, his leg raising high in the air.

I jumped out of the way, spinning towards him and throwing out my fist. It collided with his face, drawing blood.

Xander cursed and spat out a glob of red.

“She is,” I agreed. “For now.”

Roaring, the dragon shifter charged at me. We fell into a timeless dance. Angry words were volleyed. Fists flew. Feet kicked. Hearts pounded. Blood was drawn.

After a half hour, we were both sweaty, bleeding, and covered in multiple cuts and bruises.

Eventually, I grew tired of this. “Enough!” I yelled. “You can’t keep going like this.”

The angry male growled, “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

I panted, pressing a hand against my side. I was Mature, and none of these injuries would be permanent, but no one could go up against a dragon shifter and not be sore. Especially not one as angry as Xander.

“No, I don’t,” I said in agreement. “But you know I’m right. She wouldn’t want this for you.”

He roared. The sound seemed to stretch on forever. Scales rippled on his face, his neck, and his arms. Smoke filled the clearing.

Drawing in a deep breath, I threw all thoughts of my own safety away as I approached the shifter. Reaching out, I placed a hand on his arm. He tensed beneath my touch, but he didn’t attack me. “Xander, stop,” I whispered.

It wasn’t the first time I’d said the words. It wasn’t even the fifth. But this time, it seemed like he actually heard me.

He ran his hands through his short hair, and his chest heaved. “She never should have gone.”

“Aileana?”

“This is all my fault. I should have protected her.”

My brows came together, and I tilted my head. “Is that what you think?”

He looked up, and I was taken aback by the depth of grief swimming in his eyes.

“Of course, it is. This whole situation is my fault. If it weren’t for my map and this stupid, ill-fated quest to find the Gilded Amulet, Aileana would be safe, Nonna would be alive, and we wouldn’t be in the middle of the gods-damned wild alone.”

How could he believe such a thing? That wasn’t how the future worked. I knew better than most that the actions of one person could rarely sway the paths of what was to come.

“No—”

“Yes.” He fell to his knees. His fist went to his chest, right above his heart, and he pounded it hard. “If it weren’t for me, none of this would have happened.”

This wasn’t one of all the revelations I thought would come from this conversation. I stared at my old friend. “Is that truly what you believe?”

He nodded.

“Xander, that is… the most self-absorbed thing I’ve ever heard you say.” I crossed my arms. “And you’ve said some fairly asinine things in the past.”

His head snapped up, and fury flashed through his eyes. “What did you say?”

“You heard me.” I held his gaze. “Are you so full of yourself that you think this situation is your fault? None of it is, Xander. We’re all Mature adults here. Aileana made her own choices. Saena made her own choices.” He snarled, but I continued, “Now it’s time for you to make a choice. Are you going to wallow in this grief, disappearing for hours and days on end, or are you going to get a hold of yourself and figure this situation out?”

His nostrils flared, and his fists furled and unfurled at his sides. He bit out, “What are you saying, Daegal?”

The harsh tone of his voice set me on edge. However, considering that I was still alive and not pinned beneath the dragon’s considerable weight, I saw this opportunity for what it was: an olive branch. I would not squander it. Xander and I needed to at least attempt to work together and find a solution.

“I’m saying the exact same thing I’ve been trying to tell you for days.” Externally, I kept a straight face. Internally, I groaned. Sometimes, speaking with a stubborn, broody, angry dragon shifter was like talking to a brick wall. A very large, temperamental wall that could burn you alive if you said the wrong thing. Forcing all my frustrations to remain inside, I added, “Hope isn’t lost, Xander. Aileana knows this.”

He canted his head, laying his fists flat at his side. “What?”

“I’ve Seen a version of the future where this is hope.”

A long moment passed as his eyes swept over me. “Truly?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “Have you ever known me to lie?”

He shook his head. “Never.”

“Exactly. I need you to trust me now.” I raised a brow and gave him a hard look. “Stand up, Xander.?

If he’d been anyone else, I would have offered him my hand. I knew he wouldn’t appreciate the gesture.

He was on his feet in moments. “Tell me everything, Daegal.”

“Of course.” I would never hide this information from him. My heart hurt at the very idea of being separated from Ryllae. If someone took my bonded mate from me, I would move heaven and earth to find her again. I knew Xander felt the same. “There will be a night during which life and death converge.”

His eyes widened, and his aura glowed brighter. He asked eagerly, “When?”

“Everything comes back to the darkness,” I said. “Saena is… not helping matters, but the balance is broken.”

“Damn it, Daegal, I know,” he growled. “Everyone keeps talking about the broken balance.”

“Patience, my friend.” I tilted my head towards the camp and began to walk in that direction. “Soon, the Blood Moon will rise. When it does…”

We walked back slowly as I detailed the path I’d Seen. Xander asked numerous questions, and I answered them as best I could. Anything I was unsure of, I promised to search the silver planes to try and See the answer.

The moon was high in the sky when we returned to the campsite. Ryllae was no longer alone around the fire. Maiela and Kysha sat across the flames from her, holding hands. The trio spoke quietly, involved in conversation. Not wanting to frighten them, I stepped on a branch. It snapped in two, the sound echoing through the forest.

All three elves looked up. Ryllae pulled the crimson ribbon of magic she’d been spinning back into her. My sister took one look at Xander’s face and stood. Her wife quickly followed suit.

“I think we’ll go… forage for some berries,” Maiela said.

Seeing the excuse for what it was, I refrained from pointing out that the likelihood of them finding berries in the middle of the night during this unnaturally long winter was next to nothing.

Kysha held out a hand to my mate. “Ryllae, will you join us?”

My Death Elf glanced at Kysha’s outstretched hand before looking at me. I dipped my head. Ryllae didn’t need my permission, but something deep inside me was secretly delighted she wanted it.

A smile crossed her face, and it warmed me from the inside out. “I’d enjoy that.” Ryllae stood, slipping her arm into the crook of Kysha’s elbow. “Thank you for inviting me.”

Once the three of them had slipped into the woods, I sighed and dropped onto one of the logs by the fire.

“The path is dark,” I warned Xander. “But there is hope.”

He sat across from me, digging through his bag and pulling out Aileana’s dagger. He turned it over in his hands, staring at the weapon. Quietly, he repeated what I’d told him. “The one night where Aileana can escape is on the night of the red moon.”

“She is going to try,” I said gently, reiterating what I had already told him. “The future is fluid. The paths of fate may change. Or Saena might…”

Kill Aileana.

I didn’t need to say the words to know they echoed around the clearing. Aileana had given herself up to the Dragon Queen, hoping that Saena wouldn’t hurt her because of the child she carried.

There was a lot riding on that one belief, and Xander’s sister hadn’t exactly shown herself to be the model of sanity.

“No!” Xander barked. “Saena will not do that.”

“Hopefully not,” I agreed. I’d come to care for the Earth Elf like a sister, and I didn’t want to see her hurt.

The problem was there were so many variables at play. So many things that could go wrong. The smallest decision could have a ripple effect, causing the future not to happen.

“Hope is for the weak,” Xander said resolutely, running his hand over his short hair. This was the dragon shifter I knew. “There is no hope. Not anymore. My bonded mate is carrying my unborn child. I will not waste time hoping for something that may or may not happen. We will act as though this future is set in stone because I refuse to see it any other way.”

The logs in the fire were spitting and cracking as if emphasizing Xander’s words.

“Alright.” I nodded. “I understand.”

I’d dealt with enough dragon shifters over the years to know that once they set their minds upon a course of action, it was best not to fight them over it. Dragons were stubborn to a fault, the fire running through their veins simply adding to their often difficult and somewhat caustic personalities.

I loved Xander like a brother, but even I wouldn’t say he was a kind, fluffy male. He was more like a giant porcupine. Prickly and pointed and best to stay away from. But beneath all that was someone loyal and fierce.

The wind carried feminine whispers to my ears. The others were returning. I stood, clapping Xander on the shoulder. “Whatever it takes, brother. We’ll find her.”

He nodded, staring into the flames. Rubbing his mating mark absentmindedly, his fingers traced the green and gold swirls that ran down his arm. “We have to, Daegal. She’s my entire world.” His voice was so soft I had to strain to hear him. “I won’t live without her. I can’t.”

After that, there were no more words between us. At least Xander was talking again. I wouldn’t push him again. Not tonight.

I took one look at Ryllae’s face when she returned and drew her into my arms. “You’ll take the next watch?” I asked Maiela.

My sister nodded. “We will. Go, rest.”

There was no argument from me. Leading Ryllae over to the evergreen tree serving as our tent for the night, I laid out my cloak before pulling her down beside me. She rested her head on my chest, her horns just barely grazing the bottom of my chin.

Holding her close, I breathed in deeply as the weight of the previous conversations lifted. My wounds from fighting Xander had already healed, a benefit of being Mature, but being with Ryllae was a balm to my soul. My mate was perfect for me in every way. Often content to remain silent, she always knew when I needed her.

And right now, I needed her badly. Seeing Xander so heartbroken had only served to affirm my belief that I would do anything to keep Ryllae safe. She was more than just my partner and the female I loved.

She was my other half and my reason for existing.

Ryllae’s finger trailed down my chest. “Penny for your thoughts?”

I sighed, holding her close. “When I Saw the choice Aileana would make, I knew it would hurt him. I just… I didn’t know how much.”

If I had known how much pain he would be in, I would have taken steps to prepare for it. I wouldn’t have stopped the Earth Elf—this was the only path that did not lead to darkness—but I would have been better prepared.

Ryllae’s hand slipped into mine, and her thumb traced invisible lines on the inside of my palm.

“Your burden isn’t easy, Daegal,” she whispered after a few minutes. “He just doesn’t understand.”

No one did. Not really. I’d explained enough to Ryllae so that she knew what I dealt with when I Saw the future. Even Maiela, who was also a Fortune Elf, did not See things in the same way I did. I Saw coming events, both big and small, but she Saw feelings, conversations, and smaller meetings. My twin was just as powerful as I was but in a different way.

“I wish there were another option,” I told Ryllae. “Something that didn’t require us to walk down this path.”

My mate nodded. “I know. Is she… safe?”

“Aileana?”

“Yes.”

I sighed. “I don’t know. I haven’t Seen her at all.”

And that was the worst part.

What if it was all for nothing?


A Captive Once Again
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AILEANA


Twenty-four steps.

Fourteen in one direction, ten in the other. I paced them now, the path already familiar and mindless as I moved across my cell. The gray dress I’d been given swooshed as I moved, the material course against my skin.

At least I had clothes.

This place was nice enough, I supposed, for a prison. At least there was a window, and I was afforded the luxury of watching the sunrise. Not only that, but the walls of my circular stone tower were just that—stone. Unlike the prison where I’d grown up, the only prohiberis in sight was the thick black door. My magic was still present, still thrumming, but its song was muted.

That wasn’t the worst, though. All that I could handle. The tower, the stone walls, the Winged Soldiers patrolling all around the keep, armed with both swords and black magic, I could handle those. They were to be expected.

What I couldn’t handle, what might very well break me, was the mating bond.

Or rather, the lack thereof.

Those green and gold markings remained on my arm, a physical reminder of the bond between Xander and I, but Saena’s crimson-tinged black magic had muted the bond to the point where all I knew was that he lived.

I thought it would be enough. I thought that by giving myself up and letting her take me in exchange for their lives, I’d survive the pain of being separated from my bonded mate. Somehow, I’d made the erroneous assumption that the pain of separation would ease over time. I’d thought that my broken heart would heal and that maybe after a few days, I would get over the shock and heartbreak of losing my mate.

I was wrong.

Thelrena help me, but I was so, so wrong.

Groaning, I stopped my pacing in the middle of the room and rubbed my mating mark. Every single day, every single hour, the pain worsened. It was like my heart was being ripped into tiny little pieces, bit by bit, and needles were stabbing into the vital organ at an increasingly alarming rate.

When I woke, my first thought was of Xander. Where was he? What was he doing? Was he alright? That last question was more of a plea to the gods than anything else.

I wasn’t alright—not even close. If his pain were anything close to mine, he would be breaking. But Xander was stronger than me. And he had the others. Hopefully, Daegal was keeping him sane.

Every day, I woke and had to assure myself I wouldn’t perish from this broken heart. Then, I convinced myself to roll out of bed. Every morning, someone would come to deliver food. Say what you would about the Dragon Queen, but at least she made sure I received three square meals a day. I had a sneaking suspicion it had less to do with my position as her somewhat sister-in-law and more to do with my current state.

I was pregnant, and she had lost a child many years ago.

The food lacked flavor, but at least it was plentiful. I was given bread, fresh fruit and vegetables, and a small serving of meat for lunch and dinner.

As far as captors went, Saena wasn’t too bad.

But I was still a captive. Again. Locked in a tower, the exact place I’d sworn I would never return.

Giving up on pacing—it wasn’t dulling the pain within me—I grabbed the hairbrush from the bedside table and sat on the edge of the bed. Diving my hair into sections, I slowly began to brush it.

I hated this. Every single second of this captivity was worse than the last. The tower was too small. The glimpse of the forest through the window wasn’t enough.

My grip tightened on the brush as I thought about all the things I was missing. Before, I hadn’t known what it truly meant to live. To be free.

Now, I understood exactly what was happening beyond these stone walls.

I needed to be out there.

Crack.

The hairbrush split in my hands.

“Damn!” I yelled. Untangling the broken brush from my hair, I threw the broken pieces against the wall. They clattered uselessly, falling to the ground.

Ridiculous, stupid, hot tears rushed to my eyes. This wasn’t me. I didn’t cry. I could blame that on the child I carried, I supposed. It didn’t make it any better. I hated crying. It was a useless endeavor that brought no relief. But the tears seemed to have a mind of their own. Soon, despite my best efforts to hold them in, they streamed down my cheeks.

I brought my knees to my chest and gave in to my sorrow. Staring out the window, I cried.

I’d tasted freedom. I knew what it felt like to live without bonds. No longer was I the naïve elf being held captive by High King Edgar, awaiting my looming marriage. I’d known the feeling of being free, of letting my magic sing, of feeling the earth’s powerful song beneath my feet.

I understood what I was missing, and it made my newest captivity ten times worse than my first.

And I thought things would never get worse.

If only Matthias could see me now. The guard who had trained me in secret all those years growing up would have been shocked to see what I’d become. He’d died before my first escape, but he had been as close to a father figure as I’d ever gotten.

Would he have supported my decision to return to captivity to save my mate and our friends?

I hoped so.

These days, I was hoping for many things. I was hoping that Queen Saena, also known as Sanja, the Southern Queen and the Dragon Queen, who was also the sister of my bonded mate, would find it in her heart not to kill me. I hoped that Xander was safe, that Daegal was taking care of him, and that his heartbreak wasn’t as bad as mine.

On top of all that, I was hoping that this would be enough. The balance was broken, and darkness was spreading through Ithenmyr and the Four Kingdoms. Having tasted freedom, I heard the call of the earth, and I understood its pain as it cried out in anguish. Saena, perhaps not knowing the depth of my power or not caring, allowed me the small mercy of having a window.

Sniffling, I untangled my limbs and walked to that window. It was small, not big enough for a person to fit through, but it let me look outside. And it opened.

Fiddling with the latch, I pushed the window panes apart and stared outside. From my perch, I could look down to the brown, brittle grass and the darkened forest that spread for miles around me. At one point in my life, a view like this would have brought me some form of peace and comfort.

Now, it was just a reminder of what I had lost.

Still, it was better than nothing. Extending a hand, I reached into my well of magic. It was far lower than normal, barely more than a trickle, but I could still draw on it. I released green ribbons from my hands, letting them weave through the air. Like snakes, they slithered down the sides of the tower before diving into the ground.

I couldn’t hear the earth from here, but I hoped it would be enough.

Already, the forest looked worse than before. It was as though someone had sucked all the color out of the land, and I’d only been gone for a week or so.

Footsteps pounded on the stairs leading to my room. Pulling the window shut, I turned and pressed my back against the wall, watching the door. It wasn’t like there was anything else I could do. I was weaponless, but that wasn’t the worst.

No, the worst part was that, once again, I was on my own.

That was a new change from my last captivity, too. Now, I knew what it was like to have friends. Companions who made you laugh and brought joy to your life. I knew what it was like, and now, I had no one.

Loneliness was a tangible ache in my heart.

A key turned in the lock, the tell-tale clicking sound coming a moment later. Tensing, I gathered what few ribbons of magic I could muster around my arms. I had enough to form a few vines—not enough to escape, but enough to know I was alive.

The door swung open. My breath caught in my throat as I waited to see who would appear.

A tall, scarred Winged Soldier with brown hair streaked with white appeared in the doorway. He sneered at me when he noticed my magic. He stepped into the room, his fists clenched at his side, and his black wings snapped behind him.

A menacing aura surrounded the guard, and the growl that slipped from his lips didn’t help matters. “The queen requests your presence immediately.”

I glanced down at myself. The gray dress I wore was nothing special. It fell to my feet, the long sleeves covering all my green tattoos except for those on my fingers. Something told me that was extremely purposeful. The last thing Saena wanted to do was remind anyone who I was.

I would never forget, though. Not for as long as I lived. I was Aileana of the House of Corellon, Mate of Elyxander, one of the last dragons, Protectress of the Woods, Keeper of the Earth, and the High Lady of Life.

They could keep me captive, but they would not rule me.

Never again.

I tilted up my chin and held my head high. “I’ll see her.”

The gruff guard snorted. “As if you have a choice, elf. Come here.” He made a clicking sound with his tongue, beckoning me like a dog as he reached into his pocket.

I stared at him, not following his commands. I was not an animal.

“Come here,” he repeated, violence lacing his words. From his pocket, he withdrew a pair of gleaming black cuffs.

My stomach twisted at the sight. I’d hoped never to have to put on a pair of prohiberis cuffs again in my entire life. Like most things I hoped for, it seemed that wish wouldn’t be fulfilled. I drew my magic back into myself. One of the most important things about fighting was knowing when a battle could not be won. Today, unfortunately, was one of those days.

Walking with as much dignity as I could muster, I approached the guard and held out my hands. Biting my tongue, I sucked in a breath as those cold black bands were slapped over my wrists.

The moment the prohiberis touched my skin, the muted song of my magic completely disappeared. In its place was the cold, hard emptiness that I associated with the magic-blocking substance.

A tear rushed to my eye, but I breathed in deeply and refused to let it fall. I was stronger than tears. Stronger than prohiberis.

Instead, I repeated the refrain that had gotten me through the past few days.

I am powerful. I am here by choice. They cannot break me.

And then I added, No matter what, I will make them pay.

Again and again, I repeated it to myself. The Winged Soldier thrust a cloak at me, and I put it over my shoulders. He led me down the stairs, and every hundred or so steps, another guard joined us. By the time we made it to the bottom of the circular tower, I was surrounded by eight Winged Soldiers.

I was simultaneously impressed that the queen considered me that much of a threat and irked by the guards’ presence. When I was High King Edgar’s captive, I had one, maybe two guards on me most days. What did they think I would do? I was wearing prohiberis, separated from my mate, and had no access to weapon.

It wasn’t like I was a vampire and had deadly fangs to bite them with.

We stepped outside, where snow was beginning to fall, and the Winged Soldiers formed a ring around me.

I glared at the gruff guard standing closest to me. “Where is the queen?”

“You thought she would meet you here?” He laughed maliciously. “You’re mistaken, elf.”

Another Winged Soldier produced a blindfold, while a third drew a length of rope from behind his back.

A tremor ran through me, my eyes searching for a way out, but there was no hope. Even I couldn’t fight my way out of eight soldiers, especially not with prohiberis cuffs on me.

Too soon, I was blindfolded and gagged. My arms and legs were bound to my side as one of the soldiers gathered me in his arms. His grip was too tight, his fingers pressing into my arms as his wings flapped. My stomach lurched, the lack of sight disorienting as we rose in the air.

And then we were flying.
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Telling time while flying blindfolded was impossible. My stomach churned, although I wasn’t sure whether it was from the near-constant nausea of pregnancy or the flight. All I knew was that by the time the ropes were undone and the soldiers removed the gag and blindfold, I had never been more grateful to be on solid ground.

And then I looked around.

Bile rose in my throat for an entirely different reason, and my eyes widened.

This place.

I had been here before. My blood chilled as vivid memories slammed into me.

I saw Xander in a cage, unable to shift thanks to the dragonsbane-laced chains. The white stone pillars of Kydona’s temple. The shrill, ear-piercing scream from the Unaccompanied female as she fell to her death.

This was a place I’d never wanted to see again, and yet, here we were. The temple looked eerily similar to the last time we were here.

I turned around, the Winged Soldiers making no effort to halt my movements.

The massive tree I’d grown during my battle with the Crimson King hadn’t moved, nor had it changed at all.

The thick trunk prevented me from seeing around it, and red strands interlaced the brown bark. There was no roof on the temple anymore. Instead, the tree grew out of the ceiling, and black leaves dripped from the branches. Enormous roots double the size of Xander’s thighs stretched across the ground, the marble tiling cracked and bunched up around them. The only thing missing was High King Edgar’s corpse. Had animals eaten him, or had someone taken him for burial? I wasn’t sure.

Snow fell through the broken roof, coating everything in sight in a blanket of white. It should have been beautiful, but instead, it only added to the horror growing within me. This destroyed temple was the antithesis of welcoming. Saena and Edgar had bound themselves in matrimony and completed the blood pact here before I killed him.

I wanted to turn around a leave.

The click, click, click of heels on the tile came from the other side of the tree. The back of my throat ached as dread settled deep in my stomach.

A laugh as cold as ice rose in the air. I shivered. Clenching my fists, my nails bit into the flesh of my palms as I forced myself to breathe.

I could get through this. This wasn’t just about me. Xander’s golden eyes flashed through my mind, and I held onto them as the queen stepped around the tree. She wore a low-cut black gown streaked with crimson. The material was far more revealing than I was used to seeing. Scales covered her flesh, crawling up her body and neck. Even in this form, the draken was present.

My chest constricted, but I refused to let Saena know fear coursed through my magic-less veins.

I am powerful, I am here by choice, and they cannot break me, I repeated to myself. I will destroy them all.

Forcing myself not to move, I stared at the tree as the hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

The Winged Soldiers dipped their heads. “Your Majesty,” they murmured as Saena approached.

“My soldiers.” She walked around them in a slow circle before patting one of them on the cheek. “How is my prisoner, Ranor?”

Irritation ran through me, and I fought back a growl. I was standing right there. If she had questions about how I was, she could ask.

Still, I bit my tongue. I would attempt to be the best prisoner I could be, if for no other reason than to wait for the red moon to rise.

That was the moment Daegal said it would be easiest for me to escape. As far as I was concerned, that lunar shift couldn’t come soon enough. I would be waiting for it with bated breath.

“The prisoner lives,” Ranor replied.

Obviously. I bit back the word, fighting the urge to roll my eyes.

I would make for an interesting ghost, though, that was for certain. If I didn’t survive this, I would make that my goal for the next life.

“Good.” A macabre smile crept over the queen’s face as she stepped towards me and linked our arms together. I fought to keep my face void of emotion, but inside, I recoiled. Her touch was nothing like Xander’s. She made me want to crawl out of my skin.

Saena leaned in and whispered as though we were friends, “I didn’t want you to miss this. After all, we’re practically sisters.”

Her words sent a cascade of shivers down my spine. Did Saena know how much I had yearned for a family in the past?

I knew enough to recognize that the sisterhood she offered was false. I wanted nothing to do with it. She was my captor, and I’d arrived bound and gagged. Just because those bindings were no longer in sight didn’t mean I’d forgotten about them.

The queen eyed me, her gaze holding remnants of the draken as scales gleamed on her skin.

No, this was not someone I wanted to call my sister.

In the hopes of being a good prisoner, I did not refute her claim. Instead, I simply flashed what I hoped was a demure smile. “Miss what?”

Perhaps if Saena thought I was gentle and quiet and not at all displeased with my situation—which, to be clear, I was—it would be easier to escape.

The queen’s fingers tightened around my arm to the point of pain, and I sucked in a breath as she practically dragged me towards the now-ruined dais at the front of the temple. She grinned. “I have a surprise for you.”

My blood chilled. I definitely didn’t want anything she deemed a surprise. But what could I do? Despite my intense desire to get out of the temple, I managed to utter, “Oh?”

This queen had killed Nonna and presented us with her head. I didn’t want any part in this.

Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do. The red moon was nowhere in sight, my magic was still gone, and I was helpless.

“Yes,” the queen crooned. “Now that the Gilded Amulet is in my possession, it’s time I make a few changes to this land.”

I didn’t need to See the future to know these changes would be bad. My fears were confirmed when Saena continued, “Taking control of four kingdoms isn’t for the faint of heart, as I’m sure you understand.” The scales on her skin rippled, and my nails bit into my palm so hard she drew blood. “I’m going to need some help.”

Red ribbons of magic—stolen magic that used to belong to Edgar—slipped from the queen’s hands. Edged in black, they flooded Kydona’s once beautiful temple, until it was like we were drowning in a sea of magic.

The queen looked at the sky and began chanting in a language I did not speak. Though the words were foreign, there was nothing pleasant about her tone. Even with my magic cut off by the prohiberis, I knew moving would be a bad idea.

Whatever was happening was not natural, and I wanted no part of it. There was no doubt in my mind that whatever Saena was doing was making the already broken balance worse.

Her voice swelled. Black cracks spread through the white marble like spiderwebs. Louder and louder, the chanting continued until she was screaming. Her eyes were wide, a vein bulged in her neck, and the macabre tone of her voice all contributed to a sense of complete madness.

Then, she abruptly stopped.

Silence fell upon the temple. My heart hammered against my ribs, and my free hand slipped to my stomach protectively. Even the Winged Soldiers took a step back from the tainted ribbons as they swirled around us.

Then, the queen slipped her arm out of mine. She brought her hands together in a resounding clap, the sound echoing through the empty temple.

Onyx mist pooled on the ground in front of the Winged Soldiers. It thickened until it was impossible to see the guards on the other side.

Saena turned to me, her eyes gleaming with madness. “Look.” She pointed a long finger at the horrible scene unfolding before us. “This is why I am the queen.”

I was looking. I couldn’t tear my eyes away. The mist solidified until two fully formed black-robed figures stepped out of it. Hoods concealed their faces, but the fabric did nothing to hide the amount of sheer power radiating off them.

Trepidation was a weight pulling me down, and my legs urged me to run away. Wrong, wrong, wrong.

Death had returned to this temple.

Instead of giving in to my body’s plea to flee, I repeated my mantra to myself. I am powerful; I am here by choice; they cannot break me, and I will destroy them all.

The shorter of the pair stepped forward. “Who has dared awaken us out of our slumber?”

Saena’s lips twisted into a malicious grin. “I did.”

“What do you want from us?” he asked.

The queen opened her mouth. With every word she spoke, horror grew within me.

This was far worse than we had ever imagined.

Run, Elyxander. I desperately tried to send him a message through our bond, praying it would somehow get past the prohiberis and black magic. Get as far away from here as possible.


No Cost is Too Great
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Something foreign bubbled up inside of me, and it took me a moment to realize what it was.

Giddiness.

What a truly strange, oddly delightful feeling. It was like my stomach was filled with fizzy wine. My head was light, but it wasn’t bad. On the contrary, I felt… good. Powerful. Right.

For once in my life, everything was going well. After decades of scheming, planning, and outright murdering, I held not one but two thrones. Ithenmyr and Drahan were mine. The Gilded Amulet was in my possession, and it wouldn’t be long before Ipotha and Eleyta submitted to my rule.

They couldn’t fight me forever. After all, what would a few vampires, shifters, and humans do in the face of the immersible power running through my veins? They wouldn’t stand a chance.

Soon, every citizen of the Four Kingdoms would bow to me. The four thrones would be mine.

The throne will be ours, the dragon within me snarled.

I nodded. Yes, ours.

A growl rumbled through my chest as the dragon expressed its displeasure. Smoke billowed at the back of my mouth, and I tasted ash. Do not forget how you got here, the beast snapped. I’m the reason you were able to accomplish so much.

It was growing angrier by the day. Had the dragon always acted like this? I couldn’t remember. It seemed… testy, though.

I couldn’t fault its methods, though. Because of the dragon, I was in power. And that, more than anything else, meant the world to me. That thirst for strength was the reason why I had summoned these two witches here.

Balethrop and Bartholemew of the House of Kinali had entered a deep stasis willingly centuries ago. I’d learned of their existence in Drahan after I’d killed Dante and taken his throne. The brothers were rumored to be the most powerful of their kind, and they had extensively explored the black arts before entering their sleep.

And now that I’d woken them, I hoped they would be willing to work with me. I’d laid out my plan, offering them riches to do what I asked in exchange for their assistance.

Balethrop, the shorter of the witches, eyed me from beneath his hood. His gaze was as dark as the black mist they’d risen from. I didn’t shy away from his stare.

He didn’t scare me.

Nothing did that anymore.

“Well?” I asked, tapping my foot on the floor impatiently. “Will you do it?”

The witches exchanged a glance, seeming to confer silently for a moment.

It was Bartholemew who said, “What you ask of us is not easy, Your Majesty. The magic you seek is old, and it will require much—”

“I don’t care what it takes,” I interrupted them. “No matter the cost, I need it done. I will pay you whatever you want. Riches, land, whores, it doesn’t matter. Name the price, and you shall have it.”

The Four Kingdoms would be mine, and I would go to whatever lengths were necessary. Already, I was making changes. New temples were being built in all the major cities—ones that honored the black magic running through my veins. When I was done here, the old gods would have nothing to do with this continent.

The only person being worshiped would be me and the dragon beneath my skin.

The Earth Elf had been silent until now, but she inhaled sharply. I turned to her, meeting her emerald gaze. “Is there something you wish to add?”

She pinched her lips shut and shook her head.

Good. At least my brother’s mate knew her place. I might have allowed her to live if for no other reason than the babe she carried, but I would not tolerate any trouble in my court.

My good graces only went so far.

I spun on my heels, facing the witches once more. “As I said, no cost is too great. I want it done.”

The witches’ heads bent together, and they whispered in hushed tones that were far too quiet even for my enhanced hearing to pick up.

After a few minutes, Balethrop looked up at me. “What you are asking of us will take several weeks. The magic required is dark, and the steps are numerous. We will need privacy to conduct our work.”

I nodded. That was to be expected. “Of course. Whatever you need, I’ll ensure it’s done.”

After all, what good was it being queen if I couldn’t get people to do my bidding?

Once the witches had laid out their requirements, I nodded tersely. “I will ensure you get it all.”

I waved my hand towards the guards, and a Winged Soldier peeled off the wall. He approached the dais and bowed. This one was new. I hadn’t bothered to learn his name.

He was a weapon, nothing more.

“My Queen?” he asked.

“Remain here with the witches,” I instructed him. “Make sure they have everything they need.”

The temple where we stood was in Breley, located in northern Ipotha. We were far too close to the Koln Mountains for my liking. Not that the bitch vampire queen could do anything to me, but I despised the cold.

Fire ran through my veins. I was meant for warmth, not snow. The sooner I could return to the sunny skies and desert heat of Drahan, the better.

The guard bowed again. “Of course, Your Majesty. It shall be done.”

“Good.” My lips twitched up into the semblance of a smile. This was turning out to be a productive day. I was glad the Earth Elf was here to see it. She needed to know who was in charge here.

Me.

Every day brought us another step closer to my goal.

Stepping closer to my brother’s mate, I grabbed her arm. I was… not exactly gentle as I tugged her behind me. “Come.”

She did not speak as I led her away from the others, but she tensed beneath my touch.

Perhaps the elf was not as meek as she was making herself out to be. We walked over the tree that had killed the Crimson King—no loss there, my husband of a few minutes had been an absolute prick of a male—and I pulled her behind me as we ascended a hidden staircase that led to what was left of the temple roof.

The moment I pushed open the door, the wind blasted into me. It carried hints of an impending storm, my skin prickling on impact. The sky was gray, and in the distance, dark clouds were moving in. It would not be long before the weather turned, but I did not plan on being here when it did.

I shut the door behind me and released the elf. After all, where would she go? We were several stories up in the air, and other than the tree rising from the broken roof, there was nothing in sight.

Reaching into my pocket, my fingers curled around the golden token she’d given me. It was cool to the touch as I pulled it out.

“How do I harness the power the Gilded Amulet holds?” I asked without preamble.

Dante hadn’t shared that particular secret with me. He’d been too busy betraying me. But I would figure it out. Since the amulet had arrived in my possession, I tried everything I could think of to open it. For the life of me, though, I couldn’t get it to work. I’d tried everything I could think of.

I had whispered to it, sent magic into it, and attempted to pry it open. Nothing. When those had failed, I’d reverted to less subtle methods. I had taken hammers and chisels to it and even had my witches work spells on it, but nothing worked.

Right now, it was nothing but a large, golden paperweight.

The Earth Elf stared at the amulet. “Can you believe something so small came at such a great cost?” She shuddered, reaching out as though to touch it before seeming to think better of it and pulling back her hand. “I think I hate that thing. It cost me everything.”

I ignored her statement. Not only did I not have time for this, but I also did not care. I gripped the amulet tighter. “How do I access the power within?” I stepped towards her and growled, “I saved the others. Now it’s time for you to hold up your end of the bargain.”

She promised to give me the amulet and tell me exactly how it worked in exchange for their lives. I took her as collateral… and also because losing her would cause my brother pain.

He deserved a taste of what I lived with for all these decades. I knew what it was like to be truly alone, knowing that you’d lost everything. I had lived without a heart for years.

He was getting a taste of that now.

She raised a brow. “It’s a… process.”

Insolent elf.

My hand whipped out and connected with her cheek. “Obviously,” I snarled. Any giddiness I’d felt was gone now. “What is the process?”

The elf raised a marked hand, the sleeve of her drab gray dress sliding up as she touched her reddening cheek. “I see violent tendencies run in the family.”

She thought this was violent? I would show her.

Before I could consider the consequences, I drew on the deep well of tainted magic within me. It flowed easily, and I gathered ribbons in my palms. When I was done with her, the Earth Elf would be grateful she was still alive.

I raised my hand, intent on lobbing the magic at her, when the dragon roared within me, Enough!

Magic pulsed through me, and my hand froze. What? I snapped.

We need her alive. If she won’t talk now, throw her back in the tower. See how she feels after a few more days of isolation. Don’t hurt her.

I seethed, my chest heaving as I considered the dragon’s words.

It was right. I did need her.

Clenching my teeth, I dissolved the magic. The Earth Elf didn’t even react. Her eyes were still glued on the Gilded Amulet.

I shoved it back in my pocket.

“You will tell me,” I promised. “I will make you.”

Then, before she could say a word, I dragged her back to the Winged Soldiers. My brother’s mate might have found a reprieve, but she would give me the information I sought. Everyone always did.

Nothing would stop me from achieving my goals.

Not even her.


The High Lady of Death
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RYLLAE


Tracing the crimson swirl running over my breast, I followed the marking as it rose to my collarbone before veering off to the side and ending in an enormous flourish that covered my entire shoulder. I’d worn these markings for a long time, but it wasn’t until recently that I’d given myself permission to look at them.

Really look.

They were beautiful in a strange sort of way. Still, I couldn’t help but resent them. My father had thrown me into prison the day they’d appeared.

Maybe if I didn’t have them, I would have been free.

I sighed, dropping my hand and staring at the snow gathering at my feet. I stood alone in a clearing near the small hot spring we’d stumbled upon last night.

Everyone else was gathered at the campfire nearby, but I’d slipped away to bathe. I was still close enough to hear the hush of their words. Xander wasn’t speaking much, but Daegal and his sister were laughing quietly together.

That was nice. I was glad they had each other.

Would my life have been different with a sister or brother my age? Remington was born after my imprisonment, and he was… well, horrible.

If I’d had a sibling my age, perhaps Father would have divided his horrible attention between the two of us.

On second thought, it was better that I was alone. I wouldn’t subject that to anyone. Knowing how broken I was and how close to madness I came on most days, I would not want anyone to hurt the way I did.

Picking up my dress where it was lying on the ground, I folded it and placed it on a rock next to the blanket I’d brought to serve as a towel. Yesterday, we found an empty shack in the middle of the woods. It hadn’t been lived in for a very long time, and most of it was falling apart.

After a little bit of investigation, we’d found garments and cloaks for all of us, along with a few coins. The garments were better than what we’d been wearing, and to be honest, it was nice to be in something that didn’t stink of blood and sweat and battle. Both Xander and Daegal wore clothes that were slightly too small, but considering we didn’t have much money and we didn’t want to talk to anybody, we were making do.

I didn’t get in the water yet. Instead, I kept studying the markings that ran over me. They were crimson, like the magic running through my veins, and seemed to have no true rhyme or reason.

I’d only ever seen one other person with markings like this: Aileana. Hers were green, but other than that, they matched mine. She’d confirmed they ran all over her body, just like mine.

That meant something important. Something I’d known for a while but had yet to acknowledge. But ignoring it hadn’t made it go away, and now, she was gone.

I couldn’t shove aside the facts any longer. We had matching tattoos, Aileana and me. She was an Earth Elf whose magic restored. I was a Death Elf and my magic destroyed.

The wind blew past my ears, and it seemed to whisper, Balance.

I couldn’t ignore the truth any longer. Not in good conscience. Aileana had given herself up to the queen to save us—refusing to acknowledge what she’d done would be akin to spitting on her sacrifice.

The others thought they understood the depth of what she’d done, but they didn’t. Not really. Only those who had already lived in a prison could understand the enormity of the decision Aileana had made.

The enormity of her sacrifice was so great that I could scarcely believe it. The mere thought of putting myself in danger as she did, of willingly giving myself up to be a captive again, made my heart hurt.

Prison.

Would they chain her? Lock her up? Feed her scraps of food and jeer at her? Would they ignore her? Or would they make her wish she was dead?

A shiver ran through me, and goosebumps prickled over my arms.

I knew…

I knew what it was like.

Prison was dark and musty and silent… until it wasn’t. And it was in those horribly not-silent moments that the worst things happened.

Unbidden, dozens of memories surged through my mind.

Deep, masculine laughs rumbled as they came closer. Keys jingled. Fear rose. Cold washed over me.

No.

Clenching my eyes shut, I tried shoving the memories away, but it was useless. I could still remember. I always remembered. The past was an awful companion, always waiting until the worst possible moment to pounce on me.

More recollections haunted me. Winged Soldiers sneering. Hands, touching.

I cowered in the corner of my cell. My voice was weak. Broken. Still, I cried out and begged them to stop.

My lungs tightened.

Even then, I tried to make it stop. I would reach for my magic. It was gone.

I was empty. Always empty. Always alone.

Cursed. Broken. Forgotten.

Left for dead.

Back in the present, my chest seized, and I gasped. Air no longer made it into my lungs.

This was it. The memories were going to draw me under. The looming madness jeered. It would…

Another memory appeared. This one was newer. Daegal’s hands ran over me gently as he brought his lips to mine. His body, perfect in every way, lowered over mine. Gentle but strong.

He loved me.

Forcing myself to focus on him, I clawed my way out of the prison of my mind. I wasn’t there anymore. I was free.

They’d hurt me, but I was safe. Warm. Loved.

Rubbing my hands over my face, I opened my eyes. Look around¸ I commanded myself. Take it in. You’re no longer there.

Easier said than done. Still, I knew it helped to take stock of what was around me. White snow. Blackened, inky trees. The dark, starless sky. Weeds poking through the ground.

Shivering, I stepped into the water. It was warm but not overly hot. It did not take me long to submerge my body, rinsing my hair and letting it hang down my back.

There were no hot springs in prison. No freedom to do what I wanted.

I was not there anymore.

My gaze dropped to my mating mark, and my breathing steadied. I was not in prison. I was not alone. Daegal was my bonded mate, and he was mine. I was with him in the woods, and I was safe.

But Aileana… she was not safe.

I wasn’t brave like her. I wasn’t strong. Honestly, I wasn’t even one hundred percent sane. My imprisonment had left scars on me that no one could ever take away. I would never fully recover the Ryllae I used to be. She was gone, buried under centuries of abuse in prison.

Lowering myself in the water until it lapped at my neck, I drew in a deep breath.

“Aileana is the High Lady of Life,” I murmured, hoping hearing the words out loud would help. “So, what are you?”

I held out a hand, and a crimson ribbon slipped from my palm. It slithered like a water snake towards a blackened reed on the water’s edge. The magic wound around it, and it shriveled until it was nothing more than a spindly stem that was moments away from breaking. Not two heartbeats later, a brisk wind blew by, snapping the reed in half.

The reed, though suffering from the broken balance, had been alive.

Now… it was dead.

Because of me.

Death.

I was death.

I’d known that, of course. I was a Death Elf, the daughter of the Crimson King and the Red Shadow’s sister.

I was… powerful. There was no denying the abundance of magic in my veins. But I was also broken. Beyond repair? Perhaps. But there was no doubt power ran through me.

The Earth Elf was the High Lady of Life. She was my counterpart. Our tattoos matched.

And that meant…

That meant…

That meant…

I swallowed, willing myself to say the thing I’d ignored for so long that it had become a looming tower above me.

“You’re the High Lady of Death,” I whispered. My voice cracked on the last word, and a pit formed in my stomach.

It still didn’t seem real. I’d suspected the truth for some time, but it was when Aileana and I mixed our magic in the mountain that confirmed it. I hadn’t been able to admit it, though. Not even to myself.

Not until now.

Again, I said it. This time, it was louder. “You’re the High Lady of Death.”

Somewhere to my right, a bird cawed. Otherwise, the forest was silent.

I extended my hand, letting water run over it.

Once again, I spoke the words. And again. And again. I whispered them, shouted them, and said them normally until they were the only thing I could hear.

But still, that pit remained in my stomach. It was a heavy, churning, swirling weight that pulled me down, down, down. I didn’t want this. I never asked for this.

I was the High Lady of Death, and I couldn’t even bear to hear the truth said out loud. Other people might have asked what was wrong with them, but I already knew the answer.

I was broken. How could I help anyone in this fractured state?

Most people did not keep broken things. They threw them away and replaced them with something new. I did not blame them. Being broken was difficult. Every day when I woke, I gathered the shattered shards of my soul and drew them together to form the semblance of a functional being.

How many times could a broken person be put back together again before they were permanently destroyed?

Not forever, I was certain of that. If it weren’t for Daegal, I’d be lost in the madness swirling within me.

But I had him. My Fortune Elf was my rock, my safe harbor, the glue that held me together.

It was because of him that I released another red ribbon and stared at it as it spun in the air. The crimson ribbon was beautiful, in a way. Death was like that. Beautiful to some, feared by others.

With that thought in mind, I waded out of the water. Grabbing the small blanket I’d left nearby that would serve as a towel, I ran it over my skin. It was rough and scratchy, but it would do.

I’d just slipped my stolen sky-blue dress back over my head when a branch cracked behind me. I stiffened, drawing in a deep breath as a hand landed on my shoulder.

“Ryllae.” Daegal’s voice was steady and soft and exactly what I needed.

I exhaled, some of the tension in my shoulders already loosening because of his presence, and I turned around. The moment my eyes met his, I blurted out, “I’m the High Lady of Death.”

Maybe if I kept saying it, it would feel real. There was something about admitting things to yourself that made them come to life. It wasn’t easy to take back words once they were spoken. I had learned that lesson the hard way.

Father, the gods damn his crimson soul, had taught me the value of words.

I had been avoiding the truth of who I was, but I would not do it anymore.

“I know,” Daegal said without a hint of shock on his face. “I Saw it.”

I paused. It shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. “When?”

It was one word, but it was all I needed. Daegal and I… understood each other even better ever since we solidified our mating bond.

“The day Xander got the amulet,” he said. “When you and Aileana produced the white light, I had a vision and Saw what was to come.”

He hadn’t told me this before. I suspected it was to protect me. He was so sweet, this Fortune Elf of mine.

Drawing in a breath, I trailed a finger down the red markings covering my arm. When I thought I was ready to hear the answer, I asked, “What did you See?”

“I Saw you,” he breathed, stepping closer to me. “You are incredible, Princess. In the future, you use your magic to restore the balance.” He took my hands in his. “It is the greatest honor of my life to call myself your mate. I know it’s a lot, but I have no doubt you will be strong, even in this.”

He pulled me towards him, and his lips met mine in a kiss that was neither too hard nor too soft. It was just right. He kissed me like he knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that this was exactly what I needed. His hands ran over me, but not in a predatory way. In a way that made me feel safe and warm and loved and cared for and utterly, entirely his.

I had never known it was possible to feel this way. To be unconditionally loved by someone else, to have them look out for your best interests, and to support you in everything. Daegal was the best partner I could have asked for, and I…

I was broken.

But he loved me despite that. He saw what I was, and he wasn’t scared.

We kissed and kissed and kissed, losing ourselves in each other, until a throat cleared behind us.

“I’m sure that you guys would love to be here all night, but we need to get going,” Maiela called to us through the trees. “I’m going to save myself what I’m sure would be an extremely scarring moment and not come any closer, but if you could hurry up, that would be great.”

Daegal snorted, breaking off our kiss to rest his forehead against mine. He called out, “One moment, Mai!”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Mai had a vision. It’s why I came to get you. There is a path for us, and although it is dangerous, it will be our best bet. We need to plan.”

A knot formed in my stomach, twisting, twisting, twisting until I could barely breathe. “How dangerous?”

Shadows flickered through his eyes. “This will be our most perilous journey yet.” He held me close. “But I have you, Ryllae, and I will never let you go.”

I knew he wouldn’t. If there was one thing I knew about my mate, it was that he loved me.

Because of that love, I turned and slipped my hand into his. I showed down the tiny voice in the back of my head warning us to be careful, and I leaned against Daegal.

“Lead the way,” I said. “I’ll follow you anywhere.”


Nightmares, Towers, and Dragon Queens
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AILEANA


Aslamming door outside my chambers pulled me out of my slumber. My skin prickled, and a cold breeze blew in through the open window. Pushing myself onto my forearms, my brows creased as I stared at the curtains swaying in the wind. Why was my window open? I hated that.

It was just a reminder of all the things I couldn’t have, the places I couldn’t go, the things I couldn’t do.

It wasn’t safe for me out there. I knew that. He told me every time he saw me.

My hand ran over the swell of my belly, and a reassuring kick came from within me. Blowing out a deep breath, my head fell back against the pillow. Thank Kydona, the babe was still active. I couldn’t wait for the birth. When the baby came, I’d have someone to love and care for.

Not only that but since I was pregnant, I didn’t have to deal with my husband’s… attentions. I was serving my purpose, so he was happy to leave me alone.

For now.

My fingers ran over the silk sheets beneath me. They were red, just like his magic. A reminder, he said, of who owned me.

As if I could forget. Remington wouldn’t be gone forever. There was a reason they called him the Red Shadow. The prince was always lurking, always waiting.

And he was cruel.

I touched my cheek, where the ghost of a bruise lingered.

So, so cruel.

This pregnancy was but a small reprieve from the daily torture that came from being his wife.

A cold breeze ran over my exposed flesh, leaving goosebumps in its wake. Shivering, I rose to my feet and padded over to the window. It closed easily, taking the frigid air with it.

The woods were completely black, just like they had been for years. There wasn’t any life in them, not anymore. The Dying had set in a few months after I married Remington. There was nothing to be done about it. The trees, the forest, and the animals were all dead or close to it.

At least, that was what I had been told.

I wasn’t allowed out of my tower. Of course not. I could see the trees from my room, but I’d never touched one. I didn’t know what bark felt like or whether leaves were hard or soft. Sometimes, I wondered what the earth smelled like. Was snow as cold as it looked? Was the ground hard like the stones beneath my feet, or was it soft and malleable like my comforter?

I’d never even touched a blade of grass.

The only time I’d left my tower had been on the day of my wedding. That fateful day, I’d been carted away in a carriage the moment I’d stepped outside and taken to Kydona’s temple.

There, I’d married him.

That wasn’t the worst, though. The marriage I had expected. But what came after…

Slamming the shutters, I leaned against them, heaving.

Don’t think about it, I told myself.

Too late. It was always too late for those warnings. Thoughts of my wedding day inevitably led to memories of my wedding night. That led me to pain and cruelty and things I did not understand.

My fingers itched where they hung at my side. If only Matthias hadn’t died. Maybe I would have been brave enough to escape.

But I didn’t, and now, I was stuck here.

Growing up, I had thought that being raised alone in my tower was the worst thing that could ever happen to me.

On my wedding night, Remington showed me exactly how wrong I was. I had been so incredibly naïve and unknowing.

Once, I’d thought that perhaps marriage was a union for two people who loved each other.

Not anymore.

Now, I knew the truth.

More memories washed over me. At first, I had pleaded for him to stop.

It just made it worse.

My hands trembled, and my breaths came in short gasps. Black spots filled my vision. My fingers clenched around empty air as I tried and failed to force the memories away.

Why was this my life? Why had High King Edgar picked me for this?

Stumbling over to the small basin on the only table in my tower, I filled a cup of water. The tepid, lukewarm liquid sloshed as I raised the vessel to my lips. When I tipped the glass back, water slid down my throat like rancid oil.

Still, it was better than nothing. I drained the entire cup before letting it fall to the floor.

A scratching sound came from outside my room. My head jolted towards the door, and I watched in horrified fascination as the knob twisted.

My stomach lurched, and I gripped the side of the table. Please, no.

I thought Remington was going to leave me alone. Why would he be back now? I was already pregnant. What else was there to do?

My heart slammed against my chest, eager to escape, and bile rose in my throat.

“I’ve brought your breakfast, milady.” The sweet, melodic voice of Nia, one of the two servants assigned to me, reached my ears.

Releasing the table, I sagged against the wall. It wasn’t him. He wasn’t here. Closing my eyes, I forced my breaths to steady.

A hand touched my arm. “Are you alright?” Nia asked.

Shuddering, I opened my eyes. The servant stood in front of me, her brown eyes wide as they swept over me. She was a Fortune Elf, but she’d been born Without. Just like me. The two of us were destined to live our lives magicless. Me, the princess locked in the tower, and her, serving me.

I rubbed my arms. “I’m okay. I just… I thought you were…”

My voice trailed off, but she knew who I was referring to. Nia had been with me since my wedding day. She knew how he treated me.

Kindness filled her voice as she murmured, “I’m sorry, mistress.”

I believed her. Nia was a good elf. I’d heard her speak to the guards who watched over me gently, and every so often, she smuggled me a piece of fruit from outside the tower.

Still, she didn’t usually come so early in the day. Something was wrong.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

She sighed and pointed to the bed. I followed her finger, noticing a plate with a piece of toast and two hard-boiled eggs on it.

Nia said, “You need to eat.”

I didn’t move. I knew what this meant, but… I had to hear her say it. “Why?”

Surprisingly, my voice was firm. It did not tremble.

Perhaps I would be able to survive what was coming without crying.

She frowned, fiddling with her apron strings. “The king would like to see you.”

Why?

The word almost slipped from my lips, but I held it back. This wasn’t Nia’s fault. She was just the messenger. Still, I did not understand what High King Edgar wanted from me. Wasn’t I already doing enough? I had wed his son. I was pregnant with his grandchild.

Why couldn’t he leave me alone?

Numbness was a balm to my anxiety as it spread through me. I ate my breakfast in complete silence, the food tasting like ash in my mouth. After, Nia directed me to sit in the only chair. I did as she asked, folding my hands in my lap as she tugged the brush through my almost floor-length hair. It would have been soothing if I weren’t already numb.

When my hair was free of tangles, Nia moved on to braiding. She hummed quietly, and she didn’t try to talk to me. That was good. I needed to gather all my strength for what was to come.

Today, the black stones in my tower seemed to mock me as I stared at them. They seemed shinier than normal. More ominous.

I hated them almost as much as my husband and his awful father.

When I couldn’t look at the obsidian stones any longer, I turned my attention to the mirror. Wide green eyes and a gaunt face looked back at me. At least the bruises were gone. Those first few nights after the wedding, when I’d still fought back, I’d been black and blue.

I’d learned my lesson, though. Remington had been happy to teach me. I was just an elf born Without. I had no magic and no power. He was strong, and he could make me do whatever he wanted.

So he did.

Now, the bruises were gone, but the pain remained. I might have stopped fighting the Red Shadow, but that didn’t mean I hurt any less.

My pain just wasn’t visible anymore.

Too soon, Nia was done with my hair. She helped me into a crimson velvet gown, leaving the corset loose against my swelling stomach.

A small mercy, I supposed.

Then, it was time.

She shook out the train and stepped back. “There aren’t any shoes, milady. Because…”

“I don’t go outside. I know.” A sigh slipped past my lips. “You should go, Nia. You don’t want to be here when he arrives.”

I couldn’t save myself from what was to come, but at least I could save her. The Crimson King was rarely in a good mood when he visited me. The scars on my back were proof of that.

She curtsied. “Thank you.”

“Go,” I shooed her.

Nia darted out the door but didn’t close it behind her. I remained standing in the middle of the room, waiting. My heart’s tempo was steady in my chest, and my back was straight as I stared at the door.

The scent of sandalwood reached my nose before I saw him. My eyes stung, and my back clenched in memory of what that meant.

Then he stepped into the room.

“Hello, pet,” High King Edgar crooned. “Did you miss me?”
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A scream tried to crawl out of my throat, and my eyes flew open as I tamped the cry down. I went to move, but I couldn’t. Crimson ropes tied me down, and twin bands of prohiberis were clamped around my ankles.

Those restraints were a new and unwelcome addition to my plight.

“Hello, dearest.” Saena crouched in front of me, her black gown lined with crimson. Her eyes were dead, and I knew I was staring at the draken. She asked, “Did you enjoy your little dream?”

My fists clenched and unclenched beneath the bindings. I frantically searched for a weapon. Any would do.

I wasn’t sure what she had done to me. One moment, she asked about the Gilded Amulet, and the next, her tainted magic flew from her hands into my skin. Pain had washed through me, and then I’d woken in that hellscape.

It was just a bad dream.

The knowledge that it had all been in my head didn’t help anything. My heart raced as I recalled the way Edgar had looked like I was a mouse, and he was a cat about to eat me.

That nightmare was over, but this one was ongoing.

Once again, I was trapped. The difference was, now, I knew what freedom was. I had been loved, and I knew there was a life outside these circular walls.

It was for that reason that I shook my head and said, “I won’t tell you.”

The Gilded Amulet was my only bargaining chip. If I told Saena what I knew, she might decide to kill me. I couldn’t let that happen. I needed to protect the life growing in me, and in order to do that, I had to stay strong.

The red moon couldn’t come fast enough. I needed to escape. Each day, I stood at my tower, envisioning my descent from this horrible tower. It was higher than my last one, and the slight swell of my stomach would make matters more difficult, but I wouldn’t let that stop me.

I had to leave.

For me. For Xander. For the child I carried.

Saena’s face contorted, and pure rage shone from her eyes. “Do you think you’re better than me?”

Did she really want me to answer that? I wasn’t the one who’d lost control of their dragon.

But wisdom had me biting my tongue.

Not that it did any good because Saena snarled. “You elven bitch.”

She scratched my arm, her claws digging into my mating mark. Blood swelled above the cut, and I sucked in a breath. Fire ran through the incision, but I didn’t let her know she was hurting me.

Instead, I stared blankly at her.

It seemed to infuriate her more. She yelled, “You can’t keep this from me forever! I will make you tell me what I need to know.”

My voice was low as I said, “You can’t make me talk.”

I was strong, and I was here by choice. Like Edgar before her, Saena was underestimating me. I would go to great lengths to protect those I loved. And I loved this child, even though I had yet to meet them.

I would not break.

Saena’s eyes flashed, and her nails extended into talons. Her voice deepened, and it was the dragon who said, “If you don’t tell us, we’ll make you wish you were dead.”

How many threats had I heard over the course of my life? Hundreds? Thousands? High King Edgar had uttered so many of them that they all sounded the same after a while.

I lifted my chin. “Do your worst. I’m not going to tell you.”

Saena’s eyes widened. For a moment, I thought she would kill me right there. Then, her lips tilted up into a heinous smile.

“Oh, you’ll tell me.” She spread her fingers, and threads of magic slipped into the air. “Maybe not today or tomorrow, but you’ll tell me.”

“No,” I said.

The queen leaned in so close that I could smell the smoke on her breath. “Yesssss,” she hissed. “And I’ll even tell you a secret, sister of mine.”

I stared straight ahead, refusing to look at her.

Her breath warmed my ear. “I hope you don’t tell me immediately,” the draken whispered. “I’m going to enjoy breaking you.”

My heart thundered in my chest, and I swallowed. Magic slipped from her palms, sinking into my skin. It crawled through my veins, churning, roiling, boiling.

This time, I couldn’t hold back my scream.


Fortune Elves are Always Cryptic
[image: ]
XANDER


An agony-laced cry was a pulsing call that reverberated through my entire body. I jerked awake, grabbing the dagger next to me with a roar.

Aileana.

Alarm raced through me as the bond, which had been silent since the battle, flared to life. My mating mark burned. Fire coursed through my veins, eliminating any remaining vestiges of sleep.

My mate was in trouble.

Adrenaline ran through me, and my heart raced as I shouted her name down the bond as loud as I could.

Again and again and again, I called for her. Then, in what might have been the most difficult thing I’d done since she left, I waited.

Holding my breath, I listened intently for any sign of her. I prodded our bond, whispered through our mental connection, and hoped she would reply.

Every second was an eternity.

On and on, they dragged.

No answer came.

Fear curdled my stomach. My mate was strong and fierce. What was happening that made her scream like that?

Nothing good.

I couldn’t stay on my cot. Not now, with this panic coursing through me. Stumbling to my feet, I looked around the clearing. The faint orange glow of the banked fire was visible through the trees, and the early morning light pushed back the darkness.

Last night, we’d stayed up late discussing our plans. I must have only been asleep for a few hours. It wasn’t long enough, but there was no way I’d go back to sleep now.

Two figures sat by the fire, speaking in low whispers. Though they were quiet, my enhanced hearing picked up their words as though they were yelling.

“You’re leaving tomorrow?” Daegal asked.

Maiela answered, “Yes. Kysha and I will head towards Ipotha.”

He grumbled, “I don’t like it, Mai. It’s dangerous.”

“That’s the way of the world in which we live.”

“It doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“No, but you have to let us go.”

The Fortune Elf groaned. “You’re my sister. I’m supposed to protect you.”

“Daegal, we’ll be fine. I promise. Kysha will glamour us, and we’ll ask the Council of Lords to join the fight against Saena.”

Another scream echoed in my mind. I tuned the siblings out, focusing on my burning bond with Aileana.

I shouted her name.

Again, there was no reply.

My chest heaved, and my heart thundered as my gaze swept through the forest. I didn’t see anything except the dying trees.

But the screams had been real… right?

Palming the back of my neck, I groaned. It felt like I was losing my mind. Maybe the screams were in my head.

No. The dragon unfurled within me, peering out through my eyes. I heard them, too.

Of course, you did. You’re me, was my sharp response. I had no time for the dragon right now.

It growled, the deep sound rumbling through my chest. The screams were real, and she’s in trouble.

I—

Another scream echoed through my mind. It was even louder, and sounded like nails running down a chalkboard. My insides twisted. On and on, the anguished cry stretched until it was the only thing I could hear.

Every second the scream continued was like a lifetime spent in a circle of hell. I wouldn’t wish the pain running through me on my worst enemy.

Yanking on our bond repeatedly, I shouted down the bond. I’m coming for you. Hold on. Be strong. I won’t stop until I find out.

More words poured out of me. Anything I could say to help her. Whatever came to mind, I shoved it down our connection. I didn’t even know if she could hear me, but I kept going.

I needed help. Shoving the dagger in its sheath, I went to the fire.

Daegal took one look at my face and paled. “What’s wrong?”

“I heard her,” I said without preamble.

“Aileana?” Maiela asked.

Rubbing my mating mark, I nodded. “She’s in pain, and I heard her scream.”

Maiela’s eyes widened. “Is Saena’s magic is slipping?”

I wished that was the case. But already, the bond was quieting. “No.” I raked my hand through my short hair. “I don’t know. It’s… she’s in pain.” The confession was like a dagger to my heart. I looked at Daegal, hoping he would understand. “My mate is in pain, and I’m not there to save her.”

The thought of her suffering nearly shattered my composure.

How much longer could this go on? How many more nights would I have to spend separated from her? From our child?

I wasn’t sure I could last much longer.

“Will you both Look ahead?” I asked. “Maybe something has changed. I just… I need to know.”

Maybe they could See something new.

They exchanged a glance, communicating in that silent fashion that twins seemed to have before nodding simultaneously.

“Of course,” they said in unison.

Thanking them, I dropped onto a log. A blackened vine lay atop my seat, a reminder of the dying land. The earth needed Aileana as much as I did.

I had to save her. No matter what.

Thank the gods, Daegal and Maiela worked quickly. Strands of silver overtook their eyes, and their pupils were completely gone. That strange magic glowed, illuminating the early-morning sky.

Hopefully, this wouldn’t take long.

After a moment, the dragon asked, What makes you think this time will be any different from the others?

I don’t know.

They might not see anything.

Maybe. Then we’ll try something else. I would do anything for her.

The dragon seemed appeased by that, and it didn’t respond.

Settling in to wait, I extended my senses and listened to the rest of the world around us. Ryllae and Kysha slept in makeshift shelters nearby, their soft snores an undercurrent to the symphony of the forest. Beneath the steady heartbeats of my companions, I heard branches snapping, wind blowing through trees, and night insects chirping.

But something was missing. It was as though someone had removed the main melody of the forest’s song. There were no animals nearby. No steady breaths of deer sleeping. No squirrels chittering as they hopped from tree to tree. Even the owls were gone.

A few minutes later, silver flickered in Daegal’s eyes. He frowned, the magic in his eyes clearing as he rubbed his temples. “I’m sorry, Xan, I didn’t—”

Maiela gasped. “I Saw her!”

“Aileana?” I confirmed.

She nodded, the remaining magic clearing from her eyes.

Hope was a rushing river bursting through my veins. “Where is she?”

This was the first lead we’d received since Aileana was gone. Finally, we had something.

But why wasn’t Maiela answering?

Something twisted in my stomach.

“Where is she?” I asked again, my hand curling into a fist.

“She’s… in a tower,” the Fortune Elf replied after a moment.

A tower.

Whatever calm I had felt evaporated like mist on the wind. Red tinged my vision, and within me, the dragon roared.

“Damn you, Saena!” I shouted, slamming my fist into the log beneath me. It splintered beneath my fury.

Aileana was back in the same cage where she’d lived for her entire life. How could my sister do this?

Anger was a living inferno pulsing through me. I was moments away from combusting. This time, if I gave into the dragon, I wasn’t certain I would be able to wrench back control. Not in time to save Aileana and our child.

I had to stay present.

It took everything I had, but I gritted my teeth and met Maiela’s gaze. “What else did you See?”

Her gaze filled with something akin to sadness. “Aileana is alive and breathing.”

“How is she?”

“She is… well enough.”

My heart thundered in my chest. Well enough? What did that mean? I demanded, “Explain.”

Maiela sucked in a breath. She glanced at Daegal before returning her gaze to me. “She wasn’t alone.”

My eyes narrowed, and I huffed. Why was Maiela being so difficult? Fortune Elves always did this. Every single piece of information had to be pried out of them so one could unravel the cryptic messages.

My fingers itched to grab her by the neck and shake the information out of her. I didn’t have time for prophetic nonsense right now.

“I need to know every single detail, Maiela,” I growled. “What does she look like? Is she alright? Why was she screaming?”

Deep down, I understood this wasn’t how visions worked. Fortune Elves were cryptic for a reason, and it was often because the future was fluid. The problem was, at that moment, there was no room for rationality in my mind. No room for careful thought.

All I could focus on was Aileana.

Maiela swallowed. “She is alive.”

“Yes, you already said that,” I said.

She shifted in her seat, glancing at her brother before returning her gaze to me. “There’s a window in the tower, and it seems like Aileana can see out of it…”

Her voice trailed off, sending alarm bells ringing through me. “What aren’t you saying, Maiela?”

The Fortune Elf gulped. “Aileana is… stubborn.”

As if I didn’t know that. My bonded mate was the most stubborn, infuriatingly vexing female I’d ever met.

I growled, “What has she done?”

“It’s not what Aileana has done, but what she hasn’t done.” Maiela sighed and seemed pained as she continued, “She refuses to tell Saena about the Gilded Amulet. The queen is… angry.”

Blood drained from my face, and a chill ran through me.

On a good day, a draken was dangerous. On a bad one… survival was questionable.

“Why isn’t she telling Saena everything?” I rasped.

Didn’t Aileana realize how perilous this was?

“I don’t know.” Maiela wrung her hands, and her expression was pained. “The path I Saw is fluid, but it’s packed with snippets of meetings. Sometimes, I Saw just Aileana and the queen. Other times, Winged Soldiers were present. A few times, cloaked figures were hiding in the shadows. Watching. Waiting.” She shivered, rubbing her arms. “Wrongness is everywhere around the Dragon Queen.”

A pit formed in my stomach, but I still had one more question. My tongue grew heavy, and I pushed the words past my throat. “And the screaming?”

Maiela paled. “There was magic. It was like that of a Death Elf, but… not. Darker, somehow. Broken. Saena is… using it on Aileana.”

That pit yawned into a gaping hole. “Was there nothing else? Nothing that could help us?”

What was I meant to do with this information? Yes, Aileana was alive, but Saena—my once-sweet younger sister—was torturing her.

Of course, my stubborn, beautiful, dangerous bonded mate refused to cooperate with the evil queen. She rarely cooperated with me, and I was her gods-damned mate.

“There was one other thing.” Maiela’s voice was so quiet that I could barely hear her. “The path I followed takes place a few weeks from now. I don’t know the specific location, but one of the Winged Soldiers mentioned the queen’s coronation was right around the corner.”

I sucked in a breath at the new information. It wasn’t good, but it was something usable.

“Get to the coronation, and you’ll find Saena,” Maiela said. “Aileana will be nearby.”
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Later that same day, the sun hid behind a heavy cover of gray, foreboding clouds. They churned in the sky, a constantly changing mass of impending darkness. A storm was rolling in from the east, and bitter winds snapped and bit at my cheeks.

After picking apart Maiela’s vision, I went flying. I scoped out the area, mapping it as best I could. We were in the middle of Ithenmyr, and two cities were within a day’s hike from us. They didn’t appear to be as big as Thyr, but they would be a good place to start our quest to find more information about the coronation. I’d been in this general area several decades ago and had a fairly good idea of where we were. Upon my return, I shared the information with the group.

The time had come to come to split up. Maiela and Kysha hugged everyone—including me, which wasn’t exactly delightful since I was never the hugging kind—and now the married pair stood a few feet in front of me.

Kysha drew purple ribbons of magic from her palms. Half Light Elf and half witch, the halfling was strong. I’d seen her work her magic several times before, including creating a glamour to hide Aileana’s identity from the world. That had not ended well. The glamour had slipped in the middle of Vlarone, a city crawling with Winged Soldiers.

Hopefully, today would have a better outcome.

The two females held hands as the magic swirled around them. Kysha chanted in a low voice, her free hand stretched out at her side. More ribbons flooded out of her, and a few feet away, Ryllae drew in a sharp breath. She leaned against Daegal, his arms locked around her front as he held her against him. The princess was skittish around magic, even now. I didn’t think she’d ever be comfortable with it.

The air seemed to hold its breath as Kysha worked. None of us dared speak as her voice swelled. The threads of magic swirled faster and faster until they were a cyclone around the females.

In the distance, thunder boomed.

It was a warning, a reminder, a harbinger of what was coming. Things in Ithenmyr were not right. It should be spring, and yet winter had a firm grip on the land. Thunder and snow did not mix, at least not normally.

But things were not normal.

I gripped the hilt of Aileana’s dagger and kept my senses extended as Kysha worked. I was tense, but last night’s conversation had sparked a flame of hope within me.

Find the queen’s coronation, find Aileana.

At last, we had actual, actionable steps to take.

We will get her back, the dragon assured me.

I sucked in a breath. Yes, we will.

Even if it cost me my life, I would save my bonded mate.

After several minutes, Kysha’s chanting suddenly ended. The silence was deafening. My heart pounded in my chest, and I held my breath as the purple magic hung suspended in the air.

Ryllae inhaled sharply, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Daegal squeeze her hand in reassurance.

Three seconds passed before the ribbons rushed towards Kysha and Maiela. The pair tipped back their heads as the magic crashed into them. Their chests heaved, and sweat beaded on Maiela’s forehead.

The shift happened quickly.

One moment, their features were normal. The next, they had changed. Maiela’s nose was longer, her chin narrower, and her eyes were wider. Her hair took on a lighter sheen. Next to her, Kysha stood entirely transformed. Though I had seen her wear a glamour before, it was still a shock to see the halfling wearing a male’s face.

If I looked closely enough, I could make out the faintest trace of Kysha’s feminine features. She had softer cheekbones than most males and smoother skin, but the glamour was strong. Unless someone looked closely, they would never know who she was.

As soon as the glamour was complete, Kysha and Maiela were ready to go. The Western Kingdom was a long journey from here. Even if they acquired horses, they’d be traveling for several weeks.

This morning, I’d given them directions to my nearest stash of coins—I had several hoards throughout the Four Kingdoms, accumulated over many years of life and working as the White Death—and once they found it, they would hopefully be able to purchase whatever they needed. With the glamour, they had greater access to the surrounding towns and villages since they wouldn’t have to worry about the Accompaniment Law.

Daegal enveloped his sister in a tight hug. “Stay safe, Mai. Come back to me.”

His sister smiled. “We will. I promise.”

“You’ll walk the silver planes?”

“Every single day. We will see each other again, brother. One way or another.”

As goodbyes often did, these ones seemed to stretch on and on. Eventually, though, Maiela and Kysha disappeared into the dying forest.

Then, it was just the three of us. A dragon shifter, a Fortune Elf, and a Death Elf. We packed up quickly, heading in the direction of the nearest town, when the winds shifted. Another roll of thunder came from above. It was louder this time, and my gut twisted.

Ryllae frowned. “I know I’m not exactly an expert in storms, considering that I spent much of my life in an underground prison, but that doesn’t look good.”

She was right. It actually looked really, really bad. The skies darkened within minutes, and clouds churned above us menacingly.

A storm would be here within minutes.

“Daegal?” I glanced at the Fortune Elf.

Understanding my unspoken request, he nodded and tugged Ryllae against him. His eyes turned silver. He was barely gone for a minute before he returned. “She’s right. This is going to be a bad storm. We need to find shelter.”

“How long do we have?” I asked.

I might not have entirely forgiven Daegal for not telling me what Aileana had planned, but I knew the Fortune Elf. I saw the flicker of fear on his face, the tightening of his jaw, and the pinch in his mouth.

This was really bad.

“An hour, maybe two at the most,” was his reply. “It’ll miss Maiela and Kysha, but we’ll be in the center of it.”

Great, the dragon rumbled. You can’t catch a break.

No, we certainly could not. However, this wasn’t the time to chat with the beast beneath my skin.

“I saw a few caves while I was flying,” I said. “This way.”

As soon as the storm passed, we would leave. There was no point staying here and waiting for the red moon.

After all, we had a coronation to attend, my Earth Elf to save, and a Dragon Queen to kill.


A Promise of Power
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SAENA


Tapping my fingernails on the side of the throne, I frowned. “Show them to be again.”

The trio of Winged Soldiers before me bowed. The one in the middle opened the trunk at his feet, revealing several glistening crowns nestled in a bed of black velvet.

“Beautiful,” I crooned.

The draken within me purred at the sight of such treasures, Mine.

The treasury was arguably the best part of this small keep. There wasn’t much else good about it. It wasn’t even half the size of my castle in Drahan, and it was cold here. The draken had convinced me to stay here since the keep was well fortified, hidden with magical wards, and near the tower where I kept my brother’s mate.

I wanted to leave. Soon, I would. But I had to bide my time. I was at war, after all. I couldn’t risk remaining out in the open, where the Eleytan vampire queen might find me. Just yesterday, a sniveling creature of the moon had been captured outside my gates. She’d given me her name easily—Ophelia—and had told me her queen demanded I stay out of their country.

Demanded.

As if she could tell me what to do. I staked that vampiric bitch and watched her body shrivel up and turn gray before my eyes. No one demanded anything of me, especially not some no-good vampire.

Every day, my armies were gaining ground. We were close to taking over Eleyta and Ipotha. My soldiers were steadily attacking the borders. We would not give up.

It was only a matter of time before everything was mine.

“Is there a crown you prefer, My Queen?” the guard in the middle asked.

I pursed my lips, studying them. They were the only beautiful thing in this throne room—other than me, of course. Looking around this keep, it was evident that the Crimson King had lacked any sort of taste. There was nothing here but stone and dark, muted colors. Even the throne room was bland, the red seat upon which I sat the only color in this cavernous space.

Well. The throne, and now, the crowns.

They were all so beautiful. A smile stretched across my face, and I steepled my fingers. “Show them to me.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

Gold and silver sparkled in the candlelight as, one by one, the guards took the crowns out of the trunk.

Soon, a dozen stunning headpieces were on display in front of me. Some were big, others were small, but all were beautiful and fitting of a queen.

One in particular, with glistening scarlet jewels, caught my eye.

“There.” I pointed to the fifth one from the left. “That one. Bring it to me.”

Ranor, ever my faithful servant, stepped away from his spot beside my throne. He was a good soldier, having been loyal to me ever since I took the Ithenmyrian throne. He also warmed my bed when I told him to. He was… not bad.

For a male.

He lifted the crown and carried it up to my dais.

Taking a knee before me, he extended the headpiece and dipped his head. “Here you are, My Queen.”

Taking the crown, I turned it slowly and admired it from all angles. It was beautiful. Made of pure gold, hundreds of winking bloodstones were embedded in it. This was more than just a pretty piece to look at.

It was a statement, a declaration, and a promise of my power.

The one who wears this is a queen, the exquisite headpiece exclaimed. All who come before her must bow.

I placed the crown carefully on my head. It was heavy, which was to be expected, but the weight was not unpleasant as it rested on my brow.

“This is the one.” Not only was it beautiful, but it matched the crimson gown I was currently wearing. I didn’t believe in signs from the gods, but if I did, this would be one of them.

Pointing to one of the Winged Soldiers standing behind the now-empty trunk, I beckoned him forward.

He bowed. “Yes, Queen Saena?”

“Go fetch me a seamstress. I require a new gown.”

The Winged Soldier looked up, and his eyes widened. “You… you want me to run an errand for you?”

Was he… talking back?

I stared at him, unable to believe what was happening. “Good gods. Did I misspeak?”

He paled. “It’s just… High King Edgar never—”

“He is dead!” I yelled. My fingernails extended into talons, digging into the armrest of the throne. I hated it when the guards spoke of the former king. He was gone.

I was the queen, now.

It was absolutely ridiculous that males held more power in this world just because of the appendages dangling between their legs. I would teach them who was in charge.

This particular Winged Soldier deserved to be torn from limb to limb, but alas, I needed him alive. The members of my personal army were important, at least until I had the Four Kingdoms under my control.

Still, I could not let this comment pass without notice. I would just have to handle the situation delicately.

I glanced at Ranor, raising my brow. “Was I not clear? I thought I was.”

“You were, Your Majesty,” he replied immediately. “Exceedingly clear.”

“That’s what I thought.” I snapped my gaze back to the Winged Soldier who’d offended me. “You. Bow.”

He dropped to the ground, pressing his forehead to the floor as he prostrated himself before me.

I stood from my throne, towering over him. “You are my soldier. You do what I tell you to do. If I want you to run an errand, you do it. If I tell you to stand in place for days on end, you will. If I order you to take your sword and slit your throat, you’ll say, ‘With pleasure, Your Majesty,’ and run that blade from ear to gods-damned ear.”

He trembled but did not say anything.

“You’ll do whatever I tell you to do while smiling because you are not in charge here. I wear the crown. I am the Dragon Queen. You exist to obey. Is. That. Clear?”

Not even a second passed before the soldier replied, “Yes, Oh Illustrious Queen. My deepest apologies. It will not happen again.”

I let him sit in terror, wondering what would happen next. I knew the power of waiting. Several minutes went by before I hissed, “See that it doesn’t.”

“Y-y-yes, Your Majesty.”

“Get out of my sight.”

The cowardly Winged Soldier was on his feet and bolting out of the room so fast that the tapestries trembled as he ran past.

I raised a brow at the remaining guards. “Return the other crowns to the treasury, but leave this one with me.”

I liked this one. It reminded me of death. If there was one thing that I enjoyed more than power, it was death.

When the other Winged Soldiers had left to do my bidding, I turned to Ranor. His chin was high, and his hands were clasped behind his back.

I asked, “How are my temples coming along?”

“Construction is going well, My Queen. Builders are working day and night, as you commanded.”

“Good,” I purred. It was time for the next step in my plan. “I want you to plan a coronation, Ranor.”

He glanced at me, surprise flickering across his face before he nodded. “Of course, My Queen.”

“Consult the Fortune Elves. Find the best time in the near future. I want it fast, and I want it grand. No expense will be spared.”

“Yes, My Queen.”

Ranor did not move.

“Now!” I barked.

He jolted. “Apologies, Your Majesty.”

Then he, too, ran out of the room.

A contented sigh slipped past my lips as I reclined in my seat. Finally, a coronation. When I’d killed Dante and taken over Drahan, I’d done so with little fanfare. The country had already been volatile, and my assassination of the king hadn’t helped matters much. I’d closed the borders immediately. As such, I hadn’t had the funds to throw myself a coronation.

Now, I did.

There was so much to do and so little time. I would have the celebration I deserved, and no expense would be spared. I was the queen of two gods-damned countries on this continent, and no one would stop me.

Lifting the crown from my head, I studied the glimmering bloodstones. They each glowed as though they were inlaid with embers. I loved pretty things. I always had. They spoke to that deepest part of me that loved collecting shiny items of worth.

Enough about the crown, the draken growled. We need the Gilded Amulet to work.

I know, I snapped.

Did you forget about our plans?

Never. It would be impossible, with the beast within me constantly reminding me why we were doing this.

Two kingdoms aren’t enough. I want them all. The creature was growing impatient. Each day, it was angrier than the last.

Didn’t it understand I was doing my best? The Earth Elf was hiding information from me. I was trying everything I could to get her to talk.

I’ll make her tell me, I said. She’ll—

The doors opened with a boom, interrupting my train of thought.

A servant ran into the room, her brown braid trailing after her as she hurried toward me. She fell into a bow at the dais.

I slammed the crown back on my brow. “You dare disturb me? What do you want?”

She looked up, her blue eyes wide. “I have word from the witches, Your Majesty. They’re ready for you in Kydona’s temple.”

A grin crept over my face. “Perfect timing.” Waving at the servant, I waited for her to stand. “Tell the guards to fetch the prisoner. I want her to see this.”

Perhaps after a display of power, the Earth Elf would be more willing to tell me what I needed to know.

I swept off my throne. As I glided past the servant, my crimson train followed me like a river of blood.

It was time for the next part of my plan.


Thelrena Help Us All
[image: ]
AILEANA


The door swung open without warning, crashing into the wall.

Startled, I dropped the piece of charcoal I’d been using to sketch. I hurriedly tucked the scrap of paper into my dress pocket as four Winged Soldiers crowded into the space. Their wings were spread, and their faces were blank masks.

Ice unfurled in my veins.

Sucking in a breath, I scrambled to my feet and placed my hand protectively over my stomach. “What’s going on?”

One of the guards stepped forward. I’d heard the others call him Zinal. He seemed to be their leader. “Her Majesty requests your presence.”

His tone made it clear that this request was very much a demand.

I stared at him. “Already?”

I had just seen her yesterday. I thought I’d have another day or two before she summoned me to ask about the Gilded Amulet again. I remained strong but could feel her chipping away at my mental strongholds. Already, I wouldn’t be able to last forever. Her brand of torture was even worse than the whippings from High King Edgar. That pain had been physical, but Saena’s magic dug into my psyche, making my worst nightmares come true.

I needed the red moon to come before my pregnancy advanced so far that I could not move.

“Yes.” Zinal’s eyes were black, bottomless pits as he stepped forward and grabbed my arm. “Come.”

He was not gentle. His grip was an iron band on my flesh, and his fingers dug into my skin. The sleeve of the thin green dress I’d been wearing for a week barely provided any barrier against his horrible touch.

I attempted to wrench my arm out of his grip. “Release me,” I snapped. “I can walk by myself. At least afford me that small dignity.”

The Winged Soldier smirked. “Dignity?” He jeered, those black orbs twinkling with malice. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you’re nothing here.”

He grabbed my wrist and slammed a prohiberis cuff on it. He didn’t stop there, though. He kept hold of me and twisted.

It was too far, too fast.

The snapping of my bone was like a crash of thunder in the too-small tower room. White flashed before my eyes. Fire ran through me. I screamed.

And Zinal?

The bastard laughed. “Not so dignified, now are you?”

Tears burned behind my eyes, eager to be set free. A whimper slipped past my lips.

The soldier did not care.

Solidifying the fact that all Winged Soldiers were horrible, Zinal grabbed my good arm and yanked me after him.

This time, I did not talk back. I cradled my broken wrist against my chest and breathed through the pain. I couldn’t even heal with the prohiberis blocking my magic.

Every single curse word I knew ran through my mind as the three other Winged Soldiers fell into step behind us.

Each movement jostled my broken wrist until pain radiated through me. It took all my strength to hold back my tears. Instead of crying in front of these horrible guards, I repeated my mantra in my head. I am powerful. I am here by choice. They cannot break me. No matter what, I will make them pay.

This time, though, the words lacked the comfort I was expecting. My footsteps echoed as I walked down the tower stairs. My wrist throbbed.

For the first time since the battle, I wondered if I’d made a grave mistake by giving myself up to Saena.
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This time, we did not fly to another location. Instead, the Winged Soldiers dragged me through a dying forest. A thin layer of snow covered the ground, but it did nothing to hide the land’s decay.

My heart ached for the earth.

I yearned to reach out and feed it my magic, but I couldn’t do anything. I might as well have been born Without for all the good I was able to do for the land. Blackened thickets pulled at my dress, branches stung as they scratched my cheeks, and I stumbled over roots sticking out of the ground.

Zinal dragged me behind him, uncaring that I was injured and unable to move as fast as him.

I really, really wished I had a dagger to slam into his back, right between his wings.

By the time a large stone keep came into view, my face stung from a hundred tiny cuts. I no longer wanted to cry. The tears were long gone. In their place was anger that burned as hot as any dragon’s fire.

I was not some random elf, no matter what these guards thought. I was Aileana of the House of Corellon, Protectress of the Woods, Keeper of the Earth, Bonded Mate of Elyxander, and the High Lady of Life.

I was powerful.

Even if they temporarily stopped my magic, nothing would keep me down for good. And Zinal? He had quickly moved himself up to the top of my “to-kill” list.

Soldiers patrolled the top of the keep. Their black wings were dark spots against the weak winter sun. Violence radiated off them in waves. There had to be dozens of them. They weren’t armed, but Winged Soldiers did not need weapons.

They were bred for violence.

Once, I would have looked upon them and trembled. Now, they didn’t frighten me. Obviously, they were scared of me. They had to hurt me, cuff me, and hold me down in order to bring me to their queen. They knew power ran through my veins.

I wouldn’t let them forget it.

Clutching my broken wrist to my chest, I stared each one of them in the eyes.

I marked each of their faces, memorized the cut of their jaws, the shape of their mouths, and the darkness flitting through their eyes. I would never forget the faces of the Winged Soldiers who held me against my will.

Zinal led me into the keep, the thud of our feet against the stone like a drumbeat bringing me to my execution. Something about today felt different from the other times I’d seen the queen. We traversed empty hallways and passed several closed doors before stopping in front of a massive white archway.

Standing to the right of the arch was a statue of Kydona. The goddess’ head brushed the ceiling, the statue larger than even Xander. Carved from alabaster marble, robes artfully draped over the goddess’ form and gathered at her feet. Though her nakedness was covered, the gown cut away in several distinct places, revealing her flesh. She looked off in the distance, and her lips tilted up in the smallest of smiles.

I stared at the goddess, losing myself in her otherworldliness. Why was she smiling? Did she know something I didn’t?

I didn’t have long to think about it before Zinal yanked on my good arm. I forgot about the goddess as the Winged Soldier dragged me through the archway into what must have once served as Kydona’s temple. Now, it was a massive empty space. The floor was worn in spots, presumably where pews had once been, but now they were nowhere to be seen. A stone altar stretched across much of the front, and long tapers burned in gilded candelabras.

None of that was as worrisome as the three figures standing in the middle of the room.

Queen Saena stood with her back to us. Her red gown was draped over her body, resembling a river of death. Her black hair hung freely down her back, and a golden crown adorned her brow. Standing before her were the same two hooded figures she’d previously summoned.

As one, the trio turned to our small party. The queen’s eyes lit up as they landed on me, and a brutal, macabre grin crawled across her face.

“Ah, Aileana.” She clapped, the sound echoing eerily. “You’re just in time, my dear.”

I glowered, but the queen did not seem to notice.

“I thought you might be interested in what’s about to happen.” Queen Saena raised a manicured black brow. “Perhaps this will serve as an appropriate… incentive for you to be truthful with me.”

A tremor ran through my knees before I locked them. Whatever the queen was planning, I was certain it would not be good. Even so, I refused to let her see my fear.

She moved towards me as though she meant to take my arm when her eyes fell upon my wrist. Her eyes narrowed, and her face paled as scales slinked over her skin.

A snarl slipped from her lips, a she turned to Zinal. “What did you do?”

The Winged Soldier swallowed, and he looked nervous for the first time since he’d shown up in my tower. “I… the prisoner was not cooperating, Your Majesty.”

As if this was my fault? Bastard. Now, he was even closer to the top of my list.

Saena’s fists clenched at her sides. The air chilled as her gaze crawled over me. A winter breeze would’ve been warmer.

“I see,” the queen murmured. She faced me. “Is that true?”

If I had been wise, I would have held my tongue. But I wasn’t feeling wise. I was angry and tired and wanted my mate. And a sharp weapon. Preferably both, at the same time.

But I had neither of those things. I had nothing except my will to live, the baby growing in my womb, and my tongue.

Tiring of being the perfect prisoner—it clearly wasn’t getting me anywhere—I tilted my head and glared at the queen. “What do you think?”

I didn’t hide the rage swimming in my eyes. I was tired of being held captive, tired of waiting for the red moon, and tired of her questions about the Gilded Amulet.

I was so tired.

Time stretched on, and no one spoke.

The queen’s frigid gaze crawled over me. Multiple times, the draken flashed through her eyes. Once, that would have frightened me.

Now, it just made me long for Xander. Oh, how I wanted him back.

“I think you should be careful how you speak to me,” was the queen’s eventual sharp, icy reply.

In response, I just glared at her. I didn’t have a death wish, after all.

The tension in the room was so thick that it could be sliced with a sword. I held my broken wrist to my chest, daring the queen to say something else.

If she took the prohiberis off, we’d have a real fight. The first thing I’d do would be to fix whatever she’d done to my bond. I’d call to Xander, and then we would destroy her once and for all.

I was so focused on my plans that I lost track of time slipping by. It could’ve been seconds or minutes before a cough came from behind me.

“If you don’t mind, Your Majesty,” a nasally voice said, “we’d like to begin.”

The witches had moved. Now, they stood in the middle of the now-vacant temple. The pair looked no less violent than before, and the sight of them made my stomach curl in on itself.

Saena’s gaze flitted between me and the witches before she nodded curtly. “Alright.” She reached over and yanked on my broken wrist. “Come with me.”

I barely stifled the cry that rose in my throat. Excruciating pain, like hundreds of needles stabbing my wrist, ran through me as I stumbled after the queen.

We’d barely reached the back wall when the two witches drew off their hoods. A startled yelp slipped out of me at the sight of them. The last time I’d seen these two, they had remained hidden in the shadows, their features disguised by their cloaks.

That was no longer the case.

Wrong, wrong, wrong, a voice hissed in the back of my mind.

As if I needed someone to tell me this was bad. Anyone with eyes could see there was something distinctly unnatural about these two. Their black eyes were far too large, and their skin was sunken against their skulls. They looked like walking corpses. Blue veins ran through nearly translucent skin. Their lips were black, and they had no hair to speak of. Bare, brittle feet peeked out from beneath their long, inky robes.

That feeling of intense wrongness only worsened when the taller one stepped forward. He opened his mouth, revealing a set of blackened, rotting teeth.

My good hand furled at my side. That desire for a dagger increased tenfold. I needed a weapon. My magic. Something to protect myself from these two.

Immense danger was in this place.

And then the witch spoke.

“Queen Saena,” he rasped. His voice was like rancid oil sliding over my skin. “We have done as you asked.”

The queen’s voice ran through the stone temple. “Thank you, Bartholomew. Show me.”

Bartholomew nodded at the other witch. “Go ahead, Balethrop.”

The shorter figure—Balethrop—stepped forward. He opened his mouth, intoning in a low, hissing whisper. His words were foreign, but that didn’t matter.

Nothing good could come from this.

The witch extended his hand, and his bony fingers twisted in the air. Black magic slipped from his wrinkled flesh, swirling around him.

My entire body tensed. It was as though someone had dropped a massive stone on my chest. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. My broken wrist was pushed to the back of my mind as every part of my body warned me to get away from there, to run, to fight, to do something.

But I couldn’t. I was trapped in a cage of my own choosing. I had given myself up. The moon wasn’t red, and Winged Soldiers were everywhere.

If I ran now, I would certainly die. My child would certainly die. And what kind of mother would that make me?

I couldn’t do it.

I had to live. Instead, I forced myself to remain still. Forced the stone on my chest to move until I could finally drag in a ragged breath. My good hand slipped to my stomach without thought, and I prayed to Thelrena for strength.

Balethrop chanted as power leaked from him. His black magic wasn’t in the form of ribbons. Instead, it was a murky, opaque fog that increased in size by the second. Soon, it covered his arm, hiding the limb from sight.

This was nothing like when Nonna had worked her magic. There was no calmness or peace here, no sense of rightness. This magic felt forced and out of place, like trying to pull on a too-small tunic.

His voice swelled. His magic flooded out of him, covering him from neck to toe.

Wrong.

My heart raced in my chest, and cold sweat dripped down the back of my neck as I watched this unfold.

Abruptly, silence fell. It was so sudden that my sharp inhale of breath echoed through the space.

Ignoring me, the witches turned in unison and faced each other. They lifted their hands, holding them in the air for several long, drawn-out seconds before dropping their arms. Following their movements, the fog crashed into the ground with a boom.

For one never-ending moment, nothing happened.

My chest seized.

The air crackled in anticipation.

Saena grinned.

Then, several things happened at once.

The stones beneath my feet shifted, the ground groaning as cracks appeared on the floor. A fissure appeared in front of Bartholemew. At first, it was small, barely more than a crack in the smooth stones, but it grew rapidly. A resounding clap of thunder came from the heavens. A Winged Soldier cursed. One of the witches laughed, the sound eerily low and filled with traces of evil.

Saena giggled.

When the fissure was several feet long, black wisps rose from the darkness. At first, they were formless. A midnight mist climbed out of the depths of the ground.

Shivers ran down my spine.

Wrong.

Once again, the witches chanted. This time, their voices were lower and more insistent.

Writhing like a swarm of snakes slithering out of the crack, the mist rose up. It grew and grew until it was as tall as a person.

The witches’ voices crested.

My broken wrist throbbed, and the pain kept me grounded. Stepping back, I moved away from Saena until my back slammed into the cold stone wall.

The mist shifted, twisting and turning until it formed…

“Thelrena help us all,” I breathed.

Three beings emerged from the wall of darkness. They were as tall as any living person, but instead of flesh and blood, their bodies were comprised entirely of shadows. Black, lifeless eyes stared at me from faces lacking any identifying bone structure. The shadow beings wore armor that seemed to absorb light entirely.

Moving as one, the trio turned towards the queen and bowed. They spoke at the same time and asked, “Did you summon us?”

A high-pitched cackle crawled out of Saena’s lips. “I did.”

Gods, she was insane. Was this her? The draken? Either way, there was something broken about Xander’s sister. How could she do this?

“Why?” Again, the shadow soldiers spoke as one.

I had the exact same question.

“Because I could.” The queen turned to me, scales crawling over her neck and face as her eyes glowed. “You see, Earth Elf, you’ll tell me what I need to know whether you want to or not. I am the most powerful of them all. No one can stop me.”

“I won’t.” But my voice held less conviction than it had previously. Deep within me, a knot twisted in my stomach. What kind of dark power was Saena playing with?

These witches and the shadow soldiers were a depth of tainted magic that I had never before seen. Doubt appeared in my mind. Could I stand against her forever?

“Do not lie to yourself. It’s unbecoming.” Saena sounded far too relaxed for a female in a room with terrifying shadow creatures. “A few more days in your tower, and you’ll sing a different tune.”

I hated how my shoulders relaxed slightly at the mention of my cage. At least in the tower, there was no black magic.

Saena crooked her finger, and Zinal stepped forward. “My Queen?”

“Take the elf back. She’s seen enough.”

The Winged Soldier dipped his head. Crossing the temple—and giving the shadow soldiers a wide berth—he grabbed my wrist and yanked. “Come with me, prisoner.”

This time, I did not struggle as he led me through the forest. I ignored the branches that whipped at my face and the storm brewing on the horizon. I didn’t even listen to the Winged Soldier’s barbed comments as he belittled me.

No, I spent every single moment praying to Thelrena that the red moon would come soon.

I wasn’t sure how much longer I could last.


Bad Luck was My Middle Name
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RYLLAE


It never snowed in prison.

That wasn’t entirely surprising, considering how I’d been kept underground. There had been times during my imprisonment that I thought I missed snow. Sometimes, when the pain inflicted upon me had been especially horrific, I even dreamed of the fluffy white substance.

Snow, like sunshine, had become a myth in my mind. I thought about it, but never truly believed I would see it again.

I’d forgotten about the cold, the way the wind burrowed beneath your skin until even your bones forgot what it meant to be warm. I’d forgotten that Ithenmyrian winters could be cruel, especially the closer one came to the Northern Kingdom of Eleyta.

I had forgotten all that during my incarceration, but now, I remembered exactly how horrible snow could be. The blizzard had come so quickly that we’d barely had time to find shelter. Xander and Daegal agreed that this kind of storm was out of the norm, especially for the time of year.

They’d seemed surprised, but not me.

Bad luck was basically my middle name.

We had spent the past four days holed up in a small cave. We were living off melted snow and nothing else. Thank the gods, we’d found enough dried wood on our way to shelter to keep a fire going. The first night, a poor rabbit had come close to the cave, and I’d used my Death Elf magic to catch it for dinner. After that, even the animals didn’t dare venture out of their homes. We’d stretched the roasted meat, but between two large males and myself, a single rabbit didn’t go very far. Our rations had completely disappeared yesterday.

I was no longer hungry. That had come and gone.

Now, I was starving. My empty stomach was painfully curling in on itself. No matter how much water I drank, it was never enough. Shooting pains ran through me, and I was a bundle of hurt. I was curled in a ball, my arms wrapped around my knees, and my head rested on Daegal’s thigh. He rubbed my back, the steady presence of his hand the only thing keeping me grounded.

If he and Xander were as hungry as me, they weren’t showing it. The two males had been chatting earlier, but now, we sat in silence, listening to the howling wind. Snow fell in droves outside our shelter, a white curtain shielding us from the rest of the world.

Despair settled deep within me. It was not a new feeling—despair had been my companion for many decades before this.

“What’s wrong, Princess?”

My words escaped me on a half-moan, half-whimper. “We’re going to die in this cave.”

Were the fates laughing at us? At me? How hilarious—I escaped prison after centuries, only to end up dying in the middle of the woods because of a springtime blizzard. Even my Death Elf magic couldn’t help us in this situation. I couldn’t make things grow. I couldn’t provide us with food.

Useless. That’s all I was.

“No,” was Daegal’s response. “I won’t let you die.”

I knew he would protect me, but what could he do against this type of weather?

Xander shook his head. “It’s just a little snow.”

Scoffing, I buried against Daegal’s thigh. “We have vastly differing definitions of a ‘little,’ Xander,” I mumbled.

“Even so, we’ll make it,” he said. “Daegal?”

I glanced up as my mate nodded and slipped onto the silver planes. He wasn’t gone long before he returned. For once, his news was good.

“The storm will pass by this evening, and we can leave.” He drew me against him, pulling my cloak over my body like a blanket. “Will you make it until then?”

One more day? I could do that. The hunger felt less dire now that there was an end date. “Yes.” I nodded firmly, hoping to convince myself of the fact. “I’ll try.”

“Good. Try to get some rest, Ryllae. It’s going to be a long evening.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but a yawn slipped out. He was right, a nap did sound good.

My eyes fluttered shut just as Xander stood, stretching his arms to the roof. Or at least, he attempted to do so. The cave was so small that the top of his head brushed against the roof. On second thought, calling it a cave was probably an over-exaggeration. It was little more than a dip in the mountainside, although a small area at the back was just hidden enough to give some privacy for taking care of personal needs. We’d washed by rubbing snow over our bodies, but it didn’t replace a bath. I desperately wanted to submerge my body in hot water and soak it there for several hours.

The males started talking quietly, their voices low as I drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
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Several hours later, I woke to murmured conversations.

“We’ll need to move quickly tonight,” Xander said, that dagger back in his grip. His voice was grim and held hints of darkness that hadn’t been there before. Not that he was ever a ball of sunshine, but he’d been… broodier than normal. I supposed losing one’s mate did that to a person.

Yawning, I stretched my arms out and sat up.

Daegal kissed my forehead. “How did you sleep?”

“Well, I think.” I gathered the cloak around me. “What’s the plan?”

The males exchanged a glance that told me they’d been planning for hours.

“We need to get more information about the coronation,” said Daegal.

“Alright.” My brows furrowed. “And how are we going to get that?”

It wasn’t as though the woods were populated with dozens of people willing to hand out information to strangers.

Which meant that we weren’t staying in the woods.

My stomach dropped as Xander confirmed my fears.

“We’re heading into Rightfall. It’s the nearest town, and hopefully, we can discretely gather information there,” he said.

I sucked in a breath. “Oh.”

That meant we would be talking to people. That was… not great. To call me socially inept would be an understatement. I really disliked holding conversations. That madness that lurked at the back of my mind was worse when I was around people I didn’t know.

Not only that but there was an inherent danger from being around others. Who knew what kind of spies the queen had in place? Any one of them could reveal our location to her. Just because she’d let us go before didn’t mean she would do that again.

“We’ll be careful, Princess,” Daegal said.

“It needs to be done.” Xander palmed his neck. “We’ve already lost four days to this storm. We can’t risk waiting to stumble upon someone in the woods. Any more delays, and we might miss the coronation altogether.”

Swallowing, I pressed myself against Daegal in an attempt to draw his calming presence into me. I recognized the wisdom in Xander’s words, but it didn’t stop the flutter of worry coming to life within me.

“Alright,” I said slowly. “What’s the plan? I assume we won’t just waltz through the front gates?”

Again, they exchanged a look. Daegal chewed on his bottom lip. Xander rubbed the back of his neck. Neither answered.

The longer the silence stretched, the more nervous I became.

“Are we just waltzing through the front gates?” I asked. “Because that really doesn’t seem like a fantastic plan.”

“Not exactly,” Xander said.

“We’re… walking in,” was Daegal’s addition to the conversation.

My gaze darted between the two of them. That was our plan? I didn’t see how this would work. None of us were inconspicuous. Xander was massive, and even with his short hair, he would never blend in with a crowd. Daegal wasn’t as large as his friend, but he was built like a warrior.

And then, there was me.

Between my horns and the red markings all over my body, I had lost the ability to blend in years ago.

By the time they finished explaining the so-called plan, my nerves had become a full-blown tempest of dread within me.

This was a bad idea.
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On second thought, calling this plan a bad idea seemed like the largest understatement of my life. Bad did not cover the wrenching pain in my stomach, nor did it adequately describe the absolute dread that washed over me as Daegal and I climbed onto the dragon’s back.

Xander navigated the darkening skies with ease. Before we headed to Rightfall, the dragon took us north to a marked cave that contained part of his hoard. As soon as we landed, Daegal dismounted and hurried into the dark cave. He was barely gone a minute before he returned with several jingling bags of coins. Then, we headed east towards Rightfall. The flight there was uneventful, but it did nothing to calm my anxiety.

Eventually, the darkened forests gave way to snow-covered roofs in the distance. As soon as the town was in sight, the dragon swooped towards the ground and landed. We’d be traveling the rest of the way on foot.

Jumping off with the ease of someone who’d ridden dragons more times than he could count, Daegal grinned as he landed on the snowy forest floor. He dropped the bag containing the coins and a change of clothes for Xander, turning to me and extending his hand. “Come down, Dark One.”

Somehow, his nickname made those nerves less potent. Those two simple words reminded me that he saw me—and they were exactly what I needed. He always knew what I needed.

I slipped my hand into his. The warmth of his touch enveloped me, and I gripped his fingers as I slid off the dragon’s back. My dismount wasn’t nearly as smooth as his, but since riding dragons wasn’t an everyday affair, I considered not ending up on my back in the snow a win.

It was the little things in life, after all.

Once my feet were firmly on the ground, Xander shifted back to his regular form. I turned around, and Daegal tossed him the clothes. Once the dragon shifter was dressed, we started walking towards the town.

The first thing I noticed was the cold. Being on the dragon’s back, I had barely noticed it all. That was no longer the case. My teeth chattered, and I rubbed my arms. My clothes were not built for this kind of weather. I hadn’t realized the cave had protected us from some of the elements, but I was far colder now than I had been this morning.

Next, I noticed the soldiers. Even through the trees, their winged shapes were unmistakable against the dusky sky. They patrolled the wall surrounding the city, their presence making my stomach twist and my magic churn in my veins.

Rightfall only had one gate. Large iron bars stretched nearly to the top of the wall. Ominous spikes decorated the top. Guards stood out front.

Earlier, I’d asked why we weren’t just scaling the wall. Apparently, that future resulted in death.

Not what we were aiming for.

Since we didn’t have any papers, the plan consisted of walking through the gates right before they closed for the night and charming our way inside. It left a lot to be desired.

When I asked what we would do if the guards started asking questions, Xander chuckled darkly.

“We hope they die quickly,” he said. It wasn’t often the dragon bled into his voice, but at that moment, I could have sworn I was speaking with the creature living beneath his skin.

I shivered. I might have been a Death Elf by birth, but there was nothing pleasant about killing others.

It would be best if it didn’t come to that.

Though the night was rapidly falling, several elves, shifters, and humans were still lined up to enter the town. Rightfall’s population was big enough to sustain two temples, so hopefully, three strangers showing up in cloaks wouldn’t draw too much attention. The last thing we needed was for someone to turn us into the queen.

A lot of this plan hinged on hope.

In my experience, that was inadvisable. Hope was a dangerous thing. It clouded people’s visions, made them ignore red flags, and generally led to foolish decisions that went against common sense. Hope was not practical. It was for people whose worlds had never been destroyed. Those people, the ones who weren’t broken and gluing themselves back together, had the luxury of hoping for the best.

Hope was not for me. I had no room for anything but the cold, hard truth in my life.

I knew what the future held for us.

Death was coming, whether we liked it or not.
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We approached the gates without exchanging any words. My heart pounded so hard that the rhythm echoed in the back of my throat. Sweat ran down my back, and my mouth was so dry it felt like I’d eaten a mouthful of sawdust. I tried taking deep breaths, but somehow, that made things worse.

Concern filtered through the bond, and Daegal glanced at me. “Are you alright, Ryllae?”

Even if I wanted to answer, I couldn’t. Father’s damned Accompaniment Law was in full force, which meant I was to be seen and not heard.

But I didn’t want to worry Daegal. Biting my lip, I nodded.

He exhaled. “I’ve got you, love.”

His words were meant to be reassuring, which I appreciated. I knew he would do his best to protect me. I had no doubt about that.

But he wasn’t taking into account the fact that bad luck sought me out. My horns felt like two massive beacons on top of my head, drawing attention to me like a moth to a flame. My magic pulsed within me, trying to keep me calm, but that was a fruitless endeavor.

I was a bundle of nerves.

Xander and Daegal, on the other hand, were cool and collected as they walked on either side of me. They were used to being on the wrong side of the law. Used to charming their way through life.

Not me.

I barely heard Xander and Daegal talking to the guards at the gates. Their words were like rushing water as I stared at the snowy, trampled path beneath my feet. My heart raced. My palms grew sweaty.

They exchanged words.

I didn’t die. No one shouted at us.

My lungs tightened.

Someone spoke to me.

Their words didn’t register.

A tug on my arm. “Come on, Ryllae,” Daegal whispered.

I flicked my eyes up to him. He smiled gently, tilting his head towards the town.

We… got in?

That was an unlikely turn of events.

Shock ran through me.

I thought… I thought we would die before we even stepped through the gates.

So surprised that we made it inside I barely noticed our surroundings. I dropped my gaze to the ground like a good Ithenmyrian female and shuffled after my mate, careful not to look at the Winged Soldiers guarding the gate.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling of apprehension plaguing me. Twice, I could have sworn I felt someone watching us. Both times, I looked around covertly and didn’t see anyone. Neither of the males seemed concerned.

Was it just me?

It was possible, of course. After being in the silent forest, the openness of Rightfall was jarring. Despite the late hour, the streets bustled with life. Well, male life. The only feminine sounds were the occasional peals of laughter from a modest-looking building down the street.

It didn’t take long for me to realize that was our destination. The wooden sign hanging above the door was slightly lopsided. It creaked in the slight breeze, blowing back and forth. The paint was wearing off, but the lettering for The Copper Spoon was still legible. A dancing figure was etched into the sign as if the steady moans filtering through the open windows on the second and third floors weren’t enough signs about what kind of place this was.

I snorted at the irony. My father had hated females, but he had no problem allowing Ithenmyr’s taverns to operate as brothels to serve males in need.

Once again, Xander and Daegal exchanged silent glances. The dragon shifter grunted, moving ahead of us. One hand slipped beneath his cloak, and he pushed open the tavern’s door with the other.

Turning to me, Daegal brushed a quick kiss over my lips. His gaze was tender as he firmly tugged down my hood. “Just in case.”

I had a multitude of questions, but I couldn’t ask them yet. The Accompaniment Law only allowed females to speak inside places like this—taverns and brothels—or within their homes. The last thing we needed was for someone to call the Winged Soldiers because I spoke out of turn. A few more minutes of quiet wouldn’t hurt.

Daegal led me into the dimly lit tavern. The door shut behind us, and silence befell the once boisterous establishment. The hazy air was thick with the intertwined, but not exactly pleasant, scents of smoke, sweat, and ale. Candles were scattered through the space, resting on tables and in sconces on the wall, illuminating the patrons congregating around a few round tables. The few females present wore scraps of clothing as they served the patrons mugs of ale and bowls of steaming stew.

Daegal took my elbow and led me to a booth in the shadow corner while Xander approached the innkeeper. The burly male stood behind the bar. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows as he polished a mug with a rag. His glowing orange eyes and size spoke to his werewolven heritage.

I inched away from his gaze. There was something about the way he looked at me that didn’t feel enjoyable at all.

Xander didn’t seem to notice the barkeep’s size at all. Why would he? The dragon shifter was massive. He placed a few coins on the counter. “Two rooms for the night and dinner for three,” he said in a low and commanding voice.

Even though we were supposed to be hiding, there was no way he could manage not to be imposing.

I held my breath and shifted in my seat as the innkeeper’s eyes swept over us. Studying us. He knew we were strangers to this town.

Was this were it would all come crashing down?

Drawing my cloak tighter around myself, I huddled against Daegal.

“Hey.” My Fortune Elf wrapped his arm around me, holding me close to him. “It’s alright. I’m right here. No one will harm you here.”


Threats Hide in the Shadows
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Ididn’t like the look of The Copper Spoon. Actually, there was something about the entire town of Rightfall that made my skin crawl. We’d made it through the gates without running into any trouble, but that was just the beginning of our problems.

We needed to gather information about the coronation without drawing attention to ourselves. That was easier said than done.

Between Ryllae’s black horns and Xander’s… well, everything, it was practically an impossible challenge. We couldn’t just approach the first person we saw and just ask them about the coronation. People in Ithenmyr weren’t exactly known for trusting strangers… for good reason. After everything the Crimson King had put this country through over the past three centuries, it was a miracle that people could still smile, let alone do anything else.

Ryllae leaned against me, her horns brushing against my chin. Even without the mating bond, I would have known she was nervous. Other than our visit with the merfolk, this was the first time she’d been around so many people since we broke her out of prison.

She had to know I would never let anything happen to her, right? She was mine—always. I would protect her with my life.

Nuzzling her forehead, I whispered, “I’ve got you, love. Try to relax.”

She snorted as if to say, That’s not going to happen.

“Try.”

I turned my attention back to Xander, where he waited at the bar. Even from here, the firm line of his mouth and the tension in his shoulders were visible. He was suffering more each day without his mate. I didn’t blame him. Honestly, I was surprised he was still walking.

If something were to happen to Ryllae—

No.

I wouldn’t even give those thoughts a voice. My burden as a Fortune Elf meant I couldn’t See my own death or the events leading up to it. I wouldn’t look for Ryllae’s demise in the future. It wouldn’t do us any good, and besides, I already knew what choice I would make if it came down to me or her.

I would lay my life down for her a hundred times over if it meant she could live. My mate had barely experienced all that life had to offer. I wanted her to know the full extent of freedom, to experience what it meant to live, not just survive.

Of course, I wanted to be with her every step of the way. But if a decision had to be made, I would pick her every time.

Movement at the bar had my eyes flitting back to Xander. He whispered something to the barkeep, then came to the table. My friend’s hood was drawn, and his face was cast in shadows, but it didn’t prevent me from noting his grim expression as he slipped into the seat across from us.

“Well?” I asked.

Tension radiated off him as he reached into his cloak and slid a key across the table towards me. “They have two rooms for us.”

I grabbed the key and pocketed it. “And the other thing?”

Xander cleared his throat, but before he could speak, an elf wearing scant amounts of clothing approached the table. She had violet markings on her right arm; the hand extended as she balanced a tray holding three bowls brimming with stew. In the other, she held a trio of mugs.

“Dinner for you,” the server said. The ale sloshed as she set it down before sliding the bowls of stew toward us. Putting one hand on her hip, she slid the other one over the back of Xander’s chair. “Can I get you anything else?”

“No,” Xander said gruffly, glaring at the server over his shoulder and completely ignoring her suggestive tone.

Her brown eyes widened, and she stumbled back. “Oh. Alright.”

In an attempt to reduce the sting of the dragon shifter’s bark, I smiled at the server. “Thank you for dinner.”

She smiled kindly at me. “Of course, sir. My name’s Dorith. Be sure to call if any of you need anything.”

A growl rumbled through Xander’s chest, and his eyes flashed green as he curled his fingers into a fist. “We don’t need anything else.”

Dorith’s face leeched of color, and she gulped, hurrying away.

When she was back at the bar, hastily wiping down the surface, I sighed. “Was that really necessary, Xan? I thought we were keeping a low profile.”

He could at least make an effort to be discrete. I knew he was frustrated and missed his mate, but it was like he was trying to get us killed.

The moody dragon shifter grunted, “She was taking too long.”

I glared at Xander, making sure he knew exactly how displeased I was with him. I didn’t appreciate him putting my mate in danger.

“Let’s at least try.”

He crossed his arms and glowered.

Petulant, stubborn dragon.

I pulled a bowl towards Ryllae. “Eat, love. You need it.” She picked up a spoon, and I ensured she was eating before returning my attention to Xander. “Recklessness isn’t going to get us the information we need.”

He narrowed his eyes and huffed. The fact that his fist hadn’t been reacquainted with my face meant he was considering my words, though. He picked up his mug, and his throat bobbed as he downed the entire mug of ale in one swallow. He placed the cup down a little more forcefully than necessary, though, and his aura pulsed.

“I’ll do my best,” he growled.

It was really all I could ask for at this point.

Ryllae reached for her ale, taking a sip before asking, “Were you able to find anything out about the queen?”

Her redirection seemed to work. Xander’s glare softened, and he shook his head. “Nothing yet. Tomorrow, we’ll start asking around. We may need to try a few other towns.”

Information about the queen’s coronation wouldn’t be necessarily hard to find… but we couldn’t just walk up to someone and ask without drawing suspicion to ourselves. Hence our plan to move around and ask discrete questions until we more or less stumbled upon the information we needed. It wasn’t great, but it was all we had at the moment.

After that, the three of us ate our stew in silence. The chef had a heavy hand with the pepper, but the meal was warm and filling.

It was only when the bowls were empty that Xander looked up. The depth of despair and pain in his eyes made my stomach lurch.

“I need to get her out, Daegal,” he said, sounding more broken than I’d ever heard him. “I need to save her.”

My heart cracked at my friend’s pain.

“I know you do.”

There were no more words after that. We finished our ale quietly before heading up to the rooms on the third floor. By unspoken agreement, Xander and I kept Ryllae between us. I went first, and the dragon shifter took the rear.

When we got to the third floor, I checked the rooms while Xander stayed with Ryllae. Threats liked to hide in the shadows, waiting for the perfect moment to pounce. I wouldn’t let anything happen to my mate. The two rooms weren’t the pinnacle of cleanliness, but that was to be expected for this area of Ithenmyr. Each had a bed, a desk, and a small water closet, which was enough.

I slipped out of the second room and nodded. “All clear.”

Xander dipped his head, taking the room on the left while Ryllae and I entered the one on the right.

Finally, we were alone. It felt like a lifetime had passed since I was in a room alone with my mate.

Ryllae stood in the middle of the room, flexing her fingers. She chewed on her lip, and her eyes were wide as she turned in a slow circle.

I crossed the room in a matter of strides. Wrapping my arms around her from behind, I held her close. “Are you alright, love?”

Her breath caught. “I… don’t know,” she said after a moment. “There’s a heaviness here. I don’t know if it’s the town, the coronation, or Aileana, but I’m… nervous.”

I rested my chin on her head. “I know, I feel it too.”

The darkness was spreading further every day. There was an innate sense of wrongness permeating everything.

“Whatever happens, I’ll be here,” I murmured.

“No matter what?” she asked.

I rubbed her arms as tension slowly ebbed out of her body. It took several minutes, but eventually, she relaxed. I tugged off her hood before undoing the clasp of her cloak and easing the material off her. Tossing it on the back of the only chair, I tucked a lock of blonde hair behind Ryllae’s ear.

“No matter what, I’ve got you.”

I would do anything for her. Give anything.

She turned in my arms, her eyes sweeping over mine. “Promise?”

I knew it was unwise to make promises I didn’t know I could keep, but I couldn’t seem to help myself.

“Yes.” I would do everything in my power to ensure I kept her safe.

“Gods, I love you,” she whispered. “You just… make me feel safe, Daegal.”

It was the way she said my name that made me kiss her. The embrace was soft and slow and reminded me why I loved her. This was why I made promises that I couldn’t keep. She deserved everything I could give her.

Without breaking our kiss, I walked us over to the bed. Her hands roamed over me eagerly, and soon, all our clothes were piled on the floor. We fell onto the bed, and the mattress dipped beneath our weight. Ryllae gasped, and I took the moment to sweep my tongue in her mouth and taste her.

“Perfect,” I whispered.

She was so gods-damned perfect in every way.

In response, Ryllae moaned beneath me. Her hips rose to meet mine, the invitation clear.

Everything else faded away as I focused all my senses on her.

It was just the two of us. My princess, my bonded mate, my everything.

She was soft and warm and utterly amazing beneath me. When we joined, it was like everything else was made right.

Our love was intense, powerful, and exactly what I needed. My Death Elf completed me in a way I had never even known was possible.

Much later that night, I pulled the blanket over our entwined bodies. Ryllae’s head rested on my bare chest, and she yawned.

I kissed her forehead. “Go to sleep, Dark One. I’ll watch over you.”

It wasn’t long before Ryllae’s soft snores filled the room. I held her close, not wanting to lose even a moment of our time together. I would never stop watching over Ryllae. Never stop loving her and protecting her.

She was mine.

Forever.


Two Paths Ahead
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Ipushed the stable doors open, my nose wrinkling as the dual scents of manure and hay slammed into me. Running a hand over my brow, I bit down the expletive threatening to slip from my lips.

I was exhausted. The past few weeks had been nothing short of draining. We’d traveled through several towns. It had taken all our energy to avoid Winged Soldiers and discretely ask questions in establishments far less reputable than The Copper Spoon.

Finally, three weeks ago, we got the information we needed. The coronation wasn’t taking place in Vlarone, like I would have expected, but in Hiset. The mid-sized city, located in the northern treed province of Nin, was mostly unremarkable. It had taverns and temples, schools, and businesses.

The one thing that set it apart where the Winged Soldiers crawling over the city like hundreds of deadly ants.

Neither Daegal nor I could figure out why Saena chose to have her ceremony here, but in the end, it didn’t matter. We would be there because Aileana would be there.

We’d been here for a few weeks, but there was no sign of her. When we first arrived, I combed the surrounding forests for days, searching for a sign of my bonded mate. I didn’t find a single clue. Our bond was silent. Wherever Saena was keeping Aileana, she was well hidden.

After the second week of fruitless searches, Daegal and I decided that to blend in, we should find something to do in town. The fewer people that noticed us, the better. While I had a practically endless stream of money hidden throughout the Four Kingdoms, spending it all at once would attract attention.

Hence, the stable.

The owner of Redclaw Inn was more than willing to overlook the fact that we’d turned up out of the blue in exchange for letting us work for him. Carl wasn’t exactly the picture of kindness, but then again, neither was I. It didn’t matter. We wouldn’t be here for long. Daegal had finally Seen the Blood Moon. It would rise over the horizon tomorrow night, tinging the night sky in crimson.

What were the chances that Saena’s coronation would occur on the same day as the prophetic red moon?

Someone was at play here. Was it fate? The gods?

I wasn’t sure, but either way, I would not let the moon set tomorrow without saving my mate.

That was my entire objective.

A clatter came from further within the stable, followed by an oomph.

“Morning, Xander!” Raln, the other stable hand, waved from the stall he was currently cleaning. His raven hair hung in a limp ponytail, and his clothes had seen better days. He was human, and if I had to guess, I’d put him in his early twenties.

I grunted a reply, hoping that he would get the hint and realize I was not in the mood to chat.

The problem was, Raln was talkative. Far too talkative for me. Not only that, but he was dense. He either didn’t pick up any of my hints that I wasn’t interested in chatting, or he didn’t care. To be honest, I didn’t care which one it was. I just wanted him to leave me alone.

It seemed that wasn’t an option today.

Raln pointed his pitchfork at the ground and leaned against the handle. “Busy day today, eh?”

“Yep.” I popped the “p,” hoping that he would pick up the hint to leave me alone. I was here to work, not to talk.

He ignored my exasperation. “Boss says we’re getting lots of new horses today, what with the coronation tomorrow. I heard lords and ladies from around Ithenmyr to witness the grand event.”

Another grunt.

“Boss is booked up, just like every other inn in town.” Raln picked up his pitchfork and continued cleaning the stall. His voice traveled through the enclosed space. “Ma says she’s never seen such a crowd. It’s a pity common folk aren’t invited to the new temple. I’m sure the queen’s coronation will be a sight to see.”

“Mhmm.” I grabbed my pitchfork and stomped to the furthest stall. “I’m going to work on Nightmare’s pen.”

I’d been informed the massive black stallion earned his name by throwing off five consecutive riders in a three-month time span before finding an owner who could put up with his spirit.

Nightmare didn’t bother me, though. He was enormous, but the first time we’d met, his eyes had flickered as he recognized a kindred spirit in the dragon living beneath my skin. Ever since then, we hadn’t had any problems.

Stepping into the stall, I ran my hand down his midnight flank. He huffed, leaning into my touch.

I murmured, “How are you, Nightmare?”

His side tensed under my touch, and he whinnied. My brows knit together. What had him so spooked?

Then I turned around.

Raln had indeed not taken the hint to leave me alone. I wanted to smack my head against the wall.

My voice was not soft as I snapped, “What is it?”

He swallowed, shifting from one foot to the other. “I just… Do you think we’ll get to see her?”

I sucked in a breath. My blood iced over. My fingers tightened around the pitchfork. Splinters embedded in my hand.

Her.

Yes. I would undoubtedly see the queen tomorrow when I rescued my mate. But I couldn’t tell Raln that, just like I couldn’t tell him that I would do everything in my power to destroy the female I’d once called my sister.

Instead, I grunted, “Doubtful.”

The stable hand’s face fell, and for a moment, I felt bad about how I’d treated him.

“Oh.” He heaved a heavy sigh. “I just… I’d hoped…”

“Trust me, you don’t want to see the queen,” I said, trying to temper my voice. “She’s dangerous.”

He frowned. “But—”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m trying to help you, kid. Do yourself a favor, and stay away from the events for the next few days.”

He was innocent and curious. He didn’t need to know what kind of female the queen was.

Raln studied me for several minutes before stepping out of the stall. “Oh. Okay. I guess I’ll just get back to work.”

He couldn’t hide his dejection as he dragged the pitchfork behind him. Heaving a sigh that could probably be heard in the next town over, he got back to work.

Groaning, I rubbed the back of my neck. Raln meant well, but he didn’t know what Saena could do.

Few did.

But I understood far too well what it meant to have a draken living beneath one’s skin.

My sister was far more dangerous than anyone knew.
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The rest of the day passed in awkward silence. Raln and I worked quietly as the stable slowly filled with visiting horses. When night fell, I eased my aching, hungry body back into the inn. On any day, working in the stables was tiring. But right now, without my mate, every day was harder to get through than the last.

Being separated from Aileana meant I was missing half of my soul. Every breath was too shallow, every beat of my heart too quick, every sleep not deep enough. I was a shell of myself, lacking in every way that mattered.

I dragged myself up the rickety stairs, eager for my bed, when I saw Daegal waiting for me in the hall.

“Ryllae’s sleeping,” he said by way of greeting. “But I wanted to talk to you.”

The grimness in his voice caused a barbed knot to form deep within me.

I raked my hand through my hair. “What’s wrong?”

Silver flickered through his eyes. “I’ve Seen what’s to come.” His gaze darkened, and he tilted his head towards my room. “We should talk about it. Alone.”

We didn’t trust anyone.

Following Daegal into my room, I checked the space for unwanted guests before extending my senses and listening to our surroundings. When I was certain we were alone, I leaned against the wall. “What did you See?”

He dropped into the only chair in the space, resting his hands on his knees. He drew in a deep, troubled sigh, and I knew it would be a long night.

“There are two paths for tomorrow night. The crimson moon…” Pausing, he rubbed his temples. “It’s bigger than just us. I’m not sure what’s happening, but I’ve Seen things in Eleyta.”

Although I knew it wasn’t prudent to interrupt a Fortune Elf while they were relaying a vision, I asked, “The vampires?”

“Yes. I’ve seen a battle. Blood is… everywhere. Light and darkness will converge.”

He spoke as though this would all happen at the same time.

“This is all happening tomorrow?”

A nod.

My brows knit together. This only confirmed my suspicion that greater things were at play right now. “I thought the future was too dark for you to properly See anything?”

Again, he sighed. “It is… and it isn’t. The darkness is shifting. I’m getting glimpses of two separate futures. In one, Aileana is free, and light fills the north.”

His voice trailed off, and a haunted look entered his eyes.

Two futures.

Two paths.

“What was the second?” I pushed off the wall, needing to move.

Daegal lifted a pain-filled gaze to mine. His mouth opened and closed, and he scrubbed his face.

“What is the other path?” I asked as dread unfurled within me. I didn’t want to know, but I needed to. Had I made a mistake by waiting for the red moon? Should I have been out flying even now, searching the woods for Aileana? Did I damn her by listening to the prophecy?

If she were hurt because of me, I would never forgive myself. I needed her to be alright more than anything else.

My hand wrapped around my mating bond and squeezed.

No one talked about this part of being bonded. I knew being separated from a mate was excruciating—I’d already experienced that when High King Edgar had abducted me—but I hadn’t known how deep the pain went. I hadn’t known that the agony of separation burrowed into one’s bones and remained there. It was a never-ending reminder of my mate’s absence, day in and day out.

“Death.”

I snapped my head up. “Excuse me?”

“The second path is one of death like no other,” Daegal said, picking his words with care. “From the moment it began until the very end, darkness and blood coated it.”

I swore. “And Aileana? What is her fate?”

Daegal’s voice deepened, echoing with ancient power. “On this second path, there is no hope. If the Blood Moon sets and Aileana is not free, death will come for her. Darkness will overtake the Four Kingdoms, and all hope will be forever extinguished.”

More curses slipped from my tongue as his words settled upon me.

“What can I do?” I had to do something.

Daegal exhaled. “The best course of action—the only course of action—is to wait until Aileana arrives. Once she does, we cause a distraction. Then…”

He kept speaking, but I could barely hear him over the rushing, roaring wind in my ears.

Tomorrow night was our last chance to save her.

Death was coming for her, but I wouldn’t let it take her from me.

She was mine.

Closing my eyes, I sent everything I had down the bond linking me to my mate. I’m coming, Sunshine. Hold on.

And then I prayed to every god that existed that we wouldn’t be too late.


Living Without My Heart
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Iwas losing track of time. Days had turned into weeks, which were now bleeding into months. Two? Three? I wasn’t certain how long had passed since I’d last seen Xander. This imprisonment was draining me, and getting out of bed was more difficult each day.

So, right now, I didn’t.

I stared at the ceiling and counted the stones that made up my prison.

I should get up, but… I wasn’t ready.

Each morning was worse than the last. Each dusk, when the moon rose—still silver, not the red I prayed for—cleaved my soul in more pieces.

I missed Xander with every single cell in my body. I hadn’t known it would be like this. The last time we’d been apart, it had been for a mere week. It had hurt, but we’d survived.

I had thought that was as bad as things would get. A bit of pain. An aching heart. A muted bond.

Thelrena have mercy on my soul, but I was wrong.

I was so, so, so wrong.

This separation was nothing like the last one. All of me ached. The loss of my freedom was one thing, but losing Xander?

It was like living without my heart.

I was living in constant agony.

The only reason I was still moving, still eating and drinking, was the life growing within me.

My good hand rested on my stomach, and I closed my eyes. “Hold on, darling. We’re going to get free. You’ll meet your father, and he’s going to love you so much.”

I would escape before my child was born. That was my vow to them—and myself. They wouldn’t be born here, a prisoner from their first breath.

They would be free.

I rolled to the side, the movement jostling my wrist.

“Damn,” I whimpered.

It still hurt from the day Zinal broke my wrist. It hadn’t healed properly. My remaining tendrils of magic had healed the worst of it, but it still ached day in and day out.

It was a constant reminder of where I was.

The broken wrist wasn’t as bad as Saena’s questions about the Gilded Amulet. Her cruelty was growing, and her inquisition was never-ending. The only days I wasn’t subjected to her interrogation were when she made me watch the two witches work. Somehow, those were even worse.

The powerful brothers’ dark magic was wicked. Rarely had I been in the presence of such evil. I felt it in every single part of my being. They were worse than the broken balance—their magic seemed to blaspheme the very world in which we lived.

And the queen loved it. She made me watch as they raised entire legions of shadow soldiers from the depths of the earth. Every time the black forms rose, they looked at Saena with their dead eyes and pledged their allegiance.

Those days, fear was an icy river in my veins. These shadow beings were wrong. There was something intrinsically off about them. I wasn’t certain where the queen kept them because I never saw them again once they were summoned into existence, but there was no doubt in my mind she was using them for something nefarious. Nothing that was as dark as those soldiers, as black as the night itself, as dead as they appeared to be, could be good.

A knock came on the door, pulling me from my thoughts. I swung my head over as a key turned, and the door opened.

“I have your breakfast, miss.” Fiona’s weathered face appeared in front of me. She was one of the few servants who regularly brought me food. She looked at me with kindness and pity, which made me want to simultaneously scream and cry.

I blamed that strange mix of emotions on the pregnancy.

Sighing, I shook my head. “I’m not hungry.”

I was too tired to be hungry. Too sad. Too alone.

Footsteps came closer. Apparently, it didn’t matter what I wanted.

“You must eat, miss.” Fiona frowned, standing above me and holding a tray. Her brown dress matched the color of her eyes, and her white hair was swept into a bun. She was grandmotherly, and her voice soft as she said, “It’s not good for the babe if you don’t eat.”

A pang went through me, wrenching my heart nearly in two, as I recalled another grandmother I loved dearly.

Rest in peace, Nonna.

I would never forgive Saena for stealing Xander’s grandmother from him. She’d loved my bonded mate when no one else did.

Of all the things Saena had done, Nonna’s murder was the most cruel and heartless.

Forever, we would mourn her.

“I can’t.”

She sighed. Placing the tray on the bedside table, Fiona’s knees cracked as she crouched in front of me. “You must,” she implored me. “Today is a special day.”

My brow rose, and despite myself, I was intrigued. This was new. Usually, the servants just dropped off the food and left soon after.

I pushed myself on my elbows. “What’s happening today?”

The servant picked up a piece of toast and held it out for me. “Eat.”

Begrudgingly, I complied. The toast was dry, but I had to admit it did my stomach some good to have sustenance in it.

Once my mouth was full and the toast was almost gone, Fiona poured me a mug of steaming tea.

“Good girl.” She patted my cheek tenderly. “The queen isn’t coming to see you today.”

My eyes narrowed as I forced myself to swallow the last piece of bread. A reprieve from Saena’s attention should have been a good thing, but I didn’t trust the queen at all. When my mouth was empty, I asked, “Why not?”

Fiona handed me the mug. This time, she didn’t need to say anything. I took the drink and sipped, the tea helping relieve the scratchiness in my throat.

“The coronation is tonight,” she said.

Her words settled upon me. My fingers tightened around the chipped porcelain cup, and I stared at it. I knew the event was coming, as I’d overheard some of the Winged Soldiers discussing it when they escorted me to the keep, but I hadn’t realized it was today.

Fiona poured more tea into my mug, speaking as she did so. “Her Majesty has requested your presence at the coronation. You are to be the… guest of honor.”

She winced at the last words, as did I.

We both knew that didn’t mean anything good. My throat dried despite the tea, and any witty remark I might have made evaporated on my tongue.

Whatever Saena had planned, it was certain to be bad.

“I… see,” I finally said.

Fiona gestured to the half-empty cup. “Drink, and then we’ll make you presentable.”

That did not sound good.
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It turned out that Fiona’s definition of being made “presentable” meant being bathed, scrubbed, and dressed like a doll.

It was exactly as unpleasant as it sounded.

When I finished eating, Fiona helped me out of bed. Several Winged Soldiers lugged up buckets of steaming hot water, complaining loudly as they unloaded them into a massive copper tub someone had procured.

When the bath was ready, Fiona closed the window and drew the curtain. She lit several candles to help with the “atmosphere.”

As if candles could help with what was coming.

Still, I wasn’t one to turn down the opportunity to be clean. For the first time since before the battle, I washed my entire body. I wished I could’ve enjoyed it, but I didn’t. Instead, I could barely breathe as my mind ran through various ways Saena might be planning on torturing me during her coronation ceremony.

High King Edgar had been a vicious, wicked king, but his evil had been a known entity. I carried the markings of his ire on my back, and I always knew what would happen when he was in a foul mood.

But the queen? She was cruel in ways I couldn’t begin to fathom. I was certain I hadn’t seen the extent of her evil.

And I was to be the guest of honor at this so-called coronation.

I’d rather be anywhere else but here.

As the day advanced, more servants joined Fiona. None of them spoke as they worked, which was fine with me. I remained deep in my thoughts. They brushed my hair until not a single tangle remained. When that was done, they forced me into a crimson gown that was so heavy I could barely lift my feet, let alone move. The only consolation was that they didn’t require me to wear a corset.

It was nearing dinnertime before the servants were done with me.

“There. You look beautiful.” Taking my elbow, Fiona led me over to the floor-length mirror the servants had brought up with them. “What do you think?”

I stared at my reflection.

“It’s… different.”

My red hair was longer than it had been during the battle, and the servants had styled it into an intricate braid that twisted into an elaborate knot. They hadn’t been able to hide the pain of my separation from Xander, though. My gaze was paler green than normal, my cheeks sunken into themselves, and dark bags hung beneath my eyes. No amount of makeup or styling could hide the way I missed my mate.

The dress they’d put on me didn’t completely cover the green markings of my Maturation. The swirls and whorls covered my chest before disappearing beneath the fabric of my gown. The crimson sleeves were long and hung well past my fingers, covering any hint of the tattoos on my hands. The gown flared out at the waist, the five petticoats I’d been forced to wear making me look like a bell.

It was a hideous monstrosity of a gown, far too feminine for my tastes. Walking was practically impossible, let alone running. To emphasize the point, they’d shoved my feet in shoes two sizes too small. My toes were pinched, and standing was a chore.

This outfit was as much of a prison as the tower I was kept in.

Then the door opened. Zinal, the same bastard who had broken my wrist, stepped into the room. The servants dipped their heads as he approached me. He smirked, his eyes twinkling with malice, as he reached into his pocket and withdrew a thick, black choker.

“No wristbands for you today, Earth Elf,” he sneered, his disdain dripping from each word. “The Dragon Queen had this made especially for you.”

My sharp nails cut into my flesh as he drew near, but I did not give him the pleasure of knowing I was afraid. I did not run, nor did I say a word.

Neither of those would do me any good.

The choker split in two, and Zinal clasped it around my neck. His touch was harsh and bruising as he closed the prohiberis around me with far more force than required.

Lifting my head, I met his evil gaze. “When I am free, I am going to kill you,” I vowed. “You have no idea who I am.”

Zinal snorted, and his black wings flared in amusement. “You foolish elf.” He grabbed my bad wrist and tugged. Tears sprung to my eyes as he forced me after him. “You’re never going to be free. Once that babe is out of you and the queen has what she needs, your head will be separated from your shoulders so fast, you won’t know what hit you.”

My lip curled. “No.”

I would escape, and when I did, I would kill him.

He laughed, which infuriated me further.

“We’ll see which one of us is correct.” He yanked me towards the door.

I snarled as he moved far faster than I could manage in this horrible outfit. I murdered him a dozen times over with my eyes as I wished for a weapon. I’d stick it in his back, rip his wings from his body, before letting him watch me as I killed him.

But I was a prisoner, and I had no magic and no weapon.

So it was just a dream.

For now.

Down, down, down we went. I stumbled after Zinal, his legs longer than mine, but I did not cry out. Not when I almost fell and not when he pulled me out of the tower door and practically threw me into a waiting carriage.

I did not speak as the vehicle bumped along. I did not respond to the numerous insults Zinal threw my way.

None of that mattered because beyond the blackened, snowy leaves of the forest, the sun was setting. And in its place, the moon crested the horizon.

The very red, very large moon.

Hope swelled within me, nearly stealing my breath.

Suddenly, nothing else mattered. Saena wanted to make a show out of me at her coronation, and I’d give her exactly what she desired.

I would free myself tonight—or I would die trying.

The time had come to escape.
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“Get out.” Zinal jerked my arm. The male had clearly never heard of treating someone with care.

I would show him the same level of respect when I killed him.

I staggered out of the carriage into a slush-covered street. My skirts impeded my movements greatly, and I stumbled. I took my time righting myself, however, despite the guard’s impatient yelling in my ear.

For the first time, they hadn’t brought me to the stone keep. Instead, we were in the middle of a snowy city. If the Crimson King had given me more of a practical education, I probably could’ve identified the city. As it was, I had no idea where we were.

Swarms of people were around us, but they all gave the carriage a wide berth. Maybe it was me they avoided, or maybe it was the six Winged Soldiers circling me that gave them pause. Either way, the quiet hum of conversation dimmed as I straightened.

Dozens of scents assaulted me all at once. Unwashed bodies, sweat, bread, meat, lavender, and other less pleasant smells that were the result of thousands of people living in tight quarters.

I didn’t bother to catalog them all because my attention was snagged by the gigantic obsidian temple looming above me. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Intricate carvings were etched into the midnight stones, and spires made of black marble reached toward the night sky. Black stairs led into the temple, where dozens of elves studiously ignored my presence as they filtered inside. At the very front of the temple, a dragon wrapped around a sword was carved into the massive archway.

This building reeked of the same wrongness as the witches.

“What is this place?” I asked, digging my feet into the ground. I didn’t want to go in here. This was very bad.

Zinal shoved me onto the steps. I put my hands out just in time, catching myself before I slammed into the marble. My wrist burned from the impact, and I groaned.

A rough hand landed on my elbow, and Zinal’s disgusting breath warmed my ear. “This is one of the queen’s new temples. Do you like it?”

What kind of a question was that? This was a grotesque display of power.

“No,” I snapped. “I don’t.”

“Too bad.” He dragged me after him, and I half-walked, half-stumbled up the obsidian steps. “We can’t be late. The ceremony is about to begin, and you have the best seat in the house.”

My eyes darted around, and I searched for an escape route. This was my night. My moment. The red moon was here.

Why wasn’t anything jumping out at me? Why wasn’t there an obvious way to get out of his? Had I mistaken what Daegal had said?

The night of the red moon is your chance to escape.

It seemed clear enough for a Fortune Elf. What was I missing?

“Open the doors,” Zinal ordered.

His grip on my arm tightened past the point of pain, and I cried out as we approached the enormous black doors.

Now, others looked at me. Lords and ladies, horned and winged elves of all kinds, stopped to stare at me. The weight of their gaze was like a heavy load of bricks dumped on my back. Several of them jeered when they saw me. A few looked at me with pity in their eyes.

Not a single one did anything to help me, though. Not even when we reached the guards manning the doors, and Zinal withdrew a gag from his pocket. Not when I screamed. And not when the evil Winged Soldier pulled me into the temple.

Was this the end?


The Bleeding Moon
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The scarlet moon was bleeding into the night sky. It was an ominous sight that sent shivers down my spine.

I clenched my fists, scanning the dark temple and noting various escape routes.

This place reeked of death.

Large floor-to-ceiling windows were spread some fifteen feet apart, giving the perfect view of the darkening sky. The temple was crowded. Cloying incense filled the air, masking the scent of the lords and ladies packing the temple. People bumped into me constantly, but I didn’t move from my position against a raven column.

I was waiting for Aileana. She had to be here.

My heart beat mercilessly in my chest as I waited for her arrival. I’d entered the temple several hours ago with the initial rush of lords and ladies who’d come to see the coronation. A black cloak and hood obscured my features, and I kept my head down.

Winged Soldiers lined the walls, the threat of their presence clear.

From where I stood, I could see both the enormous double doors at the entrance and the gigantic dais on the other side of the temple. Sitting atop it was an ornate obsidian throne and an altar. A few feet away, a pole ran from the dais all the way to the roof. It was too small to be a column, but the sight of it made my insides twist in a knot.

It was wrong.

All of this was wrong.

The entire scene was far too reminiscent of Saena’s marriage to Edgar not long ago.

It was almost laughable how our situations had reversed.

Now, I was free, but Aileana was not.

Not yet.

She would be before the night was out, though. I would not be leaving this temple without my mate. I’d do whatever it took to save her. An entire armory was hidden over my person.

Daegal was similarly prepared. Both he and Ryllae were stationed on the other side of the temple, closer to the dais. The Death Elf’s horns were covered, and she wore long gloves underneath her cloak. The last thing we needed was for someone to see her markings.

Especially since the princess was our distraction.

Not for the first time, I questioned whether this was the best course of action. Ever since we had rescued Ryllae from the prison, her mental health had been… shaky at best. Even with Daegal grounding her, I wasn’t sure she was strong enough for this.

But we didn’t have another choice.

The red moon had risen.

“It’s time,” someone whispered near me.

Instantly, my attention snapped to the back of the temple.

They were right. Something was happening. An unnatural silence fell over the temple. It rippled over the crowd, starting at the back and slowly moving forward.

The doors banged open. They slammed into the wall, the sound echoing through the temple. The air was so heavy that breathing was like wading through mud.

A collective gasp ran through the crowd. The hairs on my neck prickled. My lungs tightened. My fists curled. The dragon within me growled in warning.

I knew something terrible would walk through those doors, but that knowing did not stop the horror from running through me. It did not keep my heart from wrenching out of my chest. It did not quiet the snarl rumbling out of my chest.

A Winged Soldier marched into the temple. His wings flared behind him, and several other guards flanked him on either side.

I ignored them all.

My attention was singularly focused on the gagged, stumbling elf the first Winged Soldier dragged in behind him.

Not just any elf.

Mine. My bonded mate. My love. The other half of my soul.

Time slowed.

My heart stopped beating.

Breathing was impossible.

My knees buckled.

Red tinged my vision.

Swaying, I grabbed the black column for balance. I couldn’t remove my eyes from her, even if I tried.

No! the dragon roared within me. No, no, no!

It thrashed against the confines of my body. The leash I had on it frayed. Smoke filled my mouth, and every inhale tasted of ash.

Using every ounce of power I had, I shoved the beast down. I couldn’t shift. Not yet…

Not here.

I needed to wait until the time was right.

It took everything I had not to react and run forward. Biding my time had never been so painful.

The only reason I didn’t was Daegal’s warning from yesterday. The second path is one of death like no other.

Ignoring the plan could risk her life, and I couldn’t do that.

But gods, waiting hurt. Every part of me ached as I watched the guards treat my mate into the temple like an animal.

Aileana, I screamed her name down our bond. Talk to me, please.

There came no response.

I’m here for you, Sunshine.

Nothing.

Hold on.

I kept reassuring her, sending her messages through our still-silent bond. The only thing that kept me sane was that, for the first time in three months, I had eyes on my mate. It might as well have been a lifetime.

My mate’s eyes, usually a shimmering emerald, were dull as they looked over the crowd. She wore a crimson gown that I knew she would hate. It was big and gaudy and nothing like the clothes she preferred. Her hair was pulled back from her face, and other than a few swirls on her chest, her markings were hidden.

A thick, black collar was around her neck, and it made me want to roar to the heavens.

How dare they shackle her with prohiberis again?

And then my gaze dropped from her face. My eyes swept over her belly, wondering whether it was slightly swollen or if that was a trick of the mind.

I couldn’t focus on it long, though, because the next thing that caught my attention was how she cradled her right wrist against her chest.

Hurt.

How dare they hurt hurt? Touch her? It was one thing to keep her prisoner, to lock her away from the world, and another entirely to touch what was mine.

My fingers dug into the stone column as though it were made of sand. Marble cracked beneath my touch, but it did not break. A rushing, roaring wind filled my ears.

They’d signed their death warrants the moment they touched my mate.

The crowd parted as the Winged Soldiers moved forward as one. Their books clacked on the floor as they led my mate forward.

I watched, horribly helpless, as they approached the dais.

Every step seemed to stretch for hours, and yet, within a few minutes, Aileana stood on the dais. She did not speak, my strong mate, and her jaw was clenched behind a black gag.

Patience had never been a virtue of mine, and it was even less so now. With a calm that I did not feel, I gritted my teeth and pushed off from the marble column. Moving slowly so as not to attract attention, I made my way through the whispering crowd.

My exterior may have been relaxed, but that was not the case inside. The dragon raged within me, pounding against the confines I’d placed around it. It writhed, struggling to get free. Usually, the beast was calm and collected. Usually, it was the voice of reason between the two of us.

But usually, Aileana wasn’t being threatened in such a fashion.

Tonight, all bets were off.

Especially when the Winged Soldier tugged Aileana up the dais, and a muffled cry left her lips. The sound was a dagger piercing my heart. That ache in my chest only worsened when the male yanked her down, attaching her wrists to a chain connected to the pole.

Once Aileana was secured, the guards moved back as one. They stepped away from my mate and circled the dais, leaving Aileana exposed and on display.

Kill them all, the dragon seethed within me.

I snarled, but before I could do anything else—like kill them all and bathe the temple in their black blood—trumpeters stepped out from behind several columns. They raised their instruments to their lips and blew a trio of high-pitched notes. The sound blasted through the space, and a herald walked onto the dais.

He called out, “The queen approaches! All hail the queen!”

A heavy blanket of silence fell upon the temple. I tore my eyes away from my mate, the act causing me physical pain, and faced the back of the temple. The last thing I needed was to draw attention to myself now.

The procession was long.

Fourteen Winged Soldiers walked ahead of the queen.

Three priests wearing black robes embroidered in crimson came next. They walked silently. The first carried the Opal Sceptor. The second held an enormous crown with winking red jewels resting on a crimson pillow.

And the third?

I snarled at the sight.

He held the Gilded Amulet.

My amulet.

And then came the queen.

I smelled her first. That familiar scent of flowers and citrus that had always belonged to my sister reached my nose moments before I saw her.

For the second time that day, my heart ached. My sister was beautiful. She always had been the night to my day. Midnight hair flowed to her waist, shimmering in the candlelight. Pale skin, lightly dusted with dragon scales. A gown as dark as the temple flowed around her. Her hands were clasped in front of her in a mockery of a prayer.

Gilded chains held a crimson cloak around Saena’s neck, and six younglings no older than ten walked on either side of her, carrying the long, ermine-lined train as she approached the front.

She took a step, smiled, and waved. Another step. Smile. Wave.

At this rate, we would be here all night.

The queen moved with the speed of someone who knew they commanded a crowd and was drawing this out for as long as possible. Every single second felt like an hour. Even the children holding her train seemed to be growing impatient. Their mouths pinched together. One groaned. A few inconspicuous eye rolls took place as they followed the queen.

Eventually, the priests reached the dais.

Saena was halfway through the temple, still shuffling along. Step. Smile. Wave.

Just this once, I didn’t mind the dramatics. Not when they made things a little easier.

I glanced at Daegal and Ryllae. Red sparks danced over the Death Elf’s skin. she was pale, but that wasn’t a surprise.

Daegal met my gaze, and he subtly dipped his head. The movement was nearly imperceptible, but it was all I needed.

It was time.


I Hope You’re Not Afraid of Snakes
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RYLLAE


Afew minutes ago

The queen who married my father and stole my throne was as beautiful as she was fierce. Saena was tall—though not as tall as her brother—and so lovely, it almost pained me to look at her. She was dark in every way that he was light.

Unlike Xander, who was temperamental but loyal, pure evil radiated off the Dragon Queen. She was the physical embodiment of danger. I’d seen venomous snakes that appeared less dangerous than her. The queen’s every move was smooth and calculated.

Goosebumps erupted on my arms beneath my cloak.

Daegal’s fingers entwined with mine. His thumb brushed over the back of my palm, and I leaned against him.

He whispered, “Ready?”

It was one word, but it was filled with everything I needed. Confidence. Strength. Love.

“I am.” I hoped. In an effort to give myself more confidence, I jokingly added, “I hope you’re not afraid of snakes.”

He huffed, the sound a breathy chuckle that felt out of place in this dark, evil temple. “No, I’m not.” Another squeeze to my hand. “I believe in you, Ryllae.”

I knew he did. It was that faith in me that gave me the strength to reach inside myself and pull on my well of magic.

Our timeline was short, and saving Aileana was our only objective.

Daegal had already Seen what would happen if we tried to kill Saena today—we all died.

Obviously, that wasn’t an option.

I can do this. I repeated the words to myself as I drew red strands of magic through my veins.

Tonight was about more than just saving Aileana. It was also about proving something to myself. I was the High Lady of Death and stronger than the fragmented pieces of my soul. My past no longer defined me, no longer ruled me.

I was broken—I’d always be broken—but I was not powerless.

Inhaling deeply, I commanded the magic to form tiny serpents that quickly made their way to the ground and slithered away. It was only fitting, I thought, to use the queen as inspiration for my distraction. These creatures had no true minds, and they obeyed my commands. Each one crawled underneath feet, around columns, and over legs.

In a matter of seconds, my snakes were in place.

A quick probe of my well confirmed that even though I had released hundreds of ribbons, my well wasn’t even close to being empty.

That only proved what I had already begun to suspect: this was my destiny.

What do you think you’re doing, daughter? Father’s voice hissed in my mind.

I’m saving Ithenmyr.

You’ve picked the wrong side.

Was that what he thought? From where I’m standing, it’s definitely the right one.

Forget this, child. Embrace your inherent darkness. Join the Dragon Queen. She will benefit from having you by her side. It’s not too late to follow the path you were meant to follow.

And leave my mate behind? This wasn’t real. I knew Father was dead. But his voice… It was so powerful.

But I couldn’t let him poison my thoughts. Not now. Not when we were so close.

Never. Gathering my strength, I shoved him out of my mind.

There was no room for doubt here.

Drawing in a deep breath, I confirmed my magic was in place. The tiny snakes remained unnoticed, awaiting my command.

This was it.

I clenched my fists and sent out my will.

As one, my crimson snakes moved. They bit, their tiny fangs clamping onto whatever was closest.

Their aim wasn’t to kill but to distract.

And they did their jobs very well.

There was a moment of silence, and then screams and shouts erupted through the temple. They echoed through the enclosed space, and chaos descended upon the coronation.

“Snakes!” someone yelled.

“Dark magic,” another cried out.

A third said, “Death Elves are attacking!”

After that, things happened so quickly that I could barely keep track of them.

The queen spun on her heel, and the younglings who had been holding her train scattered. I’d instructed the snakes to avoid them, not wanting the children to get hurt. Seeming to sense something was wrong, the youth ran out of the temple, screaming.

Good.

No young ones should be here for this.

“Who dares interrupt my day?” Queen Saena screamed. Her gaze darted wildly around the temple, her eyes wide and filled with anger.

When no one answered—probably because they were still dealing with my snakes—black-tinged ribbons erupted from her hands like lightning bolts.

They spread through the temple, slamming into everything in sight. People, columns, even the roof.

The shouts grew louder and louder.

Panic spread.

Winged Soldiers yelled.

More people screamed.

The queen shouted.

Daegal tensed beside me, his stance wide. I could sense that he wanted to help, but this wasn’t his moment.

I was the only one with enough magic to do what we needed.

Then, the queen’s attention turned to the dais.

“You!” she shrieked. “This is your fault.”

Her face twisted, transforming from beauty into vicious anger. She curled her hand in the air, sending a bolt of black magic at Aileana.

The Earth Elf screamed behind her gag.

Someone roared in the temple. Xander.

The magic crashed into Aileana. Black sparks erupted over her. She convulsed, her eyes rolling back in her head, and then she collapsed.

“Shit,” Daegal swore.

I stared at the unfolding scene, my heart hammering in my chest. I could barely think, barely breathe.

But I had to keep it together.

“No!” Xander yelled, charging for the dais.

The queen’s eyes snapped to him at the same time that several Winged Soldiers ran towards him.

We were out of time. I felt it echoing through my entire body. With every hammering beat of my heart, every squeeze of my lungs, every pulse of my magic, I knew time was running out.

Daegal squeezed my hand. “Finish this, Ryllae.”

The time for thought had passed. Now, there was just room for action.

Hauling as much magic from my well as I dared, I opened my hands and released a massive burst of magic. It rippled from me like a wave, slamming into every single person in the temple.

One by one, they froze. Eyes remained wide open. Mouths hung ajar, mid-scream. Arms were outstretched, reaching for weapons.

Even the Winged Soldiers were statues, caught in the middle of racing towards the queen.

And Saena…

Her mouth was caught in a sneer, black ribbons hovered in the air, and one foot was raised as she charged towards her brother.

All of them were caught in my crimson web. Frozen. Still. Waiting for my next command. The only ones untouched by my magic were the four of us.

My magic pulsed in my veins. Twisting. Calling. Urging. It wanted more. There was a darkness here that I rarely felt, and it scared me.

The weight of my magic was heavy. A groan slipped from me, and I fell to my knees as the cost of using so much power took its toll on me.

“I can’t hold it long,” I said through clenched teeth.

Already, I could feel my hold on the temple weakening. Sweat beaded on my forehead, and my entire body was sore.

Xander was almost at the dais. He moved faster than I had ever seen before, as if possessed by the need to get to his mate.

“Hurry,” I yelled, my voice weakening.

Already, I could feel my power lifting. It was like a tidal wave pulling away from me. Too much magic, too fast.

It wasn’t time yet.

Clenching my fists, I tried to keep my magic as steady as I could. My little snakes slithered through the temple, biting people to ensure they remained frozen.

It wouldn’t be enough.

We had seconds, maybe less.

The dragon shifter leaped onto the dais. He snatched the Gilded Amulet, stuffing it in his pocket before turning to his unconscious mate.

“I’ve got you, Aileana,” he said. “You’re going to wake up.”

Then he grabbed the pole above her head with both hands and pulled.

Long, long seconds passed.

The tidal wave grew stronger.

You’re going to fail, Ryllae, my father taunted me. I didn’t reply. My entire focus remained on keeping the others frozen. You’re broken. Why would you think you could accomplish something like this? You should just give up now.

A warm tear slid down my cheek as he continued to call all my insecurities to the surface.

He was wrong. I could do this. I had to do this.

Bowing my head, I released everything I had. My well emptied, and hundreds of crimson ribbons flowed out of me.

Then, a massive crack echoed through the space.

It was a boom of thunder, a war drum, a call of victory.

The pole snapped. An animalistic roar filled the space.

And my magic…

It started slipping through my fingers. I grasped at it, but it was moving too fast. Fabric rustled somewhere in the temple. Someone shouted. My heart raced.

Daegal yelled something to Xander, but I couldn’t make out their words. I couldn’t make out anything at all.

I’d used so much magic.

Too much magic.

Weakling, Father sneered. You’ve always been a failure, Ryllae.

My head swam, and black spots appeared behind my eyes.

He was right. I was a failure.

I grasped at my fleeting magic, my hands clenching the empty air. “I can’t… it’s… I’m…not enough…”

“Shhhhh.” Strong arms wrapped around me. Lips met my forehead. Comfort flooded the bond. A whisper, “You did it.”

I did?

My eyes fluttered shut. Feet pounded. Someone yelled. A heaviness settled upon me. A door slammed. A dragon roared.

“Let go of the magic, Dark One,” my mate whispered, his voice a cool breeze in the storm that was my mind.

I did.

Darkness claimed me instantly.
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Cold air was a battering ram, slamming into me from all sides. Something warm was beneath me, but it did nothing to stop the wind’s frigid assault.

Shivers racked my body, and I trembled.

“Careful, love,” Daegal rumbled.

Even with my eyes closed and this strange coldness covering me, I would recognize his voice anywhere. His fingers brushed my cheek, and I forced my eyes to open.

Vibrant scarlet streaked the sky like blood against an inky canvas. Thick, white puffs hovered all around us, billowing pillows floating in the darkness.

It took a moment for my mind to catch up and realize where we were.

Clouds.

And the heat under me?

The dragon.

Xander flew confidently through the skies, guided by the light of the crimson moon. I sat in front of Daegal, his arms curled around me. I glanced down, catching sight of Aileana’s unconscious body clutched in the dragon’s talons.

My distraction worked.

I didn’t fail.

We freed her.

My lips twitched ever so slightly, but it was difficult to find true joy in this victory. We’d won the battle, but the war was still ongoing. I was exhausted, which didn’t bode well for future uses of my magic, and the queen still lived. Aileana was unconscious. The balance was still broken. Maiela and Kysha were still heading to Ipotha to petition the Council of Lords to help us in the upcoming war.

This was good, but it was just a single step in the right direction.

I opened my mouth to speak, but a cough came out instead.

“Easy, Princess.” Daegal’s voice was low and smooth, like a warm blanket on a cold winter’s night. He held me close, and I burrowed into his chest. “Don’t try to speak. We’ll be flying for a little while longer. You should rest more after using so much magic.”

I frowned. “I just—”

“Sleep.” He kissed me, swallowing my protests. “I’ve got you.”

I did.
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The next time I woke, Daegal was squeezing my shoulders. He whispered, “We’re landing.”

Sure enough, the dragon was descending. The clouds were dissipating, the Blood Moon was setting, and snow-covered trees were rapidly approaching. Soon, individual pine needs dusted in white were visible.

Daegal hugged me as the dragon circled a large clearing.

“This is real, right?” I asked, needing to confirm. “I… we did it?”

“We did.” Pride was evident in his voice as he spoke. “I’m so proud of you, Ryllae. You did so well.”

I did, didn’t I? I wasn’t sure how to respond—receiving praise wasn’t something that had happened regularly when I was a child.

But I enjoyed it.

A warmth flickered in my stomach, and I leaned against Daegal. Despite my brokenness, despite my pain, I did it.

My lips twitched upwards.

This time, Father’s voice wasn’t anywhere to be found. I had proven him wrong.

He thought me weak, but I’d been strong despite everything he’d done to me. Because of my magic, the queen and her soldiers hadn’t stopped us as we rescued Aileana.

For the first time since I admitted to myself the meaning of my red markings, I realized that maybe I could do this. Maybe being the High Lady of Death wasn’t the worst thing in the world.

Maybe one day, I would be worthy of this title.


The Land is Dying
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AILEANA


Pulsing, pounding, shooting pain racked my body in a continuous circuit of excruciating agony. This was more than a sore wrist and pounding head. It was all of me. There wasn’t a single part of my frozen body that wasn’t aching.

Why was I cold? Had someone dumped me in an icy river? To say I was freezing wouldn’t be accurate because this went deeper than that.

I was ice itself. Every single part of me, from my head to my toes, was frozen. Had I ever been this cold? This glacial? I didn’t even feel like my body was my own.

A hand touched my cheek. At least, I thought it was a hand. It was warm, which was the primary sensation.

How could something be so warm when I was so cold?

“Wake up,” a deep voice begged. “Please, wake up. It’s been an entire gods-damned day.”

There was a sadness and a strange familiarity in the speaker’s voice. Something within me ached at the sound, but I wasn’t sure what it was. Did I know them? Why were they so hot when I was so cold?

I attempted to formulate a response, but my mouth refused to move. My eyes remained shut, unable to open. My lips were chapped and glued together.

Was this the moment of my death?

I thought so.

Maybe this was the end.

I was so cold, so tired, so… done.

I was alone, and maybe that was okay. Maybe I should just let go. Maybe it would be better.

The warmth didn’t leave my cheek, though.

“Please wake up,” the voice said again, with a tinge of desperation in their voice.

Why weren’t they leaving me alone? Couldn’t they see that I’d had enough? I’d already been through so much. I’d grown up in my tower, completely cut off from the world, and I’d escaped. I’d learned what love and freedom and life tasted like… and I’d lost it all. Pain and torment and agony were old friends of mine.

I had experienced loss like few others ever had.

I had done it all, and now…

Now I was done.

“Aileana!” the voice shouted. They sounded more insistent now. Less calm.

There was a trace of urgency in their words that called to me.

But I was so tired. So hurt.

The hand that was touching me moved away. For some reason, that made me sad. I liked it when they touched me. I wanted them to come back.

But I was so cold. So tired.

My heart hurt.

Snippets of conversations reached my ears. I could barely hear the voices, let alone make out what they were saying.

Everything was so far away. I was floating in this place of frozen nothingness, a person without a body, a soul simply existing.

“Ryllae, can you… the prohiberis…”

A hitched breath. “You want… cut…”

A long pause. Another voice. A male, I thought. “You need her magic, too?”

The first voice, the one that had called me from sleep, said, “Yes. To break… Saena’s…” He sounded troubled. My heart ached at the agony in his voice. I wanted to fix it. To hold him. “Please… the earth… she needs it.”

Time seemed to stretch on and on before the female agreed.

Something crunched near my ears.

There were so many strange sounds. Why weren’t they letting me go?

A softer hand than the first landed on my arm. A gentle murmur, “I’m going to try to remove the collar.”

What? I had no idea what they were talking about. That frozen heaviness spread through my entire body. I would have opened my mouth to tell them it didn’t matter, but it was too much work.

Instead, I decided to sleep. That would be good. Helpful even. Maybe when I woke—if I woke—I’d be warmer. At the very least, I wouldn’t be so tired.

Right now, that sounded wonderful.

With a sigh that echoed through my entire body, I drifted off into a place of heaviness. Somewhere outside myself, something brushed against my chin. More whispers. A groan. Someone shouted.

None of their words settled within me, though.

I was too tired for that.

The first voice demanded, “Do it.”

A hiss filled the air. A yelp of pain came from someone that wasn’t me.

Then, after a few moments, something released around my neck.

In the space of a heartbeat, my entire world changed. My skin tingled. My body ached, but not in a bad way. The cold deep within me shifted. The weight that had been pushing me down disappeared. Something dark and absurdly ancient brushed against my mind.

Greetings, Protectress of the Woods, the new voice rumbled in my ear. You have returned. Come with me.

I knew that voice. It echoed within me and was comforting in a way I didn’t yet understand.

Where did it want me to go?

Even as I questioned what I was doing, I moved towards the voice. Black brambles and thickets with thorns the size of my hand formed a thick shroud in front of me. I forced the dark growth aside, ignoring the way the thorns pierced my flesh as I sought the voice.

Who are you? I asked.

I am the land, the powerful voice whispered. You know me.

Was that true? I had no recollection of that. And yet, the familiarity remained. It encouraged me forward as I pushed towards the sound.

The thickets were never-ending.

We need you, Protectress of the Woods, the voice murmured. The land is dying. A momentary pause, and then it was louder. We are dying.

A mournful wail that was at once a single voice and many rose into the air. The unseen wind carried the sound. It was ancient and young, a whisper and a shout, everything and nothing.

I shivered, rubbing my hands over the goosebumps erupting on my arms before dropping to the ground. It was cold, but not in a terrible way this time.

Here, I felt… needed. I liked that. It was better than drifting along in the loneliness.

My senses were slowly returning to me, one at a time.

Help us, Protectress of the Woods.

I asked, What do you want me to do?

There was something I was missing. Something vital I was forgetting. But those thickets were still around me. My mind was still fuzzy.

Come. Provide for us. Infuse us with your magic.

My brows furrowed as I considered the strange words. Did I have magic?

Everything within me was foggy.

Something prodded at the back of my mind. There was something I needed to remember.

Those voices were important… but why?

Come, that same ethereal, ancient voice called me. Come, come, come.

I pushed through the blackened briars that seemed to stretch for an eternity. They scratched my arms and legs until a thousand tiny cuts covered my person.

How much time had passed? An hour? A day? A week?

It didn’t matter. All I knew was this midnight thicket and tiny cuts of pain.

When the first ray of light broke through the never-ending veil of darkness, I almost cried out. The sight was invigorating, and I hurried. Clawing through the thickets, I strained for the light.

I just needed to feel the sun’s kiss on my skin. Just once. It would banish the coldness haunting me. I didn’t even remember what the sun felt like, but I knew I needed it.

The brambles thickened impossibly further. The thorns tore at my skin and hair and clothes, trying to keep me in the darkness.

I forged my way towards the light.

The scent of iron filled the air. Blood dripped down my arms as I ran forward. My dress was in tatters, and I couldn’t help but question why I was wearing this type of garment. I hated dresses.

Again, I sensed I was missing something, but the information was just out of reach.

Then I made it out of the last briar. It was more determined than the rest to keep me, but I shoved it aside.

I needed to leave.

Finally getting it to move, I stepped into a clearing. The sun was a shining white light, illuminating the black grass beneath my bare feet. Inky trees and vines rose all around me, their colors unnaturally dark and muted.

Help us, please, that same eternal voice begged.

Stumbling forward, I fell to my knees.

Without even thinking, I placed my hands flat on the ground and splayed my fingers.

Something deep within me unlocked. I felt a pull, deep within my core, dragging me to the land.

The mental fog cleared. The darkness evaporated, and I inhaled sharply.

As my lungs filled, memory after memory stormed my mind.

The broken balance. Saena. The coronation. Xander.

Oh, my gods.

Xander.

The baby.

Somehow, I knew the child was safe. I felt it there, even now.

Help us! the earth demanded.

This time, I knew what it asked of me.

Reaching within myself, I sought my well of power. I expected it to be gone, out of reach like it had been since the day I gave myself up to Saena, but it wasn’t. The well was there, overflowing with green ribbons of magic, waiting for me. I grabbed as many as I could.

I knew what I had to do.

Opening my eyes, I shoved as much magic into the land as I possibly could. The green ribbons streamed from my outstretched fingers, diving into the land.

Thank you, Protectress of the Woods, the earth cried out in gratitude.

I didn’t stop. Droves of magic poured out of me. I was simply a conduit, letting the power flow freely from me as it spread far and wide.

I was no longer just myself. Each strand that flowed from my fingertips carried a bit of me with it.

I was the land, the trees, the roots, the insects, the rodents, the deer, and every other animal that called the forest its home.

I was all of them… and I was myself.

At once, the beings that inhabited the land turned to me and sang.

“The Protectress of the Woods has returned,” some of them declared.

“The High Lady of Life is here,” others harmonized.

And beneath it all, a third song. “The Keeper of the Earth is back.”

They chanted as magic flooded out of me. More, more, more, until I had barely anything left.

The clearing around me slowly changed. Black shifted to green and brown. My power infused life into the land. Bird song, which had been missing before, reached my ears. The air was lighter than before. Crickets chirped. Somewhere nearby, a rabbit awoke from an unnaturally long slumber.

A rightness filled this place. It was a temporary reprieve from the broken balance, but I could finally breathe again.

And now, it was time to go.

I ripped away the sleeve of my tattered dress, where my green and gold mating marks glowed. My heart yearned for the comfort of my mate. I had done my duty to the earth.

The desire to leave and find Xander filled me. I attempted to stand, but the land tightened its grip around me. Dirt clamped down on my left hand that remained in the dirt, becoming thick, firm mud. Roots burst out of the ground, clamping around my feet.

No! the earth cried out. You cannot leave us again.

I could not stay here. Xander needed me as much as I needed him.

I have to go. I strained against the roots, trying to free myself.

No! The earth’s voice was no longer kind or melodic. Dark clouds crawled over the sun, blocking the warming orb from view. We need you to stay.

Panic was a vise around my heart. I couldn’t remain here.

I yanked my hand and kicked my feet, grappling against the earth’s grip. Looking up at the sky, I screamed, “No!”

The earth wanted to hold me hostage, but I wouldn’t let it. I was not a pet or a plaything. No one gave me orders. Not High King Edgar, or Remington, or Saena, or even the earth.

I was my own person, and I belonged to no one but myself.

The ground shook, its anger evident.

“I will not be bullied into staying,” I declared. “I am leaving.”

Digging deep within myself, I yanked up every last strand of magic remaining within me. I gathered the thrumming power in my palm, the vibrations echoing through my entire body.

“I will return to you,” I told the earth. “That is my pledge. But you must release me.”

A mournful cry rose all around me. The trees swayed, the leaves rustled, and a cool breeze made me shiver. I ignored them all as I released the last remnants of my magic.

A heartbeat passed as the threads sank into the ground. The mud softened beneath my fingertips. The roots holding me turned brittle, and then they fell away.

I was free.

Drawing in a deep breath, I pulled myself up and focused on my mating bond.

I’m coming, Elyxander.


Promises, Daggers, and Idiots
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XANDER


Afew hours ago

The past day had been the longest one of my entire life. After dealing with Saena, I flew us north to a small cabin near the Koln Mountains. I’d purchased it several decades ago to use as a base of operations when I worked as the White Death in Eleyta. It was close enough to the border that moving between Ithenmyr and Eleyta was easy enough but far enough that the vampires had never bothered me.

Once we arrived, I’d released Aileana from my claws. She still hadn’t woken, even after we landed. I moved her into the bed and waited by her side.

Only, she continued to sleep. At first, I thought the prohiberis might have been blocking her from waking, but even after Ryllae used a few drops of her blood to remove the collar, my mate remained unconscious. After that, the princess reluctantly sent a few wisps of her magic into my mate to try and break whatever black magic Saena had used to silence our bond.

I could have sworn the connection felt normal once she did that, but still, Aileana slept. Her wrist seemed to heal once her magic ran through her, the broken bones stitching themselves back together, but her eyes didn’t open.

Despair was a burdensome weight at the back of my mind while I kneeled on the cold floor at Aileana’s side. With one hand, I rubbed her mating mark. With the other, I held her stomach protectively.

That gods-awful dress was long gone. I ripped it off Aileana the moment we were alone. Now, she was in a nightgown, and a blanket covered her to keep her warm.

“Please wake up,” I whispered, kissing the back of her hand as I watched her for a reaction.

None came.

That despair grew heavier. I needed her like I needed air to breathe and fire to run through my veins. I couldn’t survive without her. She was my better half. She gave me a reason to live and fight.

She was mine.

When it became clear there would be no answer, my gaze returned to the slight swell of her stomach. Possessiveness and protectiveness were twin desires rising within me at the sight.

“I will keep you both safe, no matter what,” I vowed.

Just wake up, I added silently.

The outside door shut. Daegal and Ryllae walked into the cabin’s common room, speaking quietly about Maiela and Kysha. Daegal had Seen his sister, and they were still traveling. I didn’t get up to greet them. My entire life was in this room.

“Wake up, Sunshine,” I whispered for the thousandth time, squeezing Aileana’s hand.

Her chest rose and fell, but there was no response.

Hours went by. The ticking clock was a hopeless reminder that time was passing. The red moon had come and gone. Aileana was free, but she was still asleep. Was there something we were missing? Some reason she continued to sleep?

“Please,” I begged her. “Wake up.”

The lack of response made my heart twist in my chest.

I gripped her hand, running my thumb over her too pale skin. “If you wake up, I’ll let you yell at me for hours,” I promised.

Nothing. Not even a smile.

Gods, what I would give for her lips to move right now.

Raising her hand, I kissed each of her knuckles.

I offered, “I’ll let you tell me you’re right without arguing every day for the rest of our lives.”

Silence. Even the dragon was quiet, looking through my eyes at her.

Lifting my hand from her stomach, I brushed back a lock of her fiery red hair and ran my finger over the pointed tip of her ear. “I’ll even let you stab me again if you just open those beautiful green eyes and look at me.” I cupped her cheek, her skin cool against mine. “Please.”

Every single second felt like an eternity. The Gilded Amulet was the heaviest of weights in my pocket, a reminder of why we’d done this in the first place. Was this the price I would pay for its return? The loss of my mate?

I refused to accept that.

I prayed to every god I could think of—Kydona, Thelrena, Ghemra, Aemis, Nontia, and even Ithiar and Isvana. At least one of them had to be listening.

I would do anything, talk to anyone, to get Aileana back.

Prayers ran through my mind, one after the other, for what felt like hours. I was so preoccupied with them that I almost missed it.

Aileana’s fingers trembled in mine.

My eyes flew to hers.

A heartbeat later, her lashes fluttered.

Then, the corner of her lip twitched upwards.

“If you’re so eager to feel the kiss of my blade, you should probably give me a weapon first,” Aileana rasped, her voice rough from disuse.

My eyes widened, and for one long moment, my heart stopped. Moving without thinking, I drew her against me.

Her name slipped from my lips in a mangled groan as I held her as close as possible. She may have said my mine, too.

I wasn’t certain.

All I knew was she was finally awake.

Our mouths slammed together in a desperate, hungry kiss.

She nipped at my lips.

I swept my tongue into her mouth.

She moaned, our embrace becoming a tangle of lips and tongues and teeth.

There was nothing gentle about this. I poured all my anger and desperation and sleepless nights into this moment. With equal fervor, she told me with her lips how much she missed me.

Needed me.

Her hand rose, and she grabbed my tunic, smashing our chests together. A groan ripped from me as she deepened the kiss even further, her tongue tangling with mine in a dance as old as time.

Neither of us spoke…

Neither of us could.

No words could adequately describe the feeling of absolute peace within me.

My mate was here. She was awake. The bond between us sang, humming joyfully as we kissed and kissed and kissed.

I had no idea how much time went by before Aileana pulled away. Her lips were plump, and her cheeks were rosy. Those emerald eyes searched my face. Her hand raised, and she ran her fingers through my still-short hair.

“You cut it,” she said.

I nodded, not really wanting to explain dragon shifter mourning rituals at the moment. I should have known she wouldn’t let that go, though. Aileana stared at me expectantly.

After a moment, I shrugged. “You were gone.”

Aileana frowned.

I hated that. She just woke up. This should be a moment of joy. But there was little of that to be found these days.

I was a statue perched on the edge of the bed as she ran her fingers through my hair. If this were what she wanted to do, I wouldn’t fight her on it. I would let her do just about anything to me right now.

She was with me, and she was awake. Nothing else mattered.

A knock came at the door. Aileana’s fingers stilled, pausing her quiet exploration.

“Xander?” Daegal’s voice was quiet. Hesitant, even. “We thought we heard some voices…”

Giving Aileana a quick kiss, I stood and walked to the door. I opened it a crack, peering through. “She’s awake.”

I couldn’t have hidden the relief in my voice even if I tried.

Daegal moved as though to step into the room, but a growl ran through my chest.

I stepped in front of him. “No.”

The dragon rose within me. No one can see her right now.

It wasn’t often the creature was protective like this, but right now, it nipped at the leash I kept on it.

Daegal looked as though he was going to argue, but before he could, he glanced at my face. Whatever he saw there made him pale. He backed up a step, taking Ryllae’s hand in his. “Ah, we’ll just… go for a walk.”

“Good idea,” I growled. More than a little of the dragon leaked into my voice.

The Fortune Elf gulped, glancing over my shoulder. “It’s good to see you awake, Aileana.”

“Daegal,” I snarled as the dragon pushed to the surface. “Go.” The word came out far rougher than I had intended, sounding as though I’d eaten rocks.

I knew the elf meant well, but I couldn’t have another male so close to my bonded mate. Not right now, when we had been separated for so long. Already, the dragon unfurled from its place in my chest. Smoke billowed in my mouth. I was moments away from tearing into my old friend.

Understanding flashed through Daegal’s eyes. He nodded, pulling Ryllae behind him. “We’ll return by sundown.”

A snarl ripped out of me, and my fingers dug into the doorframe. The Death Elf squeaked, hurrying after Daegal. I gripped the wood, willing myself not to move until the door slammed behind them.

Only then did I exhale. I straightened my back, slowly letting tension ebb out of me.

“That was a little rude, Elyx,” said my mate chidingly.

I turned around slowly. “What?”

“You were mean to him,” she said patiently. “He just wanted to say hello.”

“I know.”

“So why?”

Drawing in a smoky breath, I willed myself to calm down. “I can’t share you right now.”

She stared at me, her green eyes wide. There were still moments when I was reminded that Aileana had grown up isolated. She didn’t know how dragons were. “What do you mean?”

“You’re mine, Sunshine.” I stepped towards her.

“Yes,” came her reply moments later. “I’m yours, and you’re mine.”

Another step. The room was small, and there was barely any room between us. Right now, it felt tight, as though the walls were closing in on us.

Those claiming words from our mating should’ve been enough to settle the possessiveness within me, but I was still a tightly coiled rope. Perhaps it was from our months-long separation, or maybe it was the pregnancy, but either way, I was not relaxed at all.

Aileana’s eyes swept over me. “Where is everyone?”

I appreciated that she was trying to change the topic. I rolled my shoulders, trying to ease the possessiveness running through me. “Maiela and Kysha are going to Ipotha. They plan on petitioning the Council of Lords for help. And you saw Daegal and Ryllae. They’re fine.”

“And you?” Aileana asked, reaching out for me. “How are you?”

“I need you.” They were the only words I was able to manage. The only words that could possibly explain the want running through me.

I didn’t even realize I extended my senses, but the pounding of her heart against the confines of her ribs reached my ears.

She whispered, “I need you too.”

The words were all the permission I needed. Closing the distance between us, I took her hand and lifted her off the bed long enough for me to slide in behind her. I drew her towards me. Her head landed on my chest, and I inhaled deeply. Her unique scent of honey and earth filled my pores. I soaked in that familiar aroma until it was all I could smell.

There was something new beneath that familiar scent. I placed my hand on her stomach, holding her close.

How had I missed this earlier? How had I ignored the obvious change? It was so obvious.

Mine, the dragon growled.

Ours.

We remained like that, me holding her on the bed for several minutes until the beast within me calmed.

She was here. She wasn’t leaving. She was mine.

Eventually, Aileana lifted her hand. She raked her fingers through my hair again, her touch soft and questioning. “Why did you do this?”

I knew she wouldn’t let this go.

Sucking in a breath, my eyes fell shut. My heart pounded in my chest, and fire ran through my veins as memories of that horrible day on the battlefield flashed through my mind.

“Xander?”

Tightening my grip around her, I pressed my nose into her hair and inhaled. I had her back. I could do this.

A lump of emotion rose in my throat, and I cleared it before saying, “It’s a… tradition.”

She sucked in a breath, pulling her head away from my chest to look at me. “What kind of tradition?” She frowned, her fingers trailing down my cheek. “I liked your hair long.”

As did I. But I loved her more than my hair. More than anything.

Adjusting the blanket where it rested around her waist, I sighed. “Do you remember what I told you about my father?”

Her confusion pulsed through the bond. “He died, right? Before…”

Her voice trailed off, the silent words echoing around us. The Dragon Massacre.

“Yes. He passed away a few years before that happened.”

I’d never forget the pain of those months that followed. Mama often wept late into the night, when she thought we couldn’t hear her. I’d tried to help, to step up and help with Saena, but I’d been so young. I’d done the best that I could… but sometimes, the best wasn’t good enough.

The bond between Aileana and I pulsed with sadness. “I’m so sorry, Elyx.”

“Me too.” I scrubbed my palm across my face. “After he… when Momma came back…”

I groaned, my words somehow not forming properly within my mouth. My gaze dropped to my lap, and I stared at the lump in my pocket that was the Gilded Amulet. So much loss and pain, and for what? A piece of gold? Power? Ridiculous.

“It’s alright, Xander. I’m here.”

I squeezed her, letting her presence soothe me. “When dragon shifters mourn, we… it’s…”

Words were still hard to find, but she knew. She understood.

She laced her fingers through mine. “You cut your hair… for me?”

My heart ached as memories of that horrible day on the battlefield three months ago flashed through my mind. Pain and sorrow filled me, the darkness of those moments after I first lost Aileana flooding through me.

“Yes,” I said hoarsely.

Aileana twisted in my lap. Her head tilted, and she studied me intently. Her eyes turned glassy, and a single tear ran down her cheek. “I’m here now, Elyxander.”

And thank the gods for that. “I’m never going to let you go, Aileana. From now until the day I Fade, I will always be by your side.”

That was my vow to her and our unborn child.

She asked teasingly, “You’ll hold onto me forever? That might make things complicated.”

“I don’t care,” I growled. She didn’t understand yet, but she would. She was mine, and I would ensure she lived the long, free life she deserved. “You are never giving yourself up again, Aileana. Not for the Gilded Amulet. Not for me. Not for anyone. You keep yourself and our baby safe, no matter what.”

There was nothing else that mattered. No one else. Not the balance, our friends, the Spirits. Just the two of them.

She didn’t say anything.

I touched her chin, angling her head so her eyes met mine. “Promise me, Aileana.”

A beat passed, and then she nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“Not good enough.”

“What?” she snapped.

“You heard me. No more making decisions without talking them through with me.”

And when we did talk through them, I would not let her do anything that put her at risk. Especially not when she was in this state.

She sighed. “Xander—”

“No.” I shook my head. “This isn’t up for debate. You don’t get to make bad decisions anymore, Aileana.”

She sucked in a breath, and fire flashed through her gaze. Instantly, it struck me that I may have said the wrong thing.

The air was as thick as mud. Emerald eyes searched mine. Her jaw clenched. Anger pulsed through our bond.

You are an absolute idiot, the dragon said, deciding this was the moment to break its silence. Apparently, it had completely regained control of its possessiveness and was now happy to be a snarky commentator. If she had a dagger, it would absolutely be buried in you right now.

I snarled at the beast, telling it exactly what I thought of its unsolicited advice.

When Aileana spoke again, her words were measured and selected with care. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. You can’t make any more bad decisions.”

The dragon’s voice was snide as it advised, If you value your life, you should stop talking now.

I ignored that advice. This was an important conversation. It wasn’t even up for debate. Obviously, her decision-making skills left something to be desired. She never should’ve given herself up. It never should’ve even crossed her mind.

Her eyes searched mine. “You… no. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Yes, you did,” I growled. “You never should have given yourself to Saena.”

“She was going to kill us all!” Aileana shouted. “Every single one of us was going to die.”

“You truly believe that was the right thing to do?”

“Yes!” she yelled.

Both our chests heaved, and we glared at each other. The air crackled with fury. We’d always had moments like this, Aileana and I, but for some reason, I assumed we wouldn’t fight when we were first reunited.

Evidently, I was wrong.

She seethed, “It was the only option.”

“There’s always other options. Ones that don’t endanger you.”

Aileana snarled. At another moment, in another situation, I would’ve found it attractive. Right now, it just served to infuriate me further.

“Not. Always.” She raised a brow. “Besides, it worked. We’re all alive, right?”

Stubborn, irritating, vexing female. “You—”

“We’re. All. Alive. Right?”

“I mean… yes,” I conceded. My words slipped through my jaw, which was so tense it was a miracle I hadn’t cracked any teeth. “All six of us are alive.”

“Then I stand by my earliest assessment. I made the right choice.” Her eyes flashed, and green sparks danced on her flesh. Somehow, she managed to look fierce despite having woken up a short while ago.

I couldn’t stay on the bed any longer. Standing, I raked my hands through my hair and glared at the closed door. I wanted to talk to her, but right now, this wasn’t the right moment. Arguing wouldn’t get us anywhere.

“I need a moment,” I ground out through clenched teeth.

Anger was a rushing river flowing through me. I had one foot in it already, and I could feel the current ready to pull me under. If I got swept away in the dark emotion, there was no telling how dangerous things could become. My dragon was too close to the surface, and I was too wound up. I couldn’t risk losing control.

With that thought firmly in mind, I walked to the closed door and gripped the frame. Resting my head on the grainy wood, I forced myself to breathe.

Minutes passed. She didn’t move, and neither did I. My chest heaved as I wrestled the dragon back within me.

When I was sure I had the situation under control, I said, “I mourned you.”

Those three words were all I had right now. All I could say.

Aileana sucked in a breath from her spot on the bed. “What?”

The individual swirls and grooves in the wood were more interesting than ever. Staring at them, I repeated, “I mourned you.”

My words hung in the air. I turned around, clenching my fists in my tunic. My lungs tightened, and that familiar wave of grief threatened to pull me back.

“From the moment you disappeared on Saena’s back, I grieved your loss.” I crossed the room and kneeled before her, placing my hand on her belly. “I mourned you both. I didn’t know if I would ever see you again.”

Her hand landed on mine. “Elyx—”

“No.” I shook my head, raising my eyes to hers. “I grieved for you. For us. For… everything. Don’t ask me to allow you to endanger yourself again, Aileana, because I can’t. I already lost you once. I was numb… If it happens again, I won’t come back. I need you to live, no matter what.”

I needed them both to live, grow, and experience life at its fullest. That was my deepest desire, the wishes of my heart. Everything else, including my own life, was secondary to that desire.

Silence stretched between us as her gaze searched mine.

Eventually, she said, “Okay.”

“You agree?” I asked.

She dipped her head. “I’ll try my best, Xander.” Her hand slipped into mine, and she squeezed. “I don’t ever… I hated being apart from you, too. Each moment was horrible. My heart was broken, living without my other half. I didn’t… I’m sorry.”

I blew out a long breath and kissed her. Thank the gods, she agreed. I wasn’t foolish enough to think Aileana would actually listen, at least not all the time. I knew my bonded mate too well. She was stubborn and fierce and had a tendency to act without thinking. But maybe this would keep her in line long enough for me to protect her.

Settling beside her on the bed, I reached into my pocket and drew out the amulet. “Look.”

Aileana’s eyes widened. “You stole it back?”

“Is it really stealing if Saena was cocky enough to just leave it out in the open?” I’d been surprised my sister had brought the amulet to her coronation, but judging by the opulent affair, she’d clearly spared no expense. She probably brought it just to show it off.

Aileana smirked, and for a moment, she looked like her old self. “No, I suppose it isn’t.” Resting a hand on her belly, she asked, “Tell me more about where Maiela and Kysha have gone.”

Grabbing another pillow to put behind her back, I settled in beside my mate. “They went to Ipotha. They hope…”

Hours passed as I filled Aileana in on everything that had happened while she’d been gone. There was so much we’d missed, and there were so many things to say. The entire time I talked, I held her close and reveled in her nearness.

I gave her the dagger, explaining how I’d found it on the battlefield. She assured me her wrist was fine, even after I examined it, and then she told me about the Winged Soldier named Zinal.

I would kill him for what he’d done to her—but only if she didn’t get there first.

Eventually, Aileana yawned. She fell asleep, safe in my arms, and I held her.

She was mine, and I would never let her go again.


No One Touches Me
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“Iwill destroy them all!” I shrieked, my voice echoing through the throne room. “Every single one of them will die. I’m going to make their deaths last for so long that they’ll forget what it was like to live without pain.”

Tearing at my hair, I pulled it out in clumps and dropped it on the ground. Seeing those black locks littering the floor around me did nothing to ease my anger. If anything, it made things worse.

How had things gone so wrong?

After the… escape, the coronation had been over. Obviously. There was nothing to celebrate after that. I’d unceremoniously shoved the crown on my head, had a few priests declare me blessed, and that was it.

I didn’t have time for anything else.

Legions of Winged Soldiers took to the skies after the coronation, searching for my brother and his friends, but they hadn’t found anything.

Failures. All of them.

“Your Majesty?” One of the Winged Soldiers stepped forward. He reached out, his black wings flaring behind him as he touched my arm. “Perhaps you should sleep—”

I wrenched my arm away, snarling. “You dare touch me?” I seethed. “No one touches me.”

Not even Ranor, unless explicitly invited.

The guard blanched, stumbling back a step. “I just thought—”

A growl rumbled through me. “That’s your problem. You. Thought. Why would I listen to you? You’re a male. All of you are horrible bastards who betray, betray, betray.”

First, Dante. Then, my brother. Again and again, the males in my life proved they could not be trusted.

The Winged Soldier’s eyes widened, and he stumbled back. “I just—”

He never had a chance to finish his sentence. My magic flew threw the air, piercing his black armor like an arrow and diving into his heart.

He cried out, the strange sound echoing around the otherwise silent room. Clutching at his chest, the guard had the absolute gall to appear betrayed.

The audacity.

He was the one who touched me.

“M-m-my Queen?” the dying guard stuttered.

He didn’t even understand why he was dying. Pathetic. I didn’t have time for this. Clenching my fist, my black magic wound around his heart and constricted.

Inky blood trickled out of the guard’s mouth and nose. He gasped.

None of the other guards said a word. Not when I snarled. Not when the male’s body contorted. Not even when an agonizing moan escaped him while my magic crushed his heart.

Even when his eyes met mine, and he croaked, “Why?” the rest of them remained silent.

I held his gaze as the life drained from him. I took no pleasure in his death, but it was important. I stood from my throne, towering over him. “Because I am the Queen of Ithenmyr and Drahan. Soon, I will rule the Four Kingdoms. I am the one in charge, and you are nothing but a male. Good for a roll in the sheets and nothing else.”

Sometimes, they barely accomplished that.

Honestly, incompetence surrounded me on all sides.

Except for me, the draken within me purred.

Yes. You are good to me.

No one else was, though.

When the guard finally died, the silence was deafening.

My heart pounded in my chest, and suddenly, I was exhausted.

I stepped over the corpse, my crimson robes sweeping behind me. When I was halfway to the door, I turned. “Does anyone else have anything they’d like to say?”

Not a single one spoke, all their gazes locked on their deceased brethren.

“Good.” I pointed to the dead soldier. “Someone, clean that up. I need a stiff drink.”

Then, I would make a new plan.

The Gilded Amulet might be gone, but I still had my shadow warriors and the armies of two nations.

I would retrieve what belonged to me, and this time, I would crush everyone in my path.

Nothing would stop me now.


I’m a Fortune Elf, Not a God
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Ryllae and I didn’t return to the cabin until the sun had already dipped below the horizon. Thank Kydona, we grabbed cloaks and mittens before we left. We needed them to ward off the cold because this winter seemed never-ending. Flowers should be blooming, and grass should be growing, but instead, darkness was all around us.

“Do you think it’s safe?” Ryllae asked as we approached the cabin.

I squeezed her hand. “I hope so.”

With any luck, Xander had been able to get his dragon under control. I’d seen the scales rippling on his skin and the green flash in his eyes as the beast struggled to escape. He was right to warn us to leave.

I’d witnessed bonded males go into what I could only describe as rage-induced possessive temper tantrums when a perceived threat came too close to their mate. The problem was that after a separation, they perceived everyone as a threat. I’d never heard of a bonded part who was separated as long as Aileana and Xander had been. Over the next few days, I’d be very careful. The last thing I wanted to do was subject Ryllae to another dangerous situation.

“You’ll keep me safe,” she said, her voice merely a wisp. I recognized that sound and knew her mind was far from here.

Pulling her against me, I tilted up her chin. “How are you feeling, love?”

She blinked, those big, beautiful eyes searching mine. “Do you think I killed anyone in the temple?” Her gaze dropped to her hand, where a red ribbon wove around her fingers. “Did my magic—”

“No.” I put my hand over hers, trapping that thread of power between us. “No one was irrevocably hurt. At least, not because of you.”

There was no telling what the queen would do now that she’d lost Aileana and the Gilded Amulet.

Ryllae sucked in a breath. “Are you sure?” She drew her lip through her teeth and traced the red lines peeking out from beneath her sleeve. “I know who I am, Daegal.”

“The High Lady of Death,” I murmured.

It wasn’t a secret. At least, not between us. I’d suspected who my mate was for quite some time, but it had taken her a while to be ready for the truth. As with all things, I was willing to wait as she explored exactly what that meant.

“Yes, that.” She shuddered, her grip tightening on my hand. “Do you think… What if… Am I destined to be a killer? Aileana brings things to life. She gives to the land. Am I fated to be a bringer of death?” Her voice was little more than a whisper as she added, “I don’t want that.”

A heaviness settled upon us both. I wished I could tell her that it wasn’t the case, but I wouldn’t lie to her. I gathered her in my arms and rubbed her back. “I don’t know, Dark One.”

Surprise flickered through her eyes as she met my gaze. “You don’t?”

I chuckled softly. “Love, I’m a Fortune Elf, not a god.” Her mouth fell open, and I kissed her. When her cheeks were flushed, and she relaxed in my arms, I said, “But I do know this: you are unique, Ryllae, in every way. Strong, beyond belief. Courageous, too.”

She opened her mouth, undoubtedly to protest, but I kept going before she could interrupt. “No matter what it means to be the High Lady of Death, I will stand by you. Nothing will tear us apart.”

That gaze that I loved so deeply searched mine. “Do you mean it?”

“Of course.” I traced her mating mark before lacing our fingers together. I kissed her knuckles and then led her towards the cabin door. The temperature was dropping, and clouds loomed overhead. “I never would have vowed to be by your side if I didn’t mean it.”

“Gods, I love you.” Ryllae smiled as we approached the door.

The sight of her lips tilting up made everything worth it. My mate didn’t smile nearly enough. I would make it my goal to bring a smile to her lips every single day from here on out.

My own lips twitched as I raised a fist and knocked. “Xander?” I called out. “Can we come in?”

After what I saw earlier, I wouldn’t bring Ryllae into the cabin until I confirmed the dragon was nowhere in sight.

Feet shuffled inside the cabin. Someone was coming.

I tucked Ryllae behind him. “Let me talk to him first.”

She nodded, taking a step back. I wasn’t a possessive male by nature—certainly nothing compared to the dragon shifter inside—but a deep part of me was happy to see that my mate listened without question.

The knob turned, and the door creaked open. Xander stood before us, his aura strong and lacking any trace of the dragon. Aileana stood behind him, her sharp eyes looking us over. The Earth Elf had changed, and she wore a black tunic with the sleeves rolled to her elbows with matching leggings. The belted cord beneath her breasts made the slight swell of her stomach visible, and her hair was braided away from her face. Her green aura was steady, but traces of the past few months were visible the more I studied her. Her skin was pale, and she looked like she hadn’t seen the sun in months.

Aileana stepped forward and clasped Ryllae’s hands in her own. If my mate was surprised, she didn’t show it on her face. “Thank you for what you did at the temple,” the Earth Elf said. “Your magic saved me.”

They exchanged a glance, and a glimmer of understanding passed between them.

Ryllae dipped her head, her cheeks flushing. Her horn brushed my shoulder as she held my hand again, tighter than before. “You’re welcome. t was… right.”

Another knowing look passed between them before Aileana smiled. “Come in,” she said. “I boiled some water. I think we need to have a chat.”
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Aileana was a natural-born leader.

I’d thought as much from the first moment we met, but now, it was confirmed. It was nice to see Xander with someone who was comfortable ordering him around. Aileana walked to the fire, grabbing the kettle while asking her mate to fetch the mugs.

Amazingly, Xander obeyed without question, handing them to her before pulling out a seat for her. He waited for her to sit before dropping in beside her and slinging his arm over her shoulder. I’d known the dragon shifter for years, and I’d seen him in many roles, but this one was new.

Father-to-be.

The role suited him well.

I led Ryllae to the other side of the table, holding out her chair until she was seated before taking the last spot. The cabin was small and intimate, but it was protected from the elements. The crackling fire in the hearth and the foggy windows painted a warm scene compared to the chilly weather outside. I’d certainly spent nights in far worse locations than this.

Aileana reached for the teapot, but Xander batted her hands out of the way. He took the kettle, pouring the steaming liquid into the four cups before clearing his throat. “I’ve filled Aileana in on the broad strokes of what happened.”

“Good.” I met the Earth Elf’s gaze. “Then you know the darkness is spreading?”

A shudder ran through her, and her aura rippled. “Anyone with working eyes could see that.” She pointed out the frosted window, where a fresh blanket of snow dusted the black trees. “It’s just getting worse. I think I’ll be able to help, but—”

“She can’t use her magic yet,” Xander said, speaking over Aileana as he glared at her. “She needs to rest.”

His tone made it clear it wasn’t up for discussion. Although, maybe it wasn’t that obvious because Aileana’s fingers curled into a fist on the tabletop.

“Is that so?”

“Yes,” he ground out.

The pair glared at each other, and tension thickened the air until it was almost hazy.

Inching back in my chair, I drew Ryllae closer to me. I didn’t want her anywhere near these two if they got in a fight.

“I’m sorry, Elyxander,” Aileana spoke slowly, each word like a dagger as it sliced through the dense air. “I must have missed the part where you get to tell me what to do.”

The dragon shifter growled, “You said you would listen.”

“No, I said I would talk to you before making decisions,” he countered.

If looks could light fires, this entire cabin would have burst into flames from the looks the mated pair were shooting at each other.

Eventually, Xander broke Aileana’s gaze. He turned to me, his anger palpable. A vein in his jaw bulged as he asked, “Can you use your magic and See what is to come?”

My own jaw clenched. Usually, I had no problem using my magic. But right now, doing so would mean leaving my mate essentially alone and unprotected in a room that felt like it was moments away from exploding.

I was about to decline when Ryllae’s hand landed gently on my arm. “It’s fine,” she murmured. “They won’t hurt me.”

I glanced at her. “You’re sure?”

She nodded. A red ribbon wove around her wrist like a bracelet. I was proud to see her using her magic so freely, and her crimson aura was strong. “Alright.” I pecked her cheek before turning back to the others. “I’ll do it.”

Knowing it was better to go into the silver planes without any preconceptions of what I wanted to find, I didn’t ask any questions. Instead, I simply bowed my head, reached within myself, and pulled on my magic.
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As soon as I set foot on the silver planes, I could tell something had changed. An ominous, foreboding energy filled the air. The hairs on my neck stood on end, and goosebumps peppered my arms.

I drew in a deep breath, turning in a slow circle.

The paths had changed since the red moon. Darkness still shrouded much of the future, but there were new opportunities to be had and choices to be made.

There was… hope. It had been so long since I’d felt that tell-tale flutter in my chest that my heart caught in my throat. Could there truly be a change in the future?

Dropping to my knees, I picked up the first path. It ran through my fingers like water. Death and darkness were everywhere, which was to be expected. I tossed that one to the side and grabbed the next.

It predicted a brutal, gory end to the Four Kingdoms.

I threw that one away, too.

Being a Fortune Elf wasn’t an easy task, and patience was required of me on the best of days. Today was a trying day, even for me.

I ran over twenty variations of deadly futures before finally—finally!—I found one that didn’t end in death.

The moment I touched this path, I knew it was different.

For one, this future did not take place in Ithenmyr. That was… unusual. This wasn’t the first time the silver planes had shown me events outside the borders of my own country, but it was rare, especially with the darkness. I had only Seen snippets of what would come in Ipotha and Eleyta, and I’d never Seen anything in Drahan. It could be because I didn’t know anyone in the Southern Kingdom, or more likely, it was because of Saena’s black magic.

But this…

This path provided hope, which we desperately needed.

When I reached the end, I placed the path down and sat on my haunches. This was… new. The future I’d Seen was not without its hardships, and there would be pain in our future.

I sat in silence for several minutes and allowed the weight of what I’d Seen settle upon me.

Then, I pulled on my magic and moved back to the realm of reality. There was no time to spare.
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By the time I returned, Aileana and Xander seemed to have worked out their differences, and the tension in the room was significantly lower. The dragon shifter rubbed his mate’s back while she sipped her tea and chatted softly with Ryllae.

The silver had barely cleared from my eyes when Xander met my gaze. “You’re back,” he said.

“I am.”

Aileana put her teacup on the table. “Well?”

“I… you’re not going to believe this.”

Inhaling deeply, I set both hands flat on the table. “When the red moon rose, change rippled across the Four Kingdoms,” I said slowly, picking my words with care as I processed the things I’d Seen. “There was a challenge in Eleyta.”

Ryllae and Aileana stared at me, their brows furrowed, but understanding flickered in Xander’s eyes. He’d spent time in Eleyta, and he knew the ways of the vampires.

In the Northern Kingdom, rulers were not chosen by blood or birthright but by sheer strength and power. Vampires were a bloodthirsty, vicious lot, filled with cruelty, malice, and darkness. They thrived on the shedding of blood, terrorizing the night, and living beneath the moon. Even the kinder ones were still dangerous weapons.

Xander wrapped his arm around Aileana and drew her towards him. “And the challenger. Did they… die?”

I shook my head. “That’s the thing, Xan.” I could scarcely believe it. Everyone knew the Northern Queen was evil personified, filled with malice and darkness and a hatred for humans so deep it permeated everything she did. “She’s gone. There is a… new power in Eleyta.”

Aileana’s mouth opened in an “O.”

“There’s more,” I said, looking at the pair. “I Saw you.”

“Me?” Xander asked.

“Both of you,” I clarified. “In a few weeks from now, the two of you were meeting with the one they call the Prince of Darkness.”


An Irritating, Frustrating, Possessive Male
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Staring at Daegal, I tried to process his words. He Saw us with vampires? I’d only ever met one creature of the night, and that experience had not been delightful. Valeria had been involved with Xander in the past, and she hadn’t taken kindly to our relationship. To say she’d been extremely cruel towards me would be an understatement.

Xander had told me about the so-called Prince of Darkness. The vampire was dangerous, powerful, and killed without compunction. He wielded shadows and darkness, giving him his name, and all the vampires feared him.

And now we were going to meet him. Great. That was… not delightful. Just once, I’d love it if our lives took an uncomplicated path. I had just escaped the clutches of an evil queen a few days ago, and now we were going to enter another country where danger was rumored to lurk around every corner.

“Fantastic,” I grumbled, my voice lacking all traces of enthusiasm. “I suppose this plan involves more hiking, too?”

Of all the various activities I’d done since escaping my tower, hiking was my least favorite. It was long and tedious and made all my muscles burn. Not to mention the added complication of my pregnancy. Already, I was more tired than normal, and I hadn’t even used my magic yet. I imagined that hiking in this condition would be even more exhausting than normal.

Daegal chuckled, arching a brow. “It does.”

I groaned.

The Fortune Elf hurriedly added, “But you won’t be the one hiking.”

“Oh?” That was new. “What do you mean?”

He glanced at Ryllae before looking back at me. “We’re not coming with you.”

His words hung in the air, and Xander tilted his head.

“Is that wise?” my mate asked his old friend.

Daegal lifted a shoulder. “Maybe not, but it’s our best bet. The future I Saw is tumultuous and fluid. One thing is extremely clear: when things come to a head, we will need all the help we can get. While you two venture into the Northern Kingdom, Ryllae and I will return to the Indigo Coast.”

To see the merfolk. I nodded as understanding dawned on me. “You want to petition the High Queen for help?”

“I do,” he said.

Ryllae drew her bottom lip through her teeth. “It’s not a bad idea,” she said slowly. “When we were in Coral City, we swore an oath with the High Queen of the Seven Seas. They vowed to help us restore the balance.”

“I hate the broken balance,” Xander grumbled. “It’s all anyone can talk about.”

“Me too.” I couldn’t wait until this was over, and we needed it to end. Soon. My hand slipped to my stomach, and I rubbed my growing bump. The last thing I wanted to do was bring a child into a world where females were always under attack, and everything was in constant upheaval. “So, the Northern Kingdom. When do we leave?”

Daegal said, “As soon as you’re ready—”

“Two weeks,” Xander said gruffly, interrupting his friend.

I blinked, turning to stare at my silver-haired dragon shifter. “Excuse me?”

He raised a brow. “You need to rest, Aileana.”

“Do I?”

“Yes.” His eyes flashed green as the dragon flicked through his gaze. “There’s no way in the seven circles of hell we’re going anywhere until you’re fully recovered. I won’t let you.”

The possessive growl in his voice echoed the feelings pulsing through our bond. Would this continue during my entire pregnancy? I was already tired of it.

I tilted my head. “What if I wanted to leave today?”

Not that I really wanted to—if I were being honest, a nap sounded great right now—but I had to know.

“We aren’t leaving today,” was his response.

I sighed. “Xander—”

“Aileana.” He held my gaze firmly, a stubborn glint in his eyes that rivelled my own. “You’re my mate, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

“I am safe,” I countered.

“You’re safe because you’re resting,” he said calmly. Too calmly. “We won’t be leaving until you’re fully back to normal. I won’t discuss this further.”

This male. This irritating, frustrating, possessive, angry male.

We’d been apart for a few months, and as a result, he had reverted to the exact same grouchy alpha he’d been when we met.

Well, too bad for him. If he thought that just because I was pregnant with his child, he could tell me what to do, he was in for one hell of a reckoning. I was strong and capable of making my own decisions. Mating bond and pregnancy aside, I was still the same elf I’d been the day we met in the King’s Forest.

I was just a little more… powerful.

“You don’t want to discuss this, Elyxander?”

He shook his head.

I leaned forward, my jaw clenching. “Too. Bad. We’re discussing it.”

He snarled. “No.”

A cough came from the other side of the table. I’d honestly forgotten the other pair was still there. My entire body was focused on Xander.

“Uh… we’re going to bed,” Daegal said. “Come on, Ryllae.”

I continued to glare at Xander, even as footsteps filled the air. A door clicked shut, leaving us alone.

It didn’t alleviate the tension brewing between me and my dragon shifter. The air was so thick that it practically crackled. The logs hissed in the hearth. My heart thundered.

Xander gripped his teacup with white-knuckled hands, and he scowled at the porcelain as though it had personally insulted him.

“You were gone, Aileana.” His voice was so low that I could barely hear him. “Taken. I didn’t know where you were or what was happening to you. I didn’t even know for sure if you were still breathing!”

I sucked in a breath, and some of my anger dissipated. “Xander—”

“No.” The mug cracked, the remaining liquid sloshing onto the table. The porcelain broke, and the edges sliced into his palms. “You may not like it, Aileana, but you are going to rest.”

Licking my lips, I sighed. This meant more to him than it did me. Maybe—and it was a big maybe, one that I would never admit—he might be right. I could, possibly, enjoy a bit of rest.

When I didn’t respond, Xander continued. “We are not going to dive headfirst into danger. The balance is already broken. Another two weeks isn’t going to make or break anything. The last thing I want to have happen is for you to use too much magic too soon. What if the earth tries to take you again?”

All of a sudden, a memory rushed back to me. Or maybe it had been a dream? Either way, he needed to know about it.

“About that…”

My voice trailed off, but Xander noticed. Thelrena help me, but he always noticed.

“What?” He took my hand in his, broken cup forgotten. “Tell me.”

His voice brokered no room for discussion.

I sighed. There was no point trying to hide this from him. He’d probably be upset, but it would be better if I told him now. “Before I woke, I had a… dream. At least, I think it was a dream. Or an experience. It was strange.”

“What do you mean?”

I chewed on my lip. Knowing Xander, once he found out what the earth had done, he’d extend this ridiculous ban on my magic to eternity.

But I had to tell him something. I’d already started taking us down this path. I couldn’t abandon it now. Hoping it would be enough, I said, “The earth needed me.”

It wasn’t enough.

“I need you.” Xander’s hand rested on my belly. “We need you. The earth doesn’t have a claim on you.”

“But you do.” It wasn’t a question, nor was I being snarky. I was Xander’s, just as much as he was mine.

Our mating marks were a physical reminder of the connection tying us together.

His amber eyes searched mine. “Yes. That’s why you need to listen to me. Give your body a break, Aileana. Let your magic refill and make sure your wrist is healed.” He paused, then added the one word that he knew would make me bend to his will. “Please.”

Damn it. Of course, he would say please. He knew that word broke down all my barriers. Especially when it came from him.

I sighed. “Fine. For you,”—I glared at him, making sure he knew that I wasn’t happy about this compromise—“I’ll wait a week.”

“Two,” he said firmly.

“One and a half, or none,” I bargained.

He palmed the back of his neck and exhaled. “Alright.” He drew me towards him, kissing my nose, my cheeks, and then, my forehead. “Ten days and not a minute earlier.”

Then he claimed my lips. His tongue swept into my mouth, and I melted against him. He chuckled darkly, the sound rumbling through him as his hands slipped down my neck, my breasts, my stomach, and my hips.

A moan slipped out of me as Xander’s hands slid under my bottom. He lifted me from the chair, pressing me against him.

“I can walk, Xander,” I protested.

He nipped my lip. “You can, but you won’t.”

“No?”

He carried me into our bedroom, kicking the door shut with his heel. “No. You’re going to take it easy for the next ten days. You’ll rest in bed and let me take care of you.”

As if proving his point, he deposited me on the bed carefully.

I stared up at him. “Bossy, much?”

“Yes.” He pulled his tunic over his head and dropped the garment on the floor beside him.

I couldn’t help but stare at him. I’d imagined this—him—every single day we were apart. I’d dreamed about tracing his many scars with my tongue, my teeth, my fingers. I’d spent hours thinking about the way his muscles rippled and the firmness of his sculpted chest. Any protests I had about being relegated to bedrest for the next ten days dried up on my tongue as his fingers reached for the drawstring holding up his trousers. He pulled the cord, and the garment fell to the floor.

“Gods,” I whispered, not even realizing the word slipped past my lips.

My memory had done Xander a disservice. The lines of his body were harder than before, more chiseled, more… edgy. He was slightly thinner, which only served to accentuate his muscles.

Had the grief I’d put him through done this to him?

He moved towards me, a chuckle rumbling through our bond. “Do you like what you see, Sunshine?”

I could never lie to him. Be annoyed, yes. But lie? Never. I breathed, “Yes.”

He came even closer, his golden gaze smoldering. “Sunshine, when we argue, it does things to me.”

There was a foot between us now. I stared up at him from the bed, my core tightening. Still, I managed to raise a brow and coyly ask, “Is that so?”

He fell to his knees, trailing a finger over the belt wrapped beneath my breasts. “Very much so.” His amber eyes darkened. “I think you’re well aware of that fact.”

My breath hitched, and I licked my lips. “I may have had an inkling of such a phenomenon.”

Lies. I knew exactly what it did to him. Not only had I seen the way his eyes darkened and his nostrils flared when we argued, but I’d been the recipient of his attentions after enough disagreements that I knew they made him… extra attentive in all the best ways.

Xander growled, “More than an inkling.”

He tugged on the knot beneath my breasts, undoing the belt. It fell away, and he lifted my tunic over my head. The air was cool on my bare flesh, but I would have endured far colder temperatures if it meant I got to hear his possessive, “Mine” that rumbled through him again.

For so long, I thought I would never hear his voice again. Never touch him again. Never be alone with him again.

He must have been thinking the same thing, because our bond pulsed with love.

“I’m yours, and you’re mine,” I murmured.

He repeating the mating words before lowering his head and kissing every exposed part of me. He traced the green markings running over my body with his tongue.

My head fell back on the pillow, and though I tried to be quiet, I couldn’t help the gasps and moans that slipped from my lips. Every touch brought me closer and closer to an edge I was desperate to fall over.

Running my fingers through his shortened hair, I loved how the strands bristled against my hand.

His kisses were everything, but they weren’t where I needed him to be.

I pushed him lower. “More, Xander.”

A chuckle laced with darkness came from him as he lazily swept his tongue over my stomach. “More what?”

My eyes fluttered shut as I arched my back. “You know what.”

Another dark rumble. “Maybe I need a reminder.”

He didn’t. He knew exactly what I was asking for.

“Please, Xander.”

He looked up, resting his chin on my lower stomach as his golden eyes twinkled. “Do you promise to rest after?”

“Is this how you’ll reward me?”

He kissed my stomach. “Yes.”

“Then I’ll rest.” There was no hardship here. In fact, if he told me this would be the treatment I’d receive for giving in to his demands to rest, I wouldn’t have put up as much of a fight. Any tiredness I’d felt earlier was gone now, and all I wanted was him.

His def fingers found their way to my waistband. He kissed his way across my stomach, not at all going in the direction I wanted—needed—him to go. He was toying with me. “I can certainly think of ways to keep you occupied over the next week and a half.”

“Elyxander,” I half-whispered, half-moaned his name as I writhed beneath him. This was the most exquisite torture, and he knew exactly what he was doing to me. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just please, touch me.”

Finally, he listened.

At the first touch of his lips to my center, I nearly screamed. He worshiped me with his mouth and hands, showing me how much he missed me. It still wasn’t enough. I needed more. Thank the gods, he was done playing.

He didn’t make me wait as he joined me on the bed, crawling between my legs. He was careful not to put his weight on me, and when he slid into me, we both exhaled sighs of relief.

This was what I needed. Him. All of it.

Our joining was everything I had ever remembered it to be. My magic hummed in my veins. With every passing minute, I felt stronger than the last.

He was mine, and I was his.

Afterwards, we were a tangle of limbs. I feel asleep in the crook of his arm, using his chest as a pillow.

Maybe resting for a few days wouldn’t be so bad after all.


Seek the Ones of Shadows and Light
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Seven days had passed since Aileana had agreed to rest. Seven long days.

It was a miracle she was still in the cabin. For the first few days, she had allowed me to take care of her without putting up much fuss, but that had since passed. She had become increasingly anxious over the past few days.

And by increasingly anxious, I meant grouchy and unpleasant. However, even I knew it wasn’t appropriate to speak about a pregnant person like that, let alone my bonded mate.

So, it was just anxiety. The kind that came with a lot of sharp words, glares, and threats to stab me.

She was done waiting.

This morning when I woke, she was already sitting in bed. She glared at me. Her arms were crossed, and her mouth set in a straight line. Greenery covered the walls—vines and leafy greens that had erupted while we reacquainted ourselves with each other’s bodies. I loved those signs of my mate’s power. The scowling female responsible for them didn’t seem too pleased, though.

“Good morning, Sunshine.”

She glowered at me. “It’s not good.”

“No?”

“No. I’m tired of resting.”

This was the same argument we’d had a dozen times yesterday. Instead of pushing her buttons, I kissed her and made my way to the kitchen. I’d already learned that feeding Aileana first thing in the morning did wonders for her mood. I prepared her a bowl of porridge, bringing it back to our bedroom.

Even after she finished it, though, that frustrated look remained.

At least now she was scowling at the empty bowl, and not me. “Do we have anything else to eat?” she asked.

I frowned. The cabin had a limited pantry of shelf-stable ingredients, so our diet was mainly restricted to porridge and whatever animals Daegal or I were able to hunt.

“I’m sorry, no.” I settled on the bed beside her, fluffing the pillow behind her back. Twisting the Gilded Amulet where it hung around my neck, I tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Daegal and Ryllae went into town early this morning. They’ll be gone all day procuring supplies for their journey.”

Her lips tilted down. “I wanted to go with them.”

I knew she did. That’s why I asked Daegal to leave before the sun rose. “It’s too much for you.”

That response earned me a growl. It would have been sweet if it hadn’t been accompanied by a glare that could kill.

Ignoring the adorable sound that promised violence, I took Aileana’s hand in mine. “How’s your wrist feeling?”

“It’s fine, just like the rest of me,” was her tart reply.

“Aileana—”

“Look.” She raised her hand, and green ribbons twisted around her fingers. They moved slowly as if in a waltz, dancing to a tune only they could hear.

I captured one of the ribbons in my hand. It buzzed like a bee trapped against the confines of my flesh, vibrating as it touched my skin. Not wrong, but… strange.

I met Aileana’s eyes. “I thought you were resting?”

She huffed, drawing the magic back into her. “I did rest. Now I’m done.”

Was this how every pregnant elf acted, or just mine?

“I’m going outside today, Xander.” Aileana pointed to the window. “The sun is shining, it’s not snowing, and I’m full of energy. It’s the perfect day for an adventure.”

This again.

I sighed. “I really don’t think—”

“It wasn’t a question,” she interrupted me. “I’m telling you that I will be leaving this cabin and getting some fresh air, Xander. I’ve been a good patient for long enough, but you’re keeping me trapped. The walls are closing in on me.”

“I’m just trying to keep you safe.”

She sighed. “I know, but Xander, I’m in a cage.”

My eyes widened. “No—”

“Yes. I know it’s not your intention, but I feel too confined. I need to get out of here.”

Those were the words that broke me. I would never cage Aileana. She was fierce, powerful, and strong. She was everything to me, even though she also made me want to pull my hair out at the roots and roar my frustrations to the heavens.

“Alright.” I palmed my neck, giving in. “But at the first sign of your discomfort, we’re coming back inside.”

She grinned, jumping off the bed and dancing towards the door. “Deal.”
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“We can still turn around,” I said, my hand on the doorknob. “I won’t blame you if you want to go back to bed. We could do other, more enjoyable things.” I wiggled my brows suggestively.

Alas, she didn’t give in. “I’m fine, Xander.” Pulling her cloak’s hood firmly over her head, she added, “I’m not going to change my mind, so stop trying to delay me. It’s not going to work.”

Then, before I could reply, she reached around me and pushed open the door. A gust of blustery wind entered the space, and Aileana darted around me. She hurried outside, the snow crunching under her borrowed boots. They were a bit big for her, and I hoped Daegal and Ryllae would find clothes that fit her better on their trip into town.

Though the sky was blue and cloudless, the brisk wind spoke of an impending snow storm. This weather was all wrong. Spring should’ve arrived a month ago, but we were still stuck in the throes of winter. That, too, was probably caused by the broken balance.

The weather didn’t seem to bother Aileana as she strolled outside the cabin. She spread her arms and spun in a circle, her mouth stretched into a wide grin.

“Come on.” Her eyes twinkled. “It’s beautiful out here.”

My gaze wandered appreciatively over my bonded mate. I would never get enough of this—of her. “You make it that way, Sunshine.”

Aileana glanced over her shoulder, her cheeks reddening prettily as she bit her cheek. “Thank you, Xander.”

My brows rose to my forehead. I stepped outside, kicking the door shut behind me. “For what?”

“For saving me.”

“Always. I would never have stopped searching for you.”

“I know.” She stopped twirling and moved towards me. “That’s why I love you.”

I drew her into my arms, and her back rested against my chest. “I love you too.” My hand slipped to the swell of her belly. “Both of you. In all my years wandering the Four Kingdoms, I never imagined this would be possible. A mate, a family… You opened an entire world to me that I never knew I needed.”

Her mouth hitched up as she leaned against me, relaxing into my hold. “How do you know exactly what to say?”

I smirked, kissing her. “I’m just that good.”

She laughed, and the sound warmed me from the inside out. “Still as cocky as ever, I see.”

“Very. At this point, I think it’s a defining trait.”

“Mhmm. Cocky, irritating, and yet, you’re mine.”

“Exactly.” Holding Aileana’s shoulders, I turned her around and studied her intently. I memorized every line and every inch of her skin. The way her cloak fell over her shoulders. The sparkle in her eye. The flush of her cheeks. The green markings crawling up her neck.

This stunning elf was mine.

There was a peace at that moment that I rarely felt. For a few minutes, the chaos that was our lives was forgotten. The broken balance, the ink-stained trees, and the rot spreading through the Four Kingdoms were pushed aside.

Together, we just… were.

I wasn’t sure which one of us moved first, but we ended up kissing. The embrace was soft but sparks still flew between us. It was always like this when we came together. Our bodies were opposite forces, being pulled together. I’d fought the draw when we’d first met, but it had been a futile endeavor.

And now…

Why would I fight this?

She was my life.

We kissed and kissed until Aileana pulled back.

She rested her forehead against mine and whispered, “Just remember how much you love me.”

My brows creased, and I tilted my head, studying her. All it took was a moment before I noticed the glint of resolve in her eyes.

It was a moment too long.

Pulling off her gloves, Aileana dropped to her knees. I yelled her name, but she didn’t answer. Her hands dug through the snow, and her eyes opened wide. A gust of wind blew through the clearing, pushing back her hood.

That familiar green sheen overtook her skin. Her tattoos were like stars, shimmering on her flesh. Her eyes were jewels. Her hair was a flame, and she was the candle.

And her magic.

Her. Magic.

A growl cascaded out of me at the sight. Ribbons, some as dark as evergreens and others as light as early blades of grass in the spring, flowed from her hands. They poured out of her and sank into the snowy ground. Aileana’s magic was a river flowing from her hands.

I was at war with myself.

On one hand, I wanted nothing more than to dive forward and wrench her away from the earth. Once her connection with the land was broken, I would carry her back into the cabin and tie her to the bed. I’d force her to rest. The ten days weren’t up, and we had a deal.

On the other hand, I knew how dangerous that would be—for Aileana and for me. If I ripped her away from the earth, I risked damaging one of the most valuable things in the world—our relationship.

Of course, now the dragon chose to speak. You probably should have seen this coming. The creature sounded far too cocky for its own good. Your mate is nothing if not temperamental. She likes to do whatever she pleases.

Just because Aileana was fiery and had trouble with authority—mine, in particular—didn’t give the dragon the right to speak in such a manner. Before I could tell it off; however, a vibrant flash of light erupted from within Aileana.

My eyes jerked back to her so fast that my neck cracked.

She was still crouched in the snow, but tremors ran through her. I fell to my knees beside her, placing my hand on the small of her back.

She made a sound that shattered my heart, but still, she remained connected to the earth.

I called her name. “I’m here, Sunshine.”

I wouldn’t leave her like this.

“The earth needed me,” she admitted. “It’s been calling me for days. I tried to ignore it… but I couldn’t.”

How much energy did it take her to break the pull of her magic and speak to me? I wasn’t sure, but at that moment, I made my choice. I wouldn’t break her away from this. Later, we would talk about how stupid this was. Right now, she needed me.

I wrapped myself around her like a blanket, holding back my weight but giving her enough of me so she knew I was there. I wouldn’t be going anywhere.

We remained in that position for a long time. The sun warmed the skin on my neck as Aileana fed her magic into the land. More and more and more, she gave to the land.

The entire time, I prayed to Kydona that when the time came, Aileana would be able to break the earth’s call and be free.

The sun was nearing the midday point in the sky when she exhaled. She shifted, and her hands were still in the snow, but she seemed more like herself. The glow of her magic remained, but I sensed that she had returned from wherever her Earth Elf magic took her. Careful not to push too hard, I rubbed circles on her lower back.

She sat back, drawing her hands into her lap as she broke her connection to the earth.

I ran my hands over her, checking to make sure she was uninjured. When I was certain there was nothing wrong, I kissed her forehead.

“Stupid, foolish, brave female,” I murmured quietly.

Aileana’s voice was soft and lacked much of its usual bite as she said, “I knew you would be angry. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

She was right. “I was at first,” I admitted. “But then I was just worried. I thought you might not be able to break away from the call of the earth.”

I hated admitting such a weakness, but I hadn’t gone through everything I did just to lose Aileana now. As much as I wanted to keep her locked up for her own safety, I knew she would never let me do that. She needed freedom as much as I needed her.

“I’m sorry.”

As if I could ever remain angry with her for long. “You’re already forgiven.”

She smiled, raising her hand and brushing back a lock of red hair that had come free of its braid. Her entire body still had a green sheen, as though her magic strained to escape the confines of her skin using any means necessary. “In an effort to be fully transparent, I should probably tell you I did something else while I was connected to the land.”

Instantly, my hackles rose.

“Oh?” I attempted to sound casual, but I wasn’t. My entire body tensed, from my shoulders to my feet. I was a string pulled taut, waiting for her next words with bated breath.

She inhaled and then blurted out, “When I was connected to the land, I summoned Myhhena.”

My eyes opened wide. Was I a string? No. Now, I was a flame, ready to engulf everything in sight at the mere mention of the treacherous Spirit of the Woods.

“Why?” I snarled. I was aware of the way my voice dropped, the fact that my hands were now clenched at my sides, of the smoke at the back of my mouth. I knew it was happening, but I couldn’t stop it. “She betrayed us.”

A breeze blew by. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. My skin tingled as magic entered the clearing.

“I made a mistake.” Myhhena’s ethereal, eternal voice was calm. Quiet, even.

We’re going to talk about this later, Aileana, I promised her through our bond.

Aware of the Spirit at my back, I spun on my heels. I was intent on tearing into Myhhena, but I stopped short when I caught sight of her companions.

Standing in a row, with Myhhena in the middle, were four Spirits. They were beacons of the elements, and power radiated from them.

Kneel, you fool, the dragon snapped within me.

Obeying its command, I fell to my knees.

We need her help, Aileana said as she joined me on the ground.

Debatable, was my growled response.

A mental snort came from her. You’ll see.

There were four Spirits before us, one each of the Waters, Woods, Flames, and Winds. The first three were somewhat corporeal, their bodies made of their elements. But the last…

The wind was always an invisible force, and it was no different here. The fourth being was little more than a tornado. The swirling air, dust, and dirt particles were the only reason I knew the Spirit was there at all. I did not recognize the Spirit of the Winds, but the others I knew on sight.

On the left was Castien, the Spirit of the Waters who guarded the not-so-safe Sanctuary. Next to him was Myhhena, the Eldest Spirit of the Woods who had betrayed us not that long ago. Beside her was Ember, the Spirit of the Flames who had shared the tale of the Heart of Ithenmyr. And on the very end was the nameless Spirit of the Winds.

He stepped forward. I was certain he was male, for what I could make of his frame was bulky and thick.

“High Lady of Life,” the Spirit of the Winds said. His voice timbered and held echoes of great power. The air itself seemed to bend its knee in recognition of his power. “We have heeded your summons.”

After this, Aileana and I were definitely going to have a chat about the difference between a week and ten days.

A gentle brush came across my mental barriers. Aileana’s voice was a sweet melody in my mind. Stop worrying about me, Xander. It’s sweet, but I feel fine.

We’re still going to talk about this, I promised her.

I’m sure, she replied snarkily.

At another moment, I might have found her attitude amusing. This was not that moment.

“Thank you for coming.” Lifting her head, Aileana looked at the Spirit of the Winds. “If it’s not too much to ask, do you have a name… sir?”

The breeze carried a deep chuckle to my ears. “Omni,” the Spirit said.

Though I couldn’t see her face from where she kneeled beside me, I heard the smile in Aileana’s voice as she said, “Hello, Omni, Thank you for answering my call.”

“Of course.” He dipped into a strange, windy version of a bow.

Ember stepped forward. Snow melted in her fiery wake.

Smirking, I noted that Myhhena remained a good distance away from the other Spirit. Perhaps she hated all being capable of fire, not just me.

“Please stand,” the Spirit of the Flames said, her voice cracking like logs spitting on a fire. “Time is short, and we have much to discuss.”

I helped Aileana to her feet, keeping her tucked ever-so-slightly behind me. Or at least, that’s what I tried to do. In reality, my mate elbowed me in the side and shoved her way forward.

“We need your help,” Aileana said without preamble. “We need to know how to restore the balance.”

The four Spirits exchanged glances.

Several long moments went by before Castien stepped forward.

“We are not meant to interfere.” He lifted a watery hand, his form dripping onto the snow. “The gods—”

“Will have to forgive you for helping us,” Aileana interrupted, her tone bordering on harsh. Opening her hands, she waved at the clearing. “Look around us!”

Four sets of ethereal eyes followed the direction of her hands, taking in the darkness around us. Things were… bad. No one could dispute that.

The trees, which made up such a large part of Ithenmyr, were as black as the night. Brittle and broken weeds popped up through the snow like horrible little reminders of the dying life hiding beneath winter’s blanket. The days were as cold as ever, snow kept falling, and life itself seemed afraid of what was coming.

Myhhena swayed in the wind, her leafy form rustling. “The situation is bleak,” she agreed. “If the balance is not righted soon, the Four Kingdoms will fall into irreparable disrepair.”

Aileana nodded. “Exactly. So, how do we restore the balance?”

The four Spirits glanced at each other. They seemed to be communicating silently, much in the same way that Aileana and I spoke through our bond.

“There could be consequences for this,” Myhhena warned out loud. “Are we in agreement?”

“Tell them,” Ember said.

“It must be done,” was Omni’s response. “The gods wouldn’t want their creation destroyed.”

Castien dipped his head. “I agree,” was his rumbling reply.

Myhhena clutched her twiggy hands before her. “So be it.” Mossy eyes met mine. “The Gilded Amulet is in your possession?”

I reached under my tunic and withdrew it. “Yes.”

It was always in my possession now. I wasn’t letting it out of my sight, just like my mate.

Myhhena said, “Good. Keep it with you at all times. Head north and seek the ones of shadows and light. They will help you.”

Ember came forward next. “The Blood Moon has risen. Power is shifting. The future is fluid.”

“Some who are hidden will remain that way for now,” Castien added. “They cannot yet reveal themselves. But one day soon, the shroud will be removed, and they will feel safe enough to make themselves known once more. What was once thought lost is not entirely gone.”

My brows knit, but Aileana just nodded.

Omni was the last to speak. “Life and Death are required to right the balance. They must come together and vanquish the darkness. There is no other way. You will face many challenges, but it can be done.”

The four Spirits turned and looked at each other once more. They dipped their heads, and then golden ribbons swirled around them.

“Good luck,” Myhhena said.

“May the gods be with you,” Ember added.

And they vanished.


With Him, I Would Be Safe
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RYLLAE


“You can do this,” I whispered to myself, adjusting the weight of my bag one last time. My bundle was suspiciously light, and I suspected that if I picked up Daegal’s from the bed, his would be much heavier.

If he thought I hadn’t noticed him systematically funneling the heaviest items into his own bag while we packed, he was wrong. But it was sweet, and I appreciated the gesture. We would be hiking for days on end, and it would be tiring no matter what I was carrying on my back.

I sensed Daegal’s arrival moments before the door slipped shut behind him. He touched my bottom, his hand sliding over my hip before he drew me close.

“Are you ready, Ryllae?” he asked.

Swallowing, I nervously chewed on the bottom of my lip. “As ready as I can be.”

Over the past few days, Daegal and I had taken several day trips. Some were short and others longer, but we’d returned to the cabin every night. We had purchased equipment from several small villages in the area. It had taken some time, because we hadn’t wanted to draw unwanted attention by buying too much in one area.

Grabbing his bag from the bed, Daegal slid it on his back before coming in front of me. His eyes searched mine, and his knuckles brushed my cheek. “I’m going to keep you safe, Ryllae. I’ve Seen our path and already mapped it out. We’ll take the longer route and stay in the woods as much as possible.”

“And you checked on Maiela and Kysha?”

“Yes.” His lips brushed my forehead, leaving tingles in their wake. “They’re safe. They procured a pair of horses, and they’re well on their way to Ipotha.”

“Thank the gods.”

At least that seemed to be going our way. A week had passed since Xander and Aileana had spoken to the Spirits. That night, the pair had explained everything they’d learned. After that, we’d all thrown ourselves into preparing for our two trips.

Plans, backup plans, contingencies, worst-case scenarios, and last-ditch efforts had all been discussed at length.

To be honest, none of them sounded good. After the third day, everything started blending together. The bottom line was this: Ithenmyr was in a bad state, and the rest of the Four Kingdoms weren’t doing much better.

This was our only hope.

Now, it was time to split up.

“Here.” Daegal held out a pair of knitted black mittens. “Put these on.”

I raised my hands to take them, but instead, he slipped them kindly on me before pulling me towards him. Our mouths met in the middle, this kiss just as powerful as our first. I melted against him, losing myself in this kiss.

I have you, his lips said against mine.

Always? mine asked.

Forever, was his promise to me.

I knew he spoke the truth. Daegal would always be there. He was a fortress against the dangers of this world, sturdy in every way.

He was my complete opposite. How had we ended up together?

He was strong, and I was… not.

I was broken and cracked and barely held myself together. He was my glue, the adhesion that slipped between the fissures of my life and made sure I didn’t fall apart.

He would do everything he could to keep me safe—I knew that beyond the shadow of a doubt.

But the problem was that I also knew death. I understood it in a way the others didn’t.

Death had been my companion for as long as I could remember. Even as a child, before I fully understood who I was—who my father was—I understood it.

It was interwoven into the very core of my being.

Death was the great divider, the breaker, the ruiner. It took everything good and destroyed it until it was unrecognizable. It waited in the wings, striking when least expected. Death had stolen my mother on the day of my birth—what were the chances it would steal my bonded mate, too?

They were high. I would do everything I could to protect Daegal, but I was well aware of my limitations.

That was why I gave everything I had to this kiss. Every worry, every broken part of me, every ache, I poured them into this embrace.

Who knew how much more time we would have?

Eventually, we broke apart. Daegal’s mouth twitched up into a rueful smile, and he reached over and tugged my hood over my horns.

“Come on, Dark One. It’s time to go.”
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Goodbyes were always long and drawn out, and these were no different. I hugged Aileana one last time, feeling closer to her than ever before. My magic jumped the moment we touched, and it thrummed in my veins.

It had been doing that a lot the past week… almost as if it had a mind of its own.

The Earth Elf returned the gesture, wrapping her arms around me. She wore black thigh-high boots, a heavy cloak that would protect her from the elements, and a green tunic and black leggings underneath.

As soon as we left for the east, they’d be heading north.

“Travel safe,” she said.

I smiled warmly. “We will. When we meet again, we’ll have to trade stories.”

“Of course.” After another moment, she

released me. My magic seemed almost… sad about that. How strange.

Nearby, Daegal shook hands with Xander before slapping him on the back in a strange masculine version of a hug. Then, he adjusted the heavy pack on his back and slipped his hand into mine.

“Until we meet again,” Daegal said in a gravelly voice.

“May Kydona and Thelrena be with you,” Xander and Aileana returned, speaking at the same time.

I added, “And also with you.”

There was nothing left to say. We would survive this… or we wouldn’t. Neither of our journeys were without peril.

Xander and Aileana stepped back, and then the dragon shifter pulled off his tunic. I averted my gaze, intensely studying the knitted loops that made up my mittens until a white flash filled the clearing.

A roar filled my ears, and I looked up as the massive green dragon spread its wings. Beside him, Aileana was stuffing Xander’s clothes in her bag. With a final nod in our direction, she climbed onto the dragon’s back. The beast was majestic, its scales as colorful as a forest in the spring.

We stood in silence as the dragon flapped its wings, rising into the sky.

Then, Daegal took my hand in his. “Let’s go, Ryllae.”

He tugged gently, leading me into the woods.

I glanced over my shoulder, catching a glimpse of the green dragon soaring towards the clouds. Once, dragons had roamed all through Ithenmyr.

Thoughts of the past filled my mind as we began our hike.
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The night was cool, and stars twinkled behind the clouds. Goosebumps covered my arms, but despite the chilly autumnal air, I did not want to seek refuge inside.

Father had been gone for three days.

Three. Whole. Days.

It was quiet now. Peaceful, even. The air in Kaerndal Castle was so light that I could almost breathe. Last night, I’d even heard one of the servants laugh. It was such a rare sound that my heart caught in my throat.

This morning after breakfast, I was picking out a book in the library when I overheard two guards talking about the Festival of Flight. They hadn’t said much, but from what I gathered from eavesdropping, it was taking place tonight.

I’d hurried through my day, eager to please my tutors so they wouldn’t send any bad reports to Father.

Now, the sun had set, and I was waiting for the dragons.

I’d heard of them, of course. Everyone had. Father didn’t like them. He said they were hot-headed, vicious, and couldn’t be trusted. I wasn’t sure how I felt about them. In all my thirteen years, I’d never met one. They tended to remain by themselves in their villages when they weren’t acting as messengers for the citizens of the Four Kingdoms.

The wind was cold, and I drew my shawl tightly around myself. I wasn’t supposed to be out here. Father didn’t like it when I left my room, even if it was just to stand outside. Usually, the doors were locked, but earlier, I’d convinced the servants to open them for the night.

Breaking the rules was exhilarating… and terrifying. My heart raced, and my knuckles were white as I clung to the balcony railing. I was so high up. Kaerndal Castle was built into the mountain, and my room was several hundred feet off the ground.

I forgot all about my fear of heights when the first dark shadow filled the skies. The dragons were enormous. Never, in my wildest dreams, had I imagined them to be so big.

Then, a wave of orange streaked across the sky. The night was a canvas, and the dragon fire, paint.

The first burst of flame must have been a signal. Within moments, red and orange bands covered the sky.

I couldn’t help but gasp. The dragon fire was incredibly beautiful. I remained on the balcony for hours, watching the Festival of Flames.

It was one of the only moments of happiness during my childhood.
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Memories of the Festival of Flames occupied my thoughts for many hours during that first day of hiking. The seemingly never-ending winter made this trek difficult, and it was not enjoyable. We ate small rations as we walked. Three times, we stopped to fill our canteens at a fast-running stream early in the afternoon.

By the time the sun was dipping below the horizon, my feet ached. Every step was worse than the last as I gingerly picked my way through the forest. I didn’t complain, though.

Daegal had the bigger pack, and he seemed fine. Despite the pain, I’d already resolved I wouldn’t say anything.

I didn’t want to drag us down.

It wasn’t until the sun had almost completely disappeared and the temperature had dropped that Daegal turned around. “There’s a cave up ahead.” He pointed through the trees to an opening nearby. “We’ll spend the night there.”

I exhaled, unable to keep the relief from my voice as I said, “Thank the gods.”

Daegal’s eyes crinkled and the corner of his lip tilted up. “Tired, love?”

“Very,” I admitted.

I’d barely said the word before his arms were around me. He lifted me as though I weighed nothing at all, holding me against him. “I’ve got you.”

Part of me wanted to protest that I was capable of walking, but the other part of me was too tired. Besides, he was already moving. He ducked under tree limbs and moved toward the cave with purpose.

In barely any time at all, we were out of the elements. Daegal settled me on my feet, gesturing to the cavern as he mockingly said, “Your castle for the evening, Princess.”

I laughed.

“Thank you, kind sir.” I pecked his cheek. “It’s perfect. Small, but perfect.”

But Daegal was here, and that was all I needed.

He must have been thinking the same thing, because he slung his arm around me. “We won’t be able to have a fire, so we’ll have to cuddle to stay warm.”

“Is that so?” I wasn’t at all opposed to the idea.

He helped me slip the pack off my back before drawing me towards him. His lips hovered over mine as he whispered, “It is.” He kissed me. “I can’t think of anyone I’d rather spend the night with.”

Neither could I.

As the moon rose, we shared a cold dinner of bread and cheese before drifting off to sleep. It wasn’t entirely comfortable, and my nursemaid growing up would’ve had a fit, saying this cave wasn’t fitting for a princess, but it was quiet, and we were alone.

During these moments alone with Daegal, I felt less broken. I didn’t need a palace or fancy dresses or jewels. I didn’t need money or delicious food or books or other people.

I just needed him.

That first night in the cave, a spark of hope took root deep within me. Maybe, if we played all our cards right, we could survive this.

Maybe.


A Few Vampires Can’t Hurt Me
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AILEANA


My first glimpse of the vampires’ castle was the strange, violet glow burning through the wintery night. Snow-covered spires rose into the midnight sky. White mountains loomed ominously on all sides of the dark structure.

The dragon was sturdy beneath me as it flapped its wings. We drew closer, and soon, I made out the shadowy forms of gargoyles standing guard atop the castle.

An unbidden shiver ran through me. If the vampires had been aiming to make their home both menacing and unwelcoming, they were entirely successful in that endeavor.

This was not a place I would have visited if I’d had a choice.

But the balance was broken, and we needed the vampires’ help. And so, instead of deciding to turn back, I leaned down and wrapped my arms around the dragon’s neck. The wind was cold, but the warmth emanating from Xander banished even the slightest chill.

A week had passed since we left the cabin. We’d been flying steadily at night, but the journey had taken longer than it should have. Xander had insisted on stopping every few hours so I could stretch my legs, relieve myself, and have a snack. I’d never seen him so protective. Even though I wore a thick, fur-lined cloak and heavy boots, he kept asking me if I was cold.

I couldn’t even bring myself to be upset with him. I would never admit it, even under the pain of torture, but this pregnancy was taking a toll on me. I was tired, even after sleeping far longer than normal. Not only that, but my muscles hurt, my ankles were swollen, and I was grumpy all the time.

Pregnancy on its own was not delightful. Being pregnant and in the middle of a war, less so.

Things would certainly get worse before they got better. I didn’t even know how long I would be pregnant. Most elves carried for ten months, but Xander said his mother was pregnant with Saena for a year and a half.

A year and a half.

I just about died when he told me that. How could one person be pregnant for so long? By my best estimates, I was almost five months along. It was little wonder dragon shifters had so few children.

If I were pregnant for that long, I would never let him touch me again.

Pregnancy and I did not get along. I couldn’t believe that before I’d escaped my tower, this would have been my life. I would have been stuck in captivity until the end of eternity, stuck pumping out little halfling babies.

Horrifying.

I must have made a sound because the dragon shifted underneath me. An amber eye met mine, and concern flickered through it. Are you alright, Aileana? Do you need to stop?

Shoving thoughts of Remington and life with him out of my head, I shook my head. I’m fine. I gripped the dragon’s neck tighter. I’m just ready to land.

A rumble ran through him. It won’t be long.

After that, I returned my attention to the flight. The castle roof grew larger by the minute. My magic thrummed a steady, encouraging beat in my veins, and I inhaled deeply. My hands shifted to my thighs, where twin daggers were sheathed and hidden under my cloak. I could reach them in a heartbeat.

Be calm, I told myself. Even though we were going to meet vampires, it wasn’t like we were completely helpless. I was the High Lady of Life, the Protectress of the Woods, the Keeper of the Earth, and the bonded mate of a powerful dragon. I could hold my own, even against creatures of the moon.

The roof was so close that I could make out the individual lines carved into the faces of the three menacing gargoyles guarding the largest, flattest part. They scowled, and snow dusted their angry features. Their expressions did nothing to ease the knot of fear twisting in my stomach.

And then we landed.
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For the first few minutes, nothing happened. The snow settled around Xander, but that was the only movement on the roof.

Do you think they know we’re here? I asked, looking around.

He chuffed, clearly amused by my question. No one can miss a dragon, Sunshine.

He was right. Less than a minute later, footsteps reached my ears. A door nearby banged open, and black eyes met mine.

The being moved so fast, I could barely make out his form. The door slammed shut, and we were alone once again.

That was strange, I murmured. Should we follow him?

And walk uninvited into a castle full of vampires? No. Xander snorted, and a small puff of smoke left his mouth. I’d like to ensure you remain alive, Aileana.

As do I.

Death did not sound appealing.

A few heartbeats later, shadows pooled on the ground near the door.

See? Xander said. Someone is coming.

From within the shadows? My hand slipped beneath my cloak, and I gripped my dagger’s hilt tightly.

Sure enough, Xander was right. The shadows twisted, and two people stepped out of them. This wasn’t like the strange soldiers the witches had summoned, though. For one, there was no air of wrongness about this pair. For another, Xander seemed relaxed beneath me, and I knew he would never intentionally bring me into danger.

Two sets of obsidian eyes met mine, seeming to look straight into my soul. Power ebbed off the pair in waves, and my own magic sang at the sight of them.

Strength recognized strength.

Something stirred in my soul. This was important. They were important. Though I was not a Fortune Elf, the weight of this moment sat heavily on my shoulders.

The vampires both wore matching black crowns that spoke of their positions. The male was almost as tall as Xander, and his short raven hair matched his eyes. He wore well-made garments that seemed to absorb the light. Shadows flitted around his hands, and he gripped the smaller female’s arm tightly as though he was holding her back. Her brown hair was swept back into a bun at the back of her head, and she wore a fitted crimson gown.

Not my choice of attire, but who was I to judge?

They were unmistakably beautiful. Each of their features, from their silky hair to their smooth faces and the fangs peeking out of their mouths, was perfect. Too perfect.

Dangerous, deadly perfection.

The female eyed us with unmasked curiosity. There was a gleam in her eyes and a sense of lightness that I didn’t see in the male.

She broke the silence first, whispering, “Oh, my gods.”

Her words were quiet, and someone who wasn’t Mature would have missed them. I heard them as if she’d shouted.

Do you plan on speaking to them, Sunshine? Xander’s voice was unmistakably amused as it echoed through my mind.

I supposed that was the next step.

Dipping my head in a show of respect, I asked, “Are you the Prince of Darkness?”

The tall royal nodded, but still, he did not release his wife.

“I am,” he said in a deep and smooth voice.

I sighed in relief. This was the vampire we’d come to see. “Thank Thelrena.” Reaching up, I slid my hood down and shook out my hair. “I am the High Lady of Life, and we desperately need your help.”

Xander and I had spent hours discussing the best way to deal with the vampires. We could have shielded our identities, but in the end, we decided that being direct and truthful would be the best possible route.

After a moment’s pause, the smaller vampire reached up and pried the Prince of Darkness’ fingers off her arms. He snarled, gathering wisps of shadows in his palm, but she just glared at him as if daring him to try to stop her.

I liked her already.

“This is about the darkness, isn’t it?” she asked, stepping closer.

I nodded. “It is.”

A knowing look entered her eyes, and she exchanged a glance with the other royal. “We thought this might happen.”

Interesting. Did they also have a Fortune Elf? Or maybe vampires had another way of Seeing the future.

“My name is Luna, and I am the Vampire Queen of Eleyta.” She smiled warmly, and her words seemed genuine as she said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

I bowed my head in respect, and the dragon did the same. So far, these two royals were much kinder than others I’d met. “Likewise.”

Luna turned to Xander and arched a brow. “Does your dragon…”

Her voice trailed off, and I heard the hesitancy within it.

I smirked. “He won’t bite… much.”

You say that as if you’re not the violent one between us, was my dragon’s retort. Never forget, you stabbed me.

You’re never going to let that one go, are you?

Not in a thousand years, Sunshine. I will admit, I never expected to see that dagger coming from someone as beautiful as you.

More romantic words had never been spoken. Aware that we still had an audience, I patted my dragon’s flank affectionately as though he were a tiny dog and not a ginormous dragon. “Though he’s not much a fan of being stabbed.”

Xander huffed. No one likes that, Aileana.

Agree to disagree.

“That… won’t be a problem.” The queen stepped back, lacing her hand through the king’s. “Please, come inside. We’re happy to help in any way we can.”

“Wonderful.” I dismounted, standing next to Xander. “My name is Aileana, and this is Xander.”

The queen frowned. “You named your dragon?”

Ah. Perhaps she did not know that dragons were shifters. She was in for a surprise, then.

“He’s not just a dragon.” I winked, unable to help myself.

My bond with Xander tingled, and then a flash of white light came from my dragon. He shifted back into his regular form. The vampire queen squeaked, quickly averting her eyes from my mate.

Chuckling, I slipped my bag off my back and handing it to Xander. He quickly pulled on his clothes before coming to stand beside me and dipping into a smooth, low bow.

“Majesties,” my bonded mate rumbled, his tone practiced and smooth. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

The Prince of Darkness—the King of Darkness?— nodded. “Welcome to Castle Sanguis. My name is Bastian. We’ll have a room set up for you both.” His eyes traveled knowingly over us. “Perhaps you’d like to wash off the dust of your travels before we have a meeting?”

The queen leaned forward as though she was imparting a well-kept secret. “We have hot showers, and they’re to die for.”

My smile widened. Already, the cold was sinking into my bones. Hot water sounded delightful. I told the queen as much, and she grinned.

Yes, I could already tell the two of us would be fast friends.

This time, the vampires did not disappear into the shadows. Instead, they moved to the door and pulled it open. A dozen armed guards, all dressed in black, stood on the other side. I supposed their presence was to be expected, but my fingers still twitched at the sight of them. The only reason I didn’t grab my daggers was because of the magic thrumming in my veins. Even without my weapons, I was powerful.

We followed the vampires into the castle, descending a steep set of stone stairs. More guards flanked us when we exited the stairwell into a dark hallway. Instead of candles, Light Elf orbs illuminated the castle, explaining the violet sheen I’d seen earlier.

It wasn’t long before we stopped in front of an elaborate wooden door at the end of a hall.

“Here we are,” Luna said, waiting as one of the guards unlocked the door. “Go on and get settled. We’ll send someone with some fresh clothes, and when you’re ready, Nelo will bring you to our study.”

One of the guards, a burly male with dark skin, dipped his head. “Of course, My Queen.”

“Thank you,” I said.

The Vampire Queen smiled, showing us her fangs. “Of course. We’ll see you soon.”

Before we could say anything else, the royals disappeared in a cloud of shadows.


Good Reason to Fear this Place
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XANDER


It wasn’t yet clear whether the vampires could be trusted, but one thing was certain: their castle was as spacious as it was cold. Even with the fire in my veins, my skin pebbled at the frigid temperatures.

Opening the door, I held it as Aileana entered behind me. As soon as we were both inside, I turned the lock.

Stay there, I said through the bond and gave her a pointed look. I need to make sure the room is secure.

Miraculously, she didn’t argue as I swept through the room. Did she feel the danger in this place as well? Probably. It was etched into every stone. Even the weakest vampire was a deadly creature.

At least the room they’d given us was well appointed. There was an expansive bed, an empty wardrobe, a big desk, and an attached bathing room.

When I finished sweeping through the attached bathing room, I made my way back to the main room. Aileana’s green eyes met mine. Is it safe, Oh Protective One?

It is. I pressed my hand down on the mattress, judging its quality. It bounced back quickly but was still firm beneath my touch.

Perhaps the vampires were better hosts than what I was giving them credit for. This would be a good place for Aileana to get some rest. Even if she hadn’t admitted it, I knew she was tired.

The elf in question joined me, crossing her arms as she first assessed the room, then me. “You don’t trust the vampires.”

A statement, not a question.

“No, I don’t.” I was used to being the biggest predator around. In Ithenmyr, being a dragon shifter meant I was at the top of the food chain. I wasn’t being boastful, just telling the truth. Dragons were the strongest, which was why High King Edgar had wiped us out.

But vampires were different. They were Made, not born, and they were immortal. Even dragon shifters Faded eventually. Not vampires. They had to be killed.

We had good reason to fear this place and the people who resided inside it. What kind of mate did that make me? I’d brought Aileana here while she was pregnant, to a place where danger was around every corner.

I already knew the answer: a desperate one.

We needed to fix the balance before the baby was born.

To her credit, Aileana did not argue with me about the danger. “Alright. I’ll keep my guard up.”

“See that you do.” Tilting my head towards the bathing room, I said, “Go ahead and shower. I’ll wait for the clothes.”

The gods only knew I wouldn’t be able to relax, anyway. Flying had taken my mind off our troubles, but I couldn’t ignore them any longer.

Aileana reached beneath her tunic and withdrew the Gilded Amulet. She handed it to me and raised a brow. “You’re being very bossy, you know.”

I smirked. “You like it.”

She scowled, but the flutter of arousal that came through the mating bond confirmed exactly what I knew. She might complain about what she called my “possessive tendencies,” but she enjoyed them immensely. Almost as much as I enjoyed watching as she draped her cloak on the back of a chair and proceeded to undress.

An appreciative growl ran through me at the sight of Aileana’s naked form. If anything, pregnancy had made her even more beautiful. I hadn’t known such a thing was possible. Were there any males as blessed as I?

I thought not.

Soon, the familiar sound of running water came from the attached room. Contentment pulsed through our connection, and I relaxed slightly as Aileana settled into the shower.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I turned the Gilded Amulet over in my hands. We’d gone into so much trouble, and suffered so much pain and loss, for what had essentially turned out to be an oversized necklace.

Every day, I grieved for Nonna. She’d been like a grandmother to me, and now, she was gone.

Inferna, the Spirit of the Flames who had given me the amulet, had explained that a witch’s blessing during a full moon was required to activate the token. She’d warned me that using it would have a cost, but honestly, I was ready to do whatever it took if it meant that Aileana and our child would be safe.

Readying the amulet was just another item on our seemingly never-ending to-do list.

Someone knocked on the door. Walking over, I cracked it open, just enough to see who was on the other side. “Yes?”

A human servant stood in the hallway. He wore a purple ribbon around his throat and extended a pile of clothes towards me. “Her Majesty hopes these will fit.”

I thanked the servant. As I was shutting the door, I caught sight of three guards standing nearby.

So the vampires didn’t trust us fully, either.

That wasn’t a surprise.

They weren’t known for being trusting, and to be honest, I didn’t blame them. After everything we’d been through, I wasn’t sure I would trust anyone else ever again.
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Half an hour later, Aileana came out of the bathing room with a beaming smile on her face. A fluffy towel was wrapped around her hair, and a second one just barely covered her middle. We swapped places, and I showered quickly before changing into a black tunic and trousers. The garments were just a tad too small, but they would do.

Aileana was still picking through the pile of clothes when I came back into our room. “They’re all dresses,” she grumbled. “I hate dresses.”

“Would you rather wear some of my clothes?”

A sigh that could have leveled cities left her lips as she frowned. “No, I don’t want to insult them.” She dug through the pile, pulling out a black dress before pinning me with a glare. “But know that inside, I’m hating every minute that I’m in this.”

I laughed, although I quickly covered the sound with a cough when I caught sight of the ire in her gaze. “Understood.”

Aileana hated dresses almost as much as she hated the confines placed on females in Ithenmyr.

Even though she hated them, dresses looked great on her. I feasted on eyes on my beautiful mate, enjoying the way the black velvet draped over her from. The waist was just under her bust, and the fabric flowed to the ground.

Scowling, Aileana hiked up the hem and sheathed both daggers on her thighs. Letting the hem fall back to the floor, she rubbed her stomach and looked up at me. “What are the chances they’ll have some real food? I’m starving.”

Before I could answer, another knock came from the door.

“High Lady?” a masculine voice asked. “Their Majesties are wondering if you’re ready?”

So much for them waiting for us, I grumbled through our bond.

“We are,” Aileana replied out loud. Through the bond, she said, Be nice, Xander.

I couldn’t promise her that. My behavior was entirely dependent on the vampires. I would not let any harm come to my mate, especially in this place of darkness.

[image: ]


The same servant as before had returned. Having introduced himself—his name was Artemis—he led us through Castle Sanguis.

He wasn’t talkative, which was fine with me. I was busy cataloging the various threats.

Atmospherically, the castle hadn’t changed in the decades since I’d last been here with Valeria. It was a cold, dark place. Snow fell, blocking what little moonlight might have filtered through the frosted windowpanes. The stones were smooth from years of wear and tear, and the violet sheen of the Light Elf orbs cast Aileana in a purple glow beside me.

We followed Artemis through the hall and then down an elaborate staircase lined with a crimson carpet. It looked like something I would have expected to see in one of High King Edgar’s castles.

I did not feel safe here. Even though we’d found ourselves in a guest suite and not a prison cell, I would not let my guard down. We passed several servants and guards on our journey through the castle. Blatant, unveiled curiosity marked their features as they studied us.

Artemis rarely spoke other than giving us simple directions. “This way,” “Turn,” and “Watch your step; that stone is cracked.”

He wasn’t being unkind, just… careful.

That was fine. I would be careful, too.

Eventually, we stopped in front of a large wooden door. It looked recently painted, as did much of the castle, now that I thought about it. Extending my senses, I listened to the area. Murmured conversations reached my ears, along with several heartbeats. The servant’s heart rate was fast, but many others I heard were slow. Too slow.

Like Valeria’s had been.

Hopefully, we wouldn’t see her. Between Saena, her vendetta against the world, my pregnant mate, the broken balance, and the converging paths of light and dark, I had enough on my plate without adding a scorned lover to the mix.

“… Xander?” Aileana poked me in the side. By the tone of her voice, it was clear she’d been trying for some time to get my attention.

I jerked back to attention. “Yes?”

She furrowed her brows, studying me for a moment before saying, “Artemis was just asking if we needed anything else.”

“An easier way to save the world,” I said jokingly. Two blank expressions met mine, and I sighed. So much for an attempt at humor. “Never mind. We’re fine.”

“Understood.” Artemis opened the door and announced, “The new arrivals for you, Your Majesties.”

From the inside of the room came, “Thank you.”

Placing my hand on Aileana’s arm, I asked, What are the chances you’re going to let me go in first?

She snorted. None. She slipped from my grasp, following Artemis. But isn’t it nice that you already knew that before you asked?

Grumbling through our bond about females who didn’t know how to listen to their bonded mates, I followed Aileana into the royal study.

If you wanted a docile mate, you shouldn’t have remained with her after she stabbed you, the dragon said rather snidely. It was getting snarkier by the day.

I groused, Shut up.

I instinctively took in the space, searching for a threat. We were in a large room, and packed bookshelves lined three of the four walls. Violet flames filled the hearth in the place of a fire, though they lacked heat. A navy carpet covered much of the stone floor, and a mahogany desk covered in papers and quills rested in the corner.

The two biggest threats sat in cozy-looking armchairs facing us. Artemis slipped out of the room, shutting the door behind him. I didn’t take my eyes off the vampires in front of us.

Luna, the Vampire Queen, held a book in one hand and a stack of paper in the other. She had a scholarly air and lacked the deadly edge that I typically associated with creatures of the night. However, the king more than made up for her lighter aura. His empty fists were curled as he stared at me, and black wings were fanned out behind him. Though he sat, seemingly relaxed, tension radiated through his body.

Yes, this vampire was one to watch.

I had never met Bastian before, but I’d heard of him. My dragon stood at the sight of the king, recognizing another predator.

On instinct, I moved closer to Aileana.

Luna put her stack of books down on the table next to her. “Is the room to your liking?”

“It is, thank you,” Aileana said.

“Wonderful.” The queen smiled kindly. “Please, sit.”

Aileana sat. I did not. Moving behind her, I placed my hands on her shoulders.

My bonded mate bristled beneath my touch. Really, Xander?

Really, I growled.

I wouldn’t sit until I was certain we could trust these two.

The vampires didn’t seem to mind… at least not the queen. The king, on the other hand, leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees.

“So.” He pinned me with a stare. “You’re a dragon shifter.”

I nodded. There was no point refuting it. They’d seen my dragon.

He raised a brow. “That’s interesting, seeing as how all dragons were supposedly wiped out a century ago.”

And there it was. “I survived.”

“We gathered as much,” Luna said calmly.

The king shot her a glare that I was all too familiar with. Maybe he and I had more in common than I’d initially thought. In some ways, his wife seemed just as fierce as my mate. Perhaps not physically, but there was a strength about her that I recognized.

Do you want to tell them how you survived? Aileana asked. It could help build trust between us.

I eyed the vampires. Though they were dangerous, Daegal and Myhhena had sent us here for a reason. I didn’t see any immediate harm in sharing my story with them, and Aileana was right, it could build trust.

Good idea. I’ll tell them.

Remaining behind my mate, I shared a truncated version of my life with the vampire royals. I left the gorier, more detailed bits—the White Death, finding Aileana, and everything to do with the map—but I painted them a general picture with my words.

By the time I was done, the queen had long since discarded her book. She leaned forward, and I could have sworn that her black eyes were glassy. “I’m so sorry. I’d heard of the Dragon Massacre, but that’s… gods. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Aileana reached up and squeezed my hand.

“Thank you,” I said.

The king studied me for several more moments. I didn’t squirm under his gaze—he was a predator, but so was I.

Eventually, Bastian said, “My soldiers have been fighting the Dragon Queen’s advances at the Koln Mountains for quite some time. You’re telling me she’s your sister?”

I swallowed, and my grip tightened on the back of the chair. “Yes, but she’s not… herself.”

The queen’s brows knit together. “What do you mean?”

“Saena’s dragon has evolved.” Sighing, I palmed my neck.

I wasn’t sure why I was even telling these vampires this. It wasn’t exactly pertinent information. But I felt more comfortable around the vampires now than I had when we first entered. Over the course of my story, Bastian had asked me several questions. He seemed… more real now. Less like an immortal being and more like someone who had lost others, too.

I added, “It happens sometimes when shifters lose control of their animals.”

The queen drew in a sharp breath. “Is there any hope for your sister?”

I shook my head. “No. In all our recorded history, there’s never been anyone who has returned once their draken has taken over. The things Saena has done… they’re unforgivable.”

“I see,” Luna murmured.

The vampires exchanged a glance, and it seemed they decided something silently. When they turned back to us, the air was lighter. Our conversation continued, shifting towards their country. They told us about their country and answered all of Aileana’s questions as best they could.

I barely spoke. I couldn’t get Saena out of my head.

Where was my sister now?


They Would All Bow
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SAENA


Isoared through the skies, cool air rushing past my wings as I flew and flew and flew.

I’d been out here for hours, hoping the slam of the cold wind against my wings and the snow falling from the sky would distract me from the turmoil within me.

It wasn’t working. Nothing was helping. Days had passed since my brother showed up and ruined everything, and I had nothing to show for it.

Nothing.

Anger was a raging inferno within me, fueling my every movement. I roared, and fire lit up the midnight sky.

How was this my life? I could barely wrap my head around all the ways things had gone wrong.

I was so close and yet, my victory felt further away than ever before.

That was unacceptable.

In my quest to take over the two thrones I currently held, I’d killed countless people. But still, it wasn’t enough. Drahan and Ithenmyr were only half of the Four Kingdoms.

I wanted them all.

No.

I needed them all. The power that would come from holding all four thrones would be immeasurable. After what Dante had done to me, I deserved it. I needed to be the strongest and the most powerful, so no one could ever hurt me again.

More fire ripped from my maw. More heat ran through me. Red tinged my vision as I flew and flew and flew. It wasn’t enough to calm the boiling fury within my veins.

At this point, nothing would calm me until my victory was secured.

Eventually, I turned around. I was in Vlarone, staying in Kaerndal Castle. I had returned, not to cower with my tail between my legs but to gather forces. I’d tried to be kind. I tried to take over the Four Kingdoms without causing any unnecessary casualties.

Well.

Mostly.

Some death was necessary.

But that was over now. Kind Saena was gone. Now, I would do whatever it took to win. I was on a warpath, and I would not stop until every inch of this continent belonged to me.
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I landed on the castle’s roof and pulled on the shift. My bones broke and remade themselves as the dragon slowly folded inside me. It didn’t disappear, though. Not like before.

Now, it was always there. Always present. Waiting. Watching.

We are one, the beast reminded me forcefully. Don’t forget who made you this powerful.

I would never forget. It was because of the creature within me that I had been able to make it this far. Because of it, I’d survived long enough to kill Dante and take his throne.

The dragon kept talking, even as I bent and grabbed the black silk robe I’d left for myself. I slipped it over my shoulders, tying a loose knot in the middle before walking back into the castle.

The four Winged Soldiers guarding the roof entrance straightened the minute I came into view. They dipped their heads and their wings snapped behind them as I walked past.

I didn’t bother to turn and speak to them. They would follow me, or I’d kill them.

There was only one rule in my kingdom: bow to me or die.

I strode through the castle, the guards dutifully trailing me, before entering the royal suite. The doors slammed shut behind me, and I made my way to the dressing room beside my sleeping chamber. Shedding my black robe, I exchanged it for a crimson gown edged in onyx thread.

I did not remain in my rooms. Instead, I left them as soon as I changed. The guards were a faithful shadow as I marched through the many floors of Kaerndal Castle towards the entrance to Vlarone. The city was built inside the mountain, and as such, it was located many floors below the royal suites.

Dozens of Winged Soldiers guarded the doors leading to the capital. I couldn’t have commoners coming into my home, of course.

“Open it,” I commanded.

The soldier closest to the door turned the knob. “Do you require an escort, My Queen?”

“No.”

None of them argued with me. I left my entourage behind in Kaerndal Castle and swept into the city.

Vlarone was built inside the hollowed mountain, and I supposed some might have called it beautiful. Glowing mushrooms were scattered on the rocks, lending their multi-colored light to the city. Where the mushrooms did not reach, lanterns lent their light to the city dwellers.

Streams flowed down the shale, providing drinking water for the residents. Buildings and paths ran in spirals down the mountainous walls, and several bridges stretched across the massive cavern. Above those were platforms housing even more people and businesses.

Vlarone had a dozen levels, but my destination was on the third from the top. I marched down the cobblestone paths, ignoring the whispers that followed me wherever I went. It wasn’t long before the midnight walls of the new temple I’d had constructed came into view. Unlike the places of worship that had been here before, this temple was not built for the gods. It was mine. A symbol of my strength. My power.

Gods had no room here anymore. The people of the Four Kingdoms would soon learn that me and my dragon were the only ones they needed to fear.

I strode up the black steps like I owned them.

Because I did.

We own it all, the dragon purred. The temples had been its idea, a way to remind the people who was in charge.

I loved it. All of it. The temples. The killing. The power. No longer was I the weak female that could be taken advantage of and cut down by males. Now, I was strong. Fearsome in my own right.

The thing about power that no one talked about was its addictive quality. Having a taste of power was like trying wine after a lifetime of drinking lukewarm water—once you tried it, you didn’t want to go back.

It made you desire more and more until it was the only thing you could think about.

And I wanted power. I craved it. Dreamed of it. Needed it.

A pair of hooded priests in long white robes stood outside the temple. The moment they saw me, they bowed their heads and moved to open the doors.

I strolled past them without a second glance.

The temple’s interior was just as black as the exterior. The altar, the pews, the columns, and the walls were all made of the same dark material. Even the artifacts were carved from obsidian marble.

My gaze went directly to the two figures standing near the altar. Balethrop and Bartholemew wore the same black robes as always, but now their faces were visible beneath their hoods. Their skin was stretched and gaunt like a piece of cloth pulled over a washboard until the very strands of woven fabric were visible.

Stop waxing poetic about their marks of age, my dragon growled. Smoke billowed in my mouth. We’re not here for that.

You’re right.

As one, the witches turned to me and bowed. Not deeply, just enough to signal that they recognized who I was.

“Your Majesty,” Bartholomew rumbled. “What a pleasure to see you.”

Was it a pleasure? It didn’t feel like one. Nothing was pleasurable these days.

Their work! the dragon snapped, its attitude growing more caustic by the day. Ask them about it.

Still, it was right. As per the dragon’s request, I asked the witches for an update.

Balethrop cleared his throat. “Your army is nearly ready. We need a week or two before it’s all said and done.”

My lips crept upwards at the news. “Good. How many shadow warriors have you summoned?”

“Thousands,” was Bartholomew’s reply. “We have swept the darkness for you, Your Majesty, and brought forth an army befitting a queen of your stature.”

This time, my smile was genuine and wide. “Excellent. Keep going, and do not stop until you’ve called every single one from their sleep. That’s why I’m paying you.”

“Of course, My Queen,” Balethrop said. “We won’t stop until it’s done.”

“Wonderful. You know where to find me if there’s any update.” I swept out of the temple, making my way back to my castle. This time, I didn’t ignore the Winged Soldiers at the entrance.

“Your Majesty?” one of them asked.

I commanded, “Find me two Fortune Elves. I want them to start scouring the future for the best time to act. We march on Eleyta within the month. Once they fall, Ipotha will go next.”

And then it would all be mine.


I’ll Follow You Anywhere
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DAEGAL


“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Ryllae leaned against me, my arm wrapped around her as we looked over the Indigo Ocean. Her voice was quiet and contemplative, as though she worried if she spoke too loudly, it might disrupt the calm stretched out before us.

We’d made it here without a hitch. That was… almost miraculous. I was almost scared just thinking about it. I couldn’t recall the last time we’d gone more than a week without something terrible happening.

Ryllae and I had settled into a routine over the past week.

During the days, we hiked. At night, we curled together for warmth. A few times, it was safe enough to start a fire. On those nights, Ryllae had used her magic to catch a couple of small rabbits. We enjoyed roasted meat before falling asleep. She was getting stronger, and each day, we’d covered more ground than the last.

“You are beautiful.” I leaned over and kissed her. “We made it.”

“We did,” she said, almost wistfully. “And the others?”

“They’re still safe,” I assured her.

Every day, I’d slipped onto the silver planes and checked on our friends. The future was still dark and gloomy, filled with doubt and darkness, but there were glimmers of hope now. Maiela and Kysha had made it to Ipotha two days ago and had requested a meeting with the Council of Lords. Now, they were waiting to be seen. Just last night, Xander and Aileana had arrived in Eleyta. The vampire royals seemed to have accepted them, putting them up in Castle Sanguis.

I knew better than to hope that we wouldn’t encounter any more trouble, but for once, it seemed like things were going our way.

“Do you…” Ryllae paused, chewing on her bottom lip. “Do you remember the last time we were here? You were hurt, and I was so, so worried.”

“How could I forget? I was destined for death, but you saved me.” I stroked her cheek, glancing at the markings of my mating bond. “A lot has happened since then.”

She smiled softly, leaning against me as a red ribbon slipped from her palm. It wound around her arm like a bracelet, resting against her mating mark. She’d been using her magic more each day on our trek, and I loved seeing her grow more confident in her power.

Ryllae was far stronger than she gave herself credit for.

For several minutes, we remained on the shore, listening to the crashing of the waves against rocks.

We just were… together.

“I’d do it again, Daegal,” Ryllae whispered after a few minutes.

My brows furrowed, and I glanced at her. “Do what?”

“This. You. Us.” She placed her hand on my chest over my heart. “I’d do it all again. Is that… crazy? I’ve been through so much in my life, and most of it was horrible, but it brought me to you. If I’d never been in prison, would we have met?”

I sucked in a breath and my eyes searched hers. I knew the broad strokes of what had happened to Ryllae in prison. The abuse she’d endured. The torture. It made me want to destroy those who hurt her every time I thought about it.

“I… I don’t know,” I admitted. “I hope the paths of fate would have led us together, even if you hadn’t endured that.”

“That’s what I thought.”

I covered her hand with mine. “But what I do know, Princess, is that I can’t imagine my life without you. You’re everything to me. You repaired a part of me I didn’t even know was broken. You complete me in every way. I love you.”

She rested her head against my chest, her ear pressed against our joined hands. “I love you.”

No matter how many times we said it, it still felt like the first one.

I wasn’t sure how long we stood there as gray clouds rolled through the sky. Time didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was her.

Eventually, Ryllae sighed. “I’m ready.” She stepped back and her gaze swept over mine. “Let’s summon the merfolk.”

Gods, I was so proud of her. Most people would shatter beyond repair after what she’d gone through, but not my mate. She didn’t ignore her past, and instead, let it strengthen her.

I couldn’t help but steal a kiss. “You’re so brave, Dark One. You hold my heart in your hands. You know that, right?”

The corners of her lips tilted up. “I know. It’s a gift I never deserved, but I’ll keep it safe for you.”

“I don’t doubt you at all.” I would never have given her my heart if I thought it would be in danger.

Ryllae squared her shoulders and handed me her pack. I took it without question, slinging it onto my back as she approached the ocean. The snow crunched beneath her feet, and she kneeled on the shore.

Her black mittens landed on the snow beside her, and I heard her murmur a prayer to Kydona before she placed her hand in the water.

“People of the Sea, merfolk, bearers of the Coral Scepter,” she intoned, her voice ringing out over the water. “My name is Ryllae—formally of the House of Irriel—bonded mate of Daegal of the House of Videntis, and Princess of Ithenmyr. I request an audience with your ruler.”

My heart thumped in my chest and the beat rang in my ears as Ryllae repeated the summons three times. Then, she pulled her hand from the water and sat back.

“Now what?” I asked, crouching behind her.

She scooted back into my open arms, and I wrapped them around her.

“Now we wait.”
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It wasn’t long before ripples disturbed the clear surface of the water. At first, they were small, no larger than lily pads, but soon, the rings were as large as a person. My hand slipped to my side, gripping the hilt of my sword in a reflexive motion as the being approached.

The golden tip of a trident broke through the water, followed by a head of vibrant pink hair.

Ryllae exhaled, and relief filtered down our connection. “It worked.”

I rose to my feet, offering her my hand and helping her stand.

By then, the mermale was a few dozen feet from the shore. I recognized Erthian, the High Queen’s Captain of the Guard. Even though we’d met him before, I didn’t release Ryllae’s hand.

Just because we knew him didn’t mean we could trust him.

His assessing gaze swept over us both, lingering on Ryllae. “Princess of Ithenmyr, you’ve returned.”

Not a question.

My mate smiled, and her voice took on a regal tone that I assumed came from years of training in her father’s castles. “I have. You might remember Daegal? He is my bonded mate.”

Pride rang out in her voice at the last words, and heat stirred within me.

“Congratulations.” The mermale’s violet eyes glimmered as he took in our joined hands. “I assume you’re here to see the queen?”

“We are.” Her voice was strong and lacked any hint of brokenness. “As you know, the balance is in disrepair, and the Four Kingdoms are in flux. We need to act now.”

Gods, I loved her so much.

Erthian’s mouth tightened, and he studied us for several more minutes before nodding. “Alright. The High Queen and her consort are in Starless Bay. I’ll take you to them.”

As soon as he was done speaking, coral ribbons slipped from his hands. They circled us both before sinking into our skin. A tingling, not-completely unpleasant sensation ran through me. I could feel the magic running through my body, preparing me for the eventual onslaught of water.

Erthian eyes our bags and my sword. “I’ll summon some turtles for your baggage. The trip to Starless Bay will be more difficult than the one you took to Coral City, and you’ll require all your strength.”

He turned, sending more threads into the ocean.

The turtles must have been waiting nearby because barely a minute passed before two of them appeared beside Erthian. He murmured a waterproofing spell over our belongings before attaching them to the creatures using thick cords made of kelp.

“Ready?” I asked Ryllae.

She nodded. A gleam entered her eyes, and she stood on her toes, kissing me. “I love you. Always.”

She eyed the water, muttered something about being strong, and then she jumped into the sea. I quickly followed, not wanting to be left behind.

The moment my body crashed into the ocean, it was like a barrage of ice slammed into me. This wasn’t just cold. No. Snow and ice were cold. This was frigid. Icy. Glacial, even. It stole the breath from my lungs. For a long moment, I couldn’t do anything except sink.

And then Erthian’s magic kicked in. My lungs contracted, and I could breathe once more.

Kicking my legs, I swam up next to Ryllae. Blonde hair streamed behind her, and her arms and legs moved fluidly through the icy waters.

She met my gaze, smiling. “You good?”

“Yep.”

Erthian looked over his shoulder at us. “We have to go. This way, please.”

He turned left, his turtles following suit, and our entourage swam into the dark blue waters.
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It didn’t take long to see that the darkness had reached the Indigo Ocean. The swirling blues and greens from before were nowhere to be seen. Instead, the waters were murky, and inky trails threaded through it.

“The darkness has spread to us,” Erthian said after a few hours of swimming. “Coral City is dying. Sunlight is no longer reaching us as it should.”

Ryllae gasped. “I’m so sorry.”

The mermale nodded. “It’s… bad. That’s why the queen is in Starless Bay. She’s begging Nontia, our goddess, to lift the curse. Our people need the sun. Plants are withering, the water is darkening, and we can’t last like this. Already, our young and elderly are falling ill.”

Both Ryllae and I expressed our dismay. What else could we say? The darkness was everywhere.

Hopefully, we weren’t too late.


A Gift from the Gods
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AILEANA


Something tickled my cheek. It was soft, and slowly drew me out of my slumber. That was unfortunate. I was so tired these days.

A voice whispered, “Wake up, Protectress of the Woods.”

Groaning, I shook my head. “Just let me sleep.”

“Wake up!” The speaker was more insistent now.

Well, whoever this was, they were being incredibly rude. I reached for my blades, which should have been on the nightstand, but my hand landed on grass instead.

What the hell?

Confusion laced through me as my eyes blinked open. Brilliant shards of sunlight seared my retinas, and I groaned.

Where was I? Obviously, this was not the vampires’ castle. First of all, it was daytime. Everyone knew the vampires lived beneath the light of the moon. The last thing I remembered was slipping on a long nightgown and sliding beneath the covers with Xander. I’d fallen asleep, and now, I was here. Second, and even more damning, was the vibrant life all around me. Grass tickled my legs. Trees rose towards the sky. Vines stretched between the canopy of leaves, and flowers burst through the cracked columns and cobblestones.

Recognition settled within me. I knew this place.

Another groan slipped from my lips. I definitely did not want to be here. The Sanctuary held painful memories.

At least now I knew where I was. And if I was here…

I stood, turning slowly until my gaze landed on Myhhena. The Spirit of the Woods stood a few feet away, her hand twitching at her side. She was just as leafy as ever, though there was a darkness in her mossy eyes that I hadn’t seen before. Her shoulders were slumped, and for the first time ever, she seemed to have aged.

“Why am I here?” I asked without preamble.

The Spirits’ magic was as strange as it was ancient. I was certain this was a dream or something along those lines. Either way, I wanted to get this over with and get back to Xander. At one time, this might have been a safe place, but that was no longer the case. Now, it simply represented the place where my bonded mate had been stolen from me.

Myhhena’s twiggy lips tilted down, and sadness radiated from her. “You do not wish to be here.”

That was an understatement. This place held only pain for me.

“No, I don’t.” I wanted to be with my mate, dealing with our current problems. “Is this a dream?”

Myhhena sighed. I could have sworn she was saddened by my response, though I wasn’t sure what she was expecting. “In a way, yes. I summoned you here because time is running short. You—”

“Protectress of the Woods!” a childlike shriek came from behind me.

I twisted just in time to see Tiaesti barreling towards me. She was just as small as the last time we met, although now she wore an air of sadness like a cloak. The small bundle of twigs, as Xander had called her, came to a stop near my feet. She gazed up at me with earthy eyes and a wide smile on her face.

“You’re back.” Tiaesti did a little jig, hopping from one foot to the next. “Are you staying this time? I’ve missed you.”

The small Spirit’s words tugged at my heartstrings. Of all the people I’d met at the Sanctuary, she was the one who’d imprinted herself on my heart the most.

Crouching, I took her hands in mine. “I’m sorry, dear, I’m not.”

Tiaesti’s face fell. “You have to leave? I just thought…”

Her bottom lip wobbled, and a petal slipped from her eye. The tear fluttered to the ground. If I thought my heart was hurting before, now it was downright breaking. First the crying, now this. The pregnancy was ruining me emotionally.

Still, I couldn’t just let her stand there. I wrapped my arms around Tiaesti, drawing her towards me for a tight hug. “I’m sorry. I’m happy to visit you, but I can’t stay. There are many things happening outside the Sanctuary, and I need to help them.”

“Is your dragon there too? You found him, right?”

“He is there, and yes, I did.”

“Oh, good.” Tiaesti’s mouth, twiggy though it might be, pinched together. She appeared hard in thought for a moment before she nodded sagely. “I understand. You’re the High Lady of Life, and they need you.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “That’s right.”

It was a mantle I never asked for, but I would bear it if it meant I could free the females of Ithenmyr from the binds holding them down. Such was my goal in life: I’d escaped my tower and found freedom, but there were many others in Ithenmyr still suffering.

Straightening, I met Myhhena’s gaze. “Why did you summon me here?”

“The balance is broken,” the Spirit of the Woods said, repeating the worn refrain.

My nails bit into the bed of my palms. Did she bring me here to tell me something I already knew? “I’m well aware the balance is broken,” I said icily. “Is that I am here? If so, please return me to my bed immediately.”

I was exhausted all the time these days and required as much sleep as I could get.

“No.” Myhhena moved as though to step forward, but then she seemed to rethink it. She remained in place and swayed from side to side. “There has been a shift in the world. Witches of old are waking what should not be woken. You’ve seen this.”

Immediately, visions of Bartholemew and Balethrop came to mind.

“The shadow soldiers?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Saena is raising them,” I said bluntly. Of all the things I’d seen while her prisoner, they were the worst.

A very human-like shudder ran through the Spirit of the Woods, causing her leaves to rattle together. “The Death Bringers come from a realm that is not our own. They do not belong here.”

A shiver ran down my spine at their name. I’d known they were evil from the moment I saw the first shadowy form rise from the black mist, but to hear Myhhena speak of them…

I rubbed my arms, wishing desperately that this was all a bad dream. Unfortunately, I knew it was real. “Why are you telling me this?”

This time, Myhhena did move towards me. She came closer, reaching out and taking my hand in hers. “Tell the vampires about the shadows. They will know what to do.”

My brows furrowed. “The royals?”

“They will know what to do,” she repeated. “Though they are creatures of the night, they bring a light to the darkness.”

Her words made little sense. Frustration bubbled up inside me, and I groaned. “Could you be less cryptic?”

Like Fortune Elves, Myhhena seemed to thrive on speaking in riddles. Why bring me here if she couldn’t speak plainly? It wasn’t as though we had all the time in the world for her games.

“I promise they will understand,” was her response.

I balled my fists, but before I could say anything I might regret, a hand tugged on my nightgown. “Protectress of the Woods?”

I looked down, where Tiaesti stood at my side, still hopping from foot to foot. “Yes?”

She smiled, showing off a mouthful of woody teeth. “I have a gift for you.”

My heart warmed, and her words were a soothing balm against the growing frustrations within me. “Oh?”

“It’s very special,” she exclaimed. “One moment!”

Instead of leaving to get her gift, the small Spirit of the Woods cupped her hands in front of her. Her brows knit together in fierce concentration, and she frowned, focusing on her twiggy palms. Golden sparks like sunlight spun above her hands. There were just a few at first, but soon, it looked like she’d caught an entire colony of fireflies.

It was beautiful and entrancing. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the show in front of me.

“A Blessing,” Tiaesti chanted in a soft, ethereal voice. Although the Spirit looked and sounded young, I recalled that she was over five hundred years old. In this moment, her age leaked into her voice. Every word echoed with ancient power. “For the High Lady and the future life she carries.”

My child.

Tears pricked at my eyes as I realized what she meant. Myhhena and I had our problems, surely, but I would never turn down a gift from Tiaesti.

“Thank you,” I choked out, overwhelmed by the sudden emotion.

Tiaesti murmured something in a foreign language, causing the fireflies to glow even brighter. I stared at them, entranced, as she blew on the collection of magic in her hands. The sparks flew at me, their golden lights flickering. They covered my body, and the magic sank into my skin.

I chuckled. “It tickles.”

The power spread through me like a wave, leaving tingles in its wake. The effects were immediate. My next breath was deeper, my exhaustion was a little less than before, my back was straighter, and colors were more vivid as I looked around. Golden sparks remained on my skin, as though stars themselves were embedded between the marks of my Maturation.

“The Blessing will fade over time, but it will aid you during your coming trials,” Tiaesti said.

This gift was far greater than I had ever expected. “Thank you so much.” I gathered her in a hug. “I will cherish your Blessing.”

When I released Tiaesti and rose to my feet, Myhhena stood right in front of me. “War is coming, High Lady. The Dragon Queen is gathering her forces. Time is short. Be strong, for you will need it in the days ahead.”

And then, without warning, the Sanctuary whirled around me.
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I woke with a start and Myhhena’s ominous warning rang in my ears. I clutched the blankets, drawing in deep, lurching gasps of air.

Next to me, Xander jolted awake with a snarl. “What’s wrong? What’s happening?”

His gaze darted wildly around the room as though searching for a threat.

I inhaled sharply in an attempt to get my heart to stop racing. “I just… Myhhena.”

An animalistic growl rumbled through his chest at her name.

“She’s not here,” I quickly assured him. “I saw her, though.”

“Where?” he asked gruffly.

“She came to me in a dream, but… it wasn’t a dream. It was real.”

As if proving that the experience had truly happened, my skin tickled. I drew up my sleeve, and sure enough, golden flecks were still embedded in my flesh.

Xander took my arm, running his fingers over my skin. His touch was far gentler than his voice as he said, “Tell me everything. I don’t trust Myhhena.”

For good reason.

“I know you don’t,” I said softly. “I just need a minute.”

My heart was still racing in my chest. Visiting the Sanctuary had brought back a slew of unwanted memories.

Pressing my free hand against my heart, I willed my body to calm down. I was with Xander; we were both safe, and the Sanctuary was a great distance away. Once my heart rate had settled, I exhaled and told him the details of my visit to the ruins that housed the Spirits.

When I was done, Xander was staring at me. “A Blessing,” he said flatly.

“Yes.”

“From the Spirits of the Woods?”

“From Tiaesti,” I correctly gently. “She’s…”

“Annoying,” he grumbled.

I chuckled. “I was going to say energetic. She gave me the Blessing, but she didn’t explain what it was other than to say that it would help.”

He didn’t like that. I could see it in the tension bracketing his mouth, the anger flashing in his eyes. I understood, but at the same time, I didn’t think Tiaesti would hurt me. I told him as much, but he was still tense.

“But you’re feeling okay?” Xander pressed a hand against my belly. “Both of you?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Although—”

“What?” he interrupted, and his eyes widened. His next words were little more than a growl as he said, “I swear, if Myhhena hurt you, I’ll kill her.”

He didn’t even give me a chance to answer before he jumped off the bed and prowled in front of me. He was naked, which somehow only enhanced his fierceness. Scales rippled across his scarred chest, and I could have sworn smoke billowed from his mouth.

“Nothing will stop me from burning the entire Sanctuary to the ground,” he vowed. “Spirit or not, I will not tolerate her laying a hand on you.”

Gods, he was so territorial. I would have been lying if I said it didn’t do something to me.

Moving lower on the bed, I took his hand in mine. “Be calm, my ferocious dragon. While I appreciate this show of protectiveness, I’m fine. I’m just hungry. Perhaps you could channel some of that energy towards finding me something to eat?” My stomach grumbled, and blood rushed to my cheeks. “Preferably something sweet. I truly am famished.”

His chest heaved, and his amber eyes swept over mine for a long moment. Then he pulled his hand out of mine and walked to the dresser. Picking up my dagger, he handed it to me. “I’ll get you food, but you need to promise you’ll keep these by your side.”

I took it, glancing out the window. Slivers of sunlight filtered through the cracks between the curtain and the frame. We’d adjusted to the vampires’ schedule for our visit, staying awake at night and sleeping during the day. “I’ll be on my guard, but I don’t think the vampires are awake during the day. Isn’t the sunlight deadly to them?”

Xander grunted in agreement as he pulled on a pair of trousers.

“That’s what I thought.” I drew out my blade, running my finger over the hilt. I mused, “I’ll stay on my guard. Honestly, I won’t be upset if I have a chance to use my dagger, though.”

I could use the practice, and there was never anything wrong with a little violence. I said as much to Xander, and he chuckled as he drew on his tunic.

Crossing the room, he kissed me fiercely. Against my lips, he whispered, “That’s my violent mate. Stay safe, love. I’ll be back soon.”
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Soon, it turned out, was a relative term. Xander told time like he gave directions—vaguely and without a concrete number attached to it. He’d been gone for at least a quarter of an hour before my stomach started grumbling again.

When fifteen minutes turned into twenty, I started pacing. What if he had encountered some trouble? He’d been so careful to warn me to stay safe, but he hadn’t even brought a weapon with him.

Frowning, I glanced between my dagger and the door. There was no doubt in my mind, Xander would most definitely be upset with me if I left the room. The male had absolutely no idea how to relax or take things lightly. But what if he was hurt? He’d been the one to repeatedly warn me that this castle wasn’t the pinnacle of safety. What if he’d run into Valeria or another group of less-than-friendly vampires?

The thought chilled my blood, and I curled my fingers around the hilt of my weapon. If that blonde fangy bitch hurt him, I would destroy her. Vampires could die, right? It just took some extra work. I was certain I could find a wooden stake around here somewhere. We were surrounded by forests, after all.

But what if—

No. That was it. I wouldn’t stay here and fret. I was a fighter. Just because I was pregnant didn’t mean I couldn’t take care of myself.

Grabbing a cobalt shawl from the pile of clothes the vampires had sent over, I wrapped it around my shoulders. Eyeing my heavy boots, I weighed whether I should put them on before I decided to leave them here. If my nightgown and long socks were good enough to visit the Sanctuary in, they were good enough to wear while I looked for my mate.

Belting the sheath around my hips, I padded over to the door. Either Xander would be on the other side when I opened it, and I could feign ignorance and play off the dagger in my hand, or I would search for him. There had to be a kitchen around here somewhere, right?

It didn’t take much for me to convince myself this was the right course of action. I twisted the knob and sucked in a breath before pulling open the door.

Stone walls greeted me. There were no guards, no grumpy dragon shifter, no lights.

Just a silent, empty, dark hallway.

Well, that made my decision for me. Slipping the door shut behind me, I stared down the corridor. Our room was at the end, so there was only one direction I could go. I walked slowly, careful to place my feet as gently as I could so as not to disturb any sleeping vampires.

The castle was quiet, though I picked up several murmurs coming from behind closed doors. They were servants, I assumed. We’d seen some humans and other elves during our stay in Castle Sanguis, and Xander had explained that vampires could use anyone who wasn’t a creature of the moon as a Source.

Just the thought of allowing a vampire to drink my blood soured my stomach. I would rather stab someone than allow them to sup on the vital essence running through my veins. Luckily for me, most of the people we’d encountered since our arrival in Eleyta seemed more than happy to stay away from us. It was probably the shifter who shared my bed. His presence was intimidating on the best of days. Servants talked, and I was certain that by now, everyone knew a dragon had landed in the Northern Kingdom.

I descended the first set of stairs without running into anyone. The second floor I explored was much like the one we were staying on. Windows were shuttered to keep out the sunlight, spheres cast their purple light on the stones, and the air was bitter and cold.

I drew my shawl tighter around me.

The following set of stairs was far grander than the first I’d descended. A red carpet ran down the middle of the stairs, and it looked like something I would expect to see in a ballroom. I recalled travelling this path with Artemis earlier, so I was certain I was on the right path.

I was halfway down the stairs when I heard papers rustling. Then, a cough.

My heart pounded in my chest as I looked around. There was nowhere for me to go. I was standing out in the open.

In the end, I decided not to try and hide. Tightening my grip on my dagger, I released a thread of green magic from my palm.

A second later, a door shut at the top of the stairs. Then, a dark figure stepped into the hall.

“Oh, hello.” Luna, the Vampire Queen, stood at the top of the stairs. A stack of six books was balanced precariously in her grip, and she wore a long white nightgown similar to mine. She raised a brow, lifting the books in my general direction. “Couldn’t sleep?”

I shook my head. “No, I was… hungry.”

A few seconds later, a muffled curse came from behind the queen. It was my only warning before the Vampire King materialized out of the shadows. He was carrying even more books than the queen, his arms full of almost a dozen tomes. “Do you think you have enough…”

His voice trailed off as his black gaze landed on me. I knew the moment he saw my dagger because his eyes hardened, and he attempted to shove Luna behind him.

She snarled at him, and they glared at each other.

Quickly sheathing my weapon—I wasn’t cocky enough to think I was a match against vampire royals—I held up my hands in the universal sign of, I mean you no harm.

After a moment, the queen sighed. “We were just talking, Sebastian. There’s no need to be so protective.”

“Maybe if you had waited like I’d asked, I wouldn’t need to protect you,” he grumbled.

“Hmm. Debatable.” She lifted a shoulder, walking down the stairs towards me. “Tell me, Aileana, is your dragon shifter… protective?”

A laugh bubbled up inside me. “That would be an understatement,” I confided as she reached me on the stairs. “He’s rather irritating.”

“Males.” She lifted a shoulder. “What are you going to do?”

A huff came from behind us as her husband followed her down the stairs. “Maybe you should just do what you’re told.”

The queen looked at me for a long moment before we both started laughing.

“Oh, Sebastian,” she said through laughter. “You and I both know that won’t happen.”

He grumbled, reaching over and taking the books out of her arms. His gaze verged on adoring, even though they were arguing.

With her hands free, Luna leaned over and threaded her arm through mine. “Why don’t we find you a snack? We can chat about our protective males on the way.”

A smile stretched across my face. I knew I’d be fast friends with this queen. “Better words have never been spoken.”


Have You Ever Heard of Nightwings?
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Iwould never admit it, but this damned castle was convoluted. It had taken me far too long to locate the kitchen. Then, once I found it, it was empty. That was fine, except it meant I had to search the cupboards searching for food for my mate. There were several small loaves of bread on the table at the kitchen entrance, but they weren’t good enough for her. She wanted something sweet, and I would find that, even if it took all day.

Thank the gods, the castle kitchen was well-equipped to feed the non-vampiric servants and guests. My search was fruitful. I was already carrying a loaf of cinnamon bread, some butter, a slice of chocolate cake, some cheese, and a few apples when a cookie tin caught my eye. Moving all the food into one arm, I rested my chin on the bowl of apples as I reached for the spiced treats.

Do you think you might be going overboard? the dragon asked.

My fingers wrapped around the tin’s rim, and I delicately added it to my growing bundle.

Nope. Aileana is hungry, and it’s my duty to provide for her.

Satisfied I had enough food to tide my mate over until the rest of the castle woke, I gingerly eked the kitchen door open with my toe. Once I was through, I kicked it shut and made my way up the stairs.

I didn’t even make it to the top of the steps when my ears pricked. Pausing, I extended my senses. Three separate heartbeats, one fast and two slow, approached. There were footsteps and the melodic hum of two feminine voices.

A growl rumbled through me. I didn’t need to be a dragon shifter to recognize my own mate’s voice. What was she doing down here? I’d told her to do one simple thing: wait for me.

Aileana was nothing if not predictably stubborn. I knew she only listened to orders if she felt they suited her, but I couldn’t help but be slightly irked by her inability to remain in our room.

By the time I reached the top, the voices were louder. I went to open the wooden door, but it swung open first.

“When we… oh.” Aileana’s eyes widened, and her cheeks reddened in a rather adorable fashion as she met my gaze. Even standing a step down, I was taller than her.

My brow lifted almost to her hairline as I growled her name. “I thought I told you to stay in our room?”

She bit her lip. “You did.”

“And?”

“I… uh… you were gone for a while.”

This female. She was incredibly frustrating. One would think I’d been gone for hours, not less than thirty minutes. “Not that long.”

“Long enough.” The ruddiness was leaving her cheeks, and in its place was a tinge of anger. “I was worried.”

A retort was on the tip of my tongue when I glanced over my mate’s shoulder. The vampire royals stood a few feet behind Aileana, looking decidedly amused. The king held a massive pile of books, and his wife leaned against him. I momentarily wondered what they were doing awake during the day but pushed the thought away in favor of dealing with the situation at hand.

“We were returning to our wing when we ran into Aileana,” Luna explained.

“I see.” Stepping out of the stairwell into the hallway, I bowed my head briefly. “Thank you for bringing her to me safely.”

“I wasn’t in danger, Xander,” Aileana said.

A non-committal sound left my mouth. She was a magnet for danger. It seemed she could barely walk outside without something terrible happening to her.

Bastian cleared his throat. “Actually, now that we have you, we should talk.”

My brows furrowed, and I adjusted the pile of food in my arms. “Now?”

I thought vampires needed to sleep, but apparently not these two.

“Now,” the king confirmed. “We just received a report that the Dragon Queen is moving more troops into the Koln Mountains.”

My stomach dropped. “So, it’s time. War is on the horizon.”

“Yes,” he said. “I thought you should know.”

“Thank you. Is there anything else?”

The queen nodded. “There is one other thing.”

I raised a brow. “Oh?”

Instead of answering me, she turned to Aileana. “Earlier, when you arrived, you seemed surprised we knew to expect you.”

Aileana frowned. “Yes, that’s right. How did you know we were coming? Did a Fortune Elf tell you?”

“Not quite,” Bastian said. He exchanged a glance with his wife before asking, “Have you heard of Nightwings?”

Aileana’s brows knit together, and she shook her head. “No.”

I opened my mouth to say the same thing when a memory slammed into me like a ton of bricks. I stumbled, my back hitting the stone wall. A few apples tumbled off my pile, rolling away on the floor.

Aileana cried out my name, but I was lost to the call of time.
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“There are several mythical creatures in the Four Kingdoms,” Mama said, rocking Saena in her arms. “Right, Aranuil?”

She glanced at Papa, who sat by the crackling fire sharpening his daggers. He was leaving for a hunt before dawn tomorrow, and he’d spent all day preparing his weapons.

I was too young to have a dagger, but I watched Papa carefully, preparing for the day that I would be old enough to have weapons of my own.

“Yes, my love.” He smiled fondly at her, his eyes crinkling. “Dragons are far from the only creatures who live on this continent.”

“What else lives here?” I asked eagerly. I loved it when my parents told us stories.

Mama reached over and ruffled my hair. “Well, I can think of several examples, but the first ones that come to mind are the Nightwings. They live far in the north, where it snows all year round.”

I gasped. “All year? Truly?”

I had seen snow before, but it usually only came in the winter. I liked it. Throwing snowballs was fun, and Papa promised that this year, he’d build me a sled so I could hunt with him. I couldn’t wait.

“Truly,” Mama replied sagely.

“Are Nightwings like sparrows?” I asked. There were a lot of those around our house. They were so loud, and the village dogs loved to bark at the birds.

Papa snorted. “No, my son. Nightwings are enormous creatures.”

“As big as dragons?” Saena asked, her toddler voice soft with sleep as she burrowed against Mama’s chest.

Our mother kissed Saena’s forehead and held her close. “Not quite.”

My chest puffed with pride. Everyone knew dragons were enormous. There was no creature in the Four Kingdoms as big as dragons.

“Though they are smaller than us, Nightwings are very majestic,” Papa said.

I curled my legs against my chest, eager to hear more. “Did you see one when you worked as a messenger?”

My father was a very old dragon, and before he’d settled down to have a family, he used to deliver messages all over the Four Kingdoms. It was a time-honored dragon tradition. Or at least, it used to be. That was before the mean king made the dragons stop working. He didn’t like us so much.

Papa’s eyes took on a distant sheen. “Once, when I was much younger, I saw one from afar.”

Oh, this was wonderful. I loved Papa’s stories. He was the best at telling them.

“What did it look like?” I asked.

“Story!” Saena demanded.

A deep chuckle filled the cottage. Papa put down his dagger and reached over, plucking Saena out of Mama’s arms. He settled her on his lap and spread his arms wide in demonstration. “A Nightwing is like… a lion met a bird. Instead of fur, they have feathers. They have wings like eagles, and their talons are sharp and deadly.”

“Wow,” I breathed. I could barely comprehend such a beautiful animal existing.

“I felt the same way,” Papa said. “The Nightwings have a very special job, you know.”

“What is it?”

It was Mama who answered, “The gods tasked them long ago to forge a place of refuge out of the mountains. Nightwings and dragons work in harmony, my child.”

“If you are ever in trouble, seek them out,” Papa said. “They will do what they can.”

I had so many questions. How would I find the Nightwings? What kind of trouble could we run into? And this refuge. What was Papa talking about?

Before I could ask anything, Saena yawned and slumped in Papa’s lap.

He laughed, standing. “I think that’s enough stories for tonight.” Walking over to the trundle bed where Saena slept, he tucked her in and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Saena-bug. I’ll see you when I get back. Xander, come with me please.”

My questions slipped to the back of my mind as I followed Papa outside. We chopped wood until night fell, and then I slipped into bed.

Maybe one day, I would meet a Nightwing.

The next day, when I woke, Papa was already gone.

And then, it was too late for my questions.

He never came back.
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I gasped, my lungs so tight drawing breath was nearly impossible. I sipped air as quickly as I dared, trying to stay upright.

How could I have forgotten about this conversation?

My parents’ words echoed in my mind. A place of refuge… Nightwings and dragons work in harmony…

What if… Did this mean… Was there a chance I wasn’t alone?

“Xander?” Aileana’s face appeared in my vision. Her brows were creased, and her mouth was pinched in a line. Worry pulsed through the bond. “What’s wrong?”

“I know about the Nightwings.” Meeting Bastian’s obsidian eyes, I asked, “Do you know where to find them? I need to see them. It’s urgent.”

There was a pulsing, urgent sense of knowing deep within me. This was important. I had to go to this place my father had spoken of.

The vampire royals met each other’s gazes, seeming to communicate silently.

What’s going on, Xander? Aileana’s worried voice appeared in my mind.

My father told me of the Nightwings.

Shock filtered through our connection. What? When?

The night before he died.

Oh, Elyxander.

She didn’t say anything else. Instead, she brushed her arm against mine. I relaxed a bit, letting Aileana’s touch ground me in the present.

The Vampire Queen turned to us. “We can take you to the Nightwings tomorrow night. They warned us you were coming, so I have a feeling they’ll be expecting you.”

Relieved, I exhaled and palmed the back of my neck. “Thank you.”

I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was incredibly important.

Before I could say anything else, Aileana’s stomach grumbled. I remembered all the food I was carrying, and suddenly, I just wanted to get back to our room. Offering our excuses to the vampire royals, Aileana and I returned to our room in silence.

Once she was digging into the food I procured, I leaned against the wall and recounted the memory. Despite the pain that talking about my family brought about, I didn’t spare a single detail. Even though it hurt, I didn’t keep secrets from my mate.

When I was done, I rubbed my temples. “That’s it.”

Silence stretched between us. Aileana finished the cheese she’d been nibbling on for the past ten minutes and folded her arms.

“So… there might be other dragons.”

She spoke the words so casually, so easily. They’d been bouncing around in my head since the memory returned to me, but I hadn’t said it. I couldn’t. Words had power. They could change things. Already, I could feel a spark of hope taking root in me.

Sucking in a breath, I pushed off the wall and claimed the seat beside her. I took her hand in mine. “I really don’t know.”

The Dragon Massacre had been so deadly, horrible, and thorough that I’d never imagined that others could have survived it. Honestly, it didn’t even seem possible. But Aileana hadn’t seen the fire. She hadn’t seen the destroyed homes or smelled the burned flesh that sometimes still haunted my nightmares.

“But maybe,” she breathed. “A refuge… what if some dragons made it in time?”

“Then… maybe they survived?” I didn’t know, and that frustrated me. This wasn’t me, I was usually self-assured and aware.

A slow smile crept along my mate’s face. “Xander, this is incredible. You might not be the only dragon. I mean, I know Saena is a dragon, but…”

The draken.

“I know.” My heart thudded in my chest, and my head spun. I didn’t know how to react to this kind of information. I’d never expected this to happen. That hope continued to grow within me. Despite my best intentions to snuff it out, it grew into a tiny flame.

I had so many questions. They didn’t stop running through my mind, keeping me hours after Aileana fell asleep.

Could there be others like me out there? If there were other dragons, would they be willing to help us?

Those questions kept me awake long after Aileana fell asleep. When I finally gave into rest, dragons filled my dreams.


Starless Bay
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RYLLAE


The last time we visited the Indigo Ocean, vibrant life had surrounded us. From the brilliant colors to the boisterous laughter from merlings as they swam to and fro, the ocean had been a happy place.

Now, it was quiet, desolate, and broken.

Yesterday, we swam all day before stopping to sleep in a small coral outpost last night. I’d been so tired that I fell asleep the moment I curled up on the bed. This morning, we’d woken with the sun—or what little of its light filtered through the now-murky waters—and started swimming again.

Erthian hadn’t been the pinnacle of hilarity the first time we’d met, but now he was so serious, it was like his face was etched in stone.

Daegal’s hand brushed against mine. His voice was low as he asked, “Are you alright?”

Was I? I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t stop shudders from running through me. Somehow, I’d gotten used to the darkness in Ithenmyr. The black trees, the dying woods, and the strange weather had almost become… normal. But seeing it in the ocean was different, and I could feel it chipping away at my sanity. “No,” I said. “I’m not.”

Panic flashed through my mate’s eyes. “Are you—”

“I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “It’s not me. It’s just… this is… bad. I hadn’t realized the darkness had spread so far.”

It was far worse than I had ever thought.

He nodded, taking my hand and squeezing it. “Neither had I.”

After that, words were hard to come by. We swam in relative silence, words stolen by the quiet, black waters. We passed an ashen coral reef, devoid of life. A little while later, there were several dead fish floating in the sea. After that, we passed a large shark that was a gray so sickly, it almost looked white.

Everything around us was dying.

Goosebumps crawled over my skin as I took in the horrors around us. I had so many questions. How far did the darkness spread? Was it affecting more than the Four Kingdoms? Did it stretch to the Obsidian Coast? Were the fae affected as well?

There were no answers. Just a deep sense of foreboding. As if it could sense the presence of darkness, my magic pulsed a low, steady beat.

Eventually, Daegal’s fingers laced through mine. “We’ll fix this, Ryllae. We have to.”

The rest of his words were left unsaid, but I heard them anyways. Or we’ll die.

Those were our options. Repair the balance, or death would come for everyone.

Hopefully, the High Queen and her consort were still willing to help because we needed them.

We needed all the help we could get.

What if we weren’t successful?

I’d always known death was possible—it was the reality of life, after all—but I didn’t want to die right now. Daegal and I hadn’t had enough time. What if we went to all these extravagant lengths only to fail in the end? How horrible would that be?

I couldn’t stand the thought. It was too much, too dangerous. I pushed those thoughts away, shoving them deeper and deeper within me until there was nothing left but hope. I refused to allow negativity into my mind, lest I lose sight of why we were doing this: to restore the balance.

Gripping Daegal’s hand, I swam and swam.

This would work.

It had to.
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Inky, murky waters stretched as far as the eye could see. The shroud of black water above our heads was so thick that not even a pinprick of light made it through the darkness.

Slowing the movements of his tail, Erthian waited for us to catch up to him. In the dark, his trident had a sinister golden glow. Subconsciously, I moved to Daegal’s other side, putting as much room between me and the weapon as possible.

Stopping on the edge of the heavy darkness, Erthian turned to us. “Welcome to Starless Bay.”

It was appropriately named. If Coral City had been a place of life, this was a place of death.

An endless expanse of black sand stretched before us. Pallid, lifeless coral reefs rose from the sand. Black, brittle seaweed swayed in the current. There were very few fish swimming in the water. Even the turtles that were carrying our bags looked less lively than they had the day before.

Erthian turned to us. “Starless Bay is a sacred place. I will inform Her Majesty of your arrival. Don’t leave.”

He swam into the darkness without waiting for a response.

“I don’t like this place,” I murmured to Daegal. I felt exposed, swimming in the expansive, dark ocean.

“Me either,” he said, drawing me closer to him. “How does your magic feel?”

Closing my eyes, I dove into the well of my power. It was flourishing, despite our surroundings, and bubbled with life. I pulled a few strands of magic, drawing them out of my palms. They shone in the water, the crimson light a splash of color breaking through the unnatural darkness.

A breath of relief slipped from my lips as the ribbons settled around my arms. I withdrew a few more, wrapping them around me like bands of armor.

“It’s strong,” I told him.

“Good.” He kissed me. “Keep your magic on hand. This place is… off.”

Erthian returned a few minutes later. If possible, he looked even sterner than before. “This way.”

His voice was hard, and my hackles rose.

Daegal’s fingers squeezed mine three times, the meaning clear. I’m here.

I was more grateful for his presence than he would ever know. I shoved the threat of madness away, leaning against my mate for strength.

We followed the mermale into the dark bay. Time was difficult to parse in the murky waters. It felt like we swam for hours, but it was probably more like fifteen minutes before something changed.

The waters were still dark, and the air was still heavy, but coral lights bobbed up and down in the invisible current. Swimming in the middle of the lights, with her hair streaming behind her, was the High Queen of the Seven Seas. Her skin, so dark it was almost a mirror of the night itself, reflected the coral magic. A golden band was wrapped around her breasts, and her violet tail flicked back and forth.

In one hand, the goddess-blessed ruler of the Indigo Ocean gripped a massive scepter, and in the other, she held a trident. A vibrant crown, the color of her magic, reached high above her head. She looked every bit the fierce warrior queen.

Mareena’s eyes were closed, and she chanted in an ancient tongue. Coral ribbons stretched from her hands. They swirled in the water, a river of power, before diving into the sand.

Her consort as nearby, his gaze steadily locked on her as she worked.

The moment we drew near, however, the chanting stopped. The silence was so sudden that every breath sounded like a rush of wind to my ears.

Queen Mareena opened her eyes and lifted her head. “Darkness is here,” she said in an eerily low voice as her gaze met mine. “Death has come to my people.”

Her dark words stirred deep emotion within me. “I know.”

The kind queen from before was gone. In her place was a royal seeking to save her people. I understood where she was coming from, which was why when hardness leaked into her tone and her next words were harsh, I didn’t take them personally.

At least, not too personally.

“You are a Death Elf,” she said accusingly.

“I am.”

“Is this darkness the cost of us releasing your magic from the curse?”

Daegal stiffened beside me. I gripped his hand, hoping he would let me take the lead. I was raised to deal with royals. Even my time in prison couldn’t wipe that training out of my mind.

“No,” I said firmly. “This wasn’t me. The balance is broken.”

The queen hissed, and her eyes flashed with power. “My people are dying.”

“I’m sorry.” And I was. The darkness was horrible, and I wished it wasn’t affecting anyone.

Several long minutes passed as her powerful, assessing gaze swept over me. “Once again, you came into my waters with only your mate. You are trusting, Princess of Ithenmyr. Too trusting, some might say.”

A few magic threads glowed in the water around her. I glanced behind us, swallowing as I took in the line of mer soldiers. There were more than a dozen, and each had their tridents pointed at us. Her threat was clear.

Unfortunately for her—or perhaps, fortunately—I’d faced far too many threats in my life to be afraid by these soldiers. I might have been broken, but I still knew who I was. Even if I wasn’t exactly pleased about it.

“Or just trusting enough,” was my response.

I drew a few crimson ribbons from my palms and let them hang in the water around me. Like the queen, I was powerful. But unlike her, I knew how this would go.

If we fought, I would win. Our magic would collide, screams would rip through the water, and blood would be spilled. Death would come to this place—because of me.

I knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that I would be victorious in this battle. In this place, my magic was unparalleled. After all, I was the High Lady of Death.

I could have her throne, her seas, her life.

I could have it all.

But something stayed my hand. The old Ryllae, the one before prison, might have fought the queen.

She was gone.

All it took was a single glance at Daegal to shove those murderous thoughts aside.

There was a better way to do this. Instead of throwing my magic at the queen, instead of destroying her, I let my ribbons fall to the sandy floor.

My heart pounded in my chest as I slipped my hand from Daegal’s, and I swam towards her.

Her consort growled a warning, and I stopped a few feet away.

“We swore an alliance, the four of us.” I held the queen’s gaze as I raised my palm, reminding her of the vow we’d taken. “War is coming, and with it, the chance to restore the balance.”

A long, long moment stretched as the queen’s eyes searched mine. I held my breath, waiting, waiting, waiting.

It felt like an entire lifetime went by before the queen exhaled and lowered her hand. The coral ribbons followed her movement, diving into the black sand.

“War, you say?” Her brow rose, and a flicker of a smile danced on her lips.

“Yes.” My magic pulsed in my veins as I turned and gestured to Daegal. “My bonded mate has Seen it. It is coming soon.”

“We have two weeks, Your Majesties,” Daegal said. “Fourteen days to tip the scales, or all will be lost.”

The High Queen of the Seven Seas hummed. Violence ebbed off her, but now that it wasn’t directed towards me, I didn’t feel threatened. “What are your thoughts, Calix?”

The consort swam towards his queen. They whispered for several minutes, their voices too low to hear, before turning back to us.

Mareena dipped her head. “Alright. We will help. What do you need?”


I’m Pregnant, Not Mortally Injured
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AILEANA


As soon as the sun set, Xander and I received a message from the vampires to meet them on the roof. Castle Sanguis was cold everywhere—the lack of fires meant there wasn’t much heat retained within the stone walls—but it was still warmer than the frigid temperatures outside.

Xander insisted I wear a fur-lined cloak over a tunic and leggings, which had thankfully been laundered, along with a hat, mittens, and a scarf. We arrived before the royals to a bitter wind and snow falling from the sky.

Despite all my layers, I shivered involuntarily.

My dragon shifter wrapped his arm around me, holding me against his warm chest. “Are you sure you want to come? It might not be safe.”

Of course, he would try to talk me out of this. I was fairly certain he would lock me up if he thought I’d be alright with it. For the record, I wouldn’t be alright with it. No one would ever lock me up again.

I raised a brow. “I have my daggers, Xander.”

“Still, maybe you should stay here. You need to rest—”

I put my finger on his lips, quieting him. “No. I’m not going to do that.”

“Aileana,” he growled around my finger.

I growled his name in return and added, “I’m pregnant, not mortally injured, and I don’t want to be separated again.”

The last time nearly broke me.

He scowled and would have probably said something else, but thank the gods, the vampires chose that moment to appear out of the shadows.

“Oh good, you’re here,” Luna said.

“We’re ready to go,” I said before Xander could suggest leaving me behind again.

“We’ll be shadowing, so you’ll need to prepare yourselves,” Bastian said. “Some find this method of travel… unpleasant.”

Have you ever shadowed? I asked Xander through our bond.

No.

Out loud, he asked, “Is there another way? One that is safer?”

“Unfortunately not,” the Vampire King said. “This is the only way to get to the Nightwings’ territory in a reasonable amount of time.”

“Let’s do it,” I said before my protective mate could decide this was too dangerous. “What do we need to do?”

The queen reached over and linked her elbow through mine. “We all need to be touching,” she explained. “Hold on tight, and whatever happens, don’t let go.”

“Wait—” Xander started, but his words were lost to a rush of shadows and darkness as the roof faded from view.
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We sank into inky blackness. There was nothing around us, but I could feel the queen’s arm laced through mine on one side and Xander’s hand on the other. He was holding me so tightly that I was certain I would bruise. I couldn’t see anyone. It was as though someone had covered the stars and the moon with a blanket, shrouding the world in darkness.

My feet weren’t on anything, and yet, I sensed we were moving. My heartbeat was a thunderous tempo in my ears, my hands were slick, and my stomach twisted.

That wasn’t the worst part, though. No, that was undoubtedly the loss of my connection with the earth. The moment we slipped into the blackness, it was as though something had severed within me. A rope snapped in two, and my magic threw itself against the confines of my body, trying to get out.

This place—if it was a place—was one of darkness, of everything and nothing, of emptiness and death and finality.

My mind swirled, and a lightheadedness took over me. Bile rose in my throat, and my stomach twisted as I tried—and failed—to remain calm.

Aileana! Xander yelled through our bond. What’s wrong?

I need the earth, I whispered.

This was different from the prohiberis. Different from being temporarily cut off. It was like a part of me had been surgically removed. It was wrong and cold and I hated every second of it.

Then, just as quickly as we’d entered this empty place, it faded away like mist. My feet landed on snow. Cold air brushed my face. The wind kissed me.

Shaking, I released the others and stumbled back a few feet before throwing up. I heaved until I had nothing left, one hand on my stomach and the other gripping the snow to keep myself steady.

Still, that strange feeling of disconnectedness remained. I couldn’t get rid of the tremors running through me, either.

Pushing myself to my feet, I stumbled to the nearest tree. Thank the gods, we were back outside. I wasn’t sure what I was doing, I just needed to get that missing part of myself back.

The earth rumbled beneath my feet. Where did you go, Protectress?

I don’t know, was my response.

I ripped off my mittens, dropping them onto the snow, and placed my palms on the rough tree bark. Inhaling deeply, I reached within myself and released waves of magic. They slipped through my hands and rippled into the earth.

With every passing moment, the shaking subsided. My connection to the earth grew stronger. The lightheadedness wasn’t as bad.

Thank you, Protectress of the Woods. The earth seemed to sigh beneath me.

I, too, felt a knot unfurling in my stomach. The longer I remained connected with the land, extending myself, the better I felt. So I kept going. I linked my essence with the world around me. The trees, the plants, the animals, the insects, I gave myself to all of them. I saw them, and they saw me.

And the darkness.

It was there, too. It took and took, destroying everything in its wake. I heard animals cry out as their food sources disappeared. I watched plants shrivel. I listened to insects’ mourning cries as they died.

More. The earth trembled. We need more.

I gave as much as I could, pouring my magic into the land.

And then it happened. Something brushed against my mind. The touch was curious, not bad, but… strange.

It was jarring enough that I withdrew from the earth. Lifting my hands from the tree, I shook my head as awareness returned to me.

The moment I was myself once more, Xander drew me against him. How are you feeling? Are you drained?

I feel great, I told him.

Not tired?

No. I won’t be falling into a long sleep right now. I reached within myself to check on my well of power. Vibrant green ribbons still overflowed from the source of my power. I think being here so close to the earth is giving me strength.

The land gave me as much as I was giving to it.

Good. He shifted me in his arms, his hand still splayed protectively on my back in that dragon way of his.

Then I remembered the two vampires. I looked up, noticing the way they were tracking my movements. The king looked… dark, which seemed to be his natural state, but the queen was watching me with open curiosity. There was a scientific gleam to her eyes, like if she stared at me long enough, she could dissect me and figure out what exactly made me… me.

That made me feel decidedly uncomfortable, so I turned away from her curious gaze as politely as I could. She was a queen, after all, and a powerful vampire on top of that. I didn’t want to anger her, but also, I didn’t want her staring at me any longer.

Instead, I leaned against Xander and looked around. The vampires had brought us to a snowy grove. The moon was nearly full. It cast everything in silver, including the massive frozen waterfall careening over the rocks. The ice was thick and creamy, as though one moment, the water had been rushing, and the next, ice had descended upon it.

Shimmering rocks lay behind the waterfall, and it looked like the stones were filled with jewels. Black, spindly trees were all around, adding to the beauty of this strange space.

Then, the cracking of a branch shattered the silence.

Xander stiffened, and a pulse of warning came through our bond. “Aileana—”

“I heard.” My dagger was already in my hand, the weight familiar as I tightened my grip.

Neither of the vampires seemed concerned. Though shadows danced around the king’s legs, he simply held his wife’s hand and glanced in the direction of the sound.

An unnatural stillness settled over the clearing. The air was thick with anticipation, and my skin tingled. My magic, which was still full after I’d connected so thoroughly with the land, hummed in my veins.

Another snap. My mate growled. I widened my stance. The vampires continued to look entirely unconcerned.

Ashes and smoke, Xander swore through our connection as something large loomed nearby. The Nightwings are real.

Twisting slowly, I followed his gaze. My mouth fell open when I saw what stood between two trees on the other side of the frozen water.

The creature gliding towards us was as black as the night sky. It had the body of a lion, but in place of fur were feathers. Eagle wings protruded from its back, and glinting talons swept over the snow.

A strange, otherworldly beauty radiated off the Nightwing.

I inhaled sharply.

Wise, knowing silver eyes met mine.


Scales Like Golden Wheat
[image: ]
XANDER


Papa had been right. Nightwings were enormous, mystical creatures. The one before us was radiant in a way I hadn’t anticipated. The night itself leaked from its pores. Part of me had suspected my father had embellished his story when he told us about the Nightwings. Parents did those sorts of things all the time, making stories more elaborate for their children’s sakes. But in this case, I thought perhaps he did not give the Nightwings enough credit. If anything, the creature standing before us was even more majestic than anything my mind could have conjured up as a child.

Then the strangest thing happened.

An awareness grazed against my mental barriers. It wasn’t Aileana—her touch was different. Softer. More… mine, in a way that nothing else would ever compare. This was not that. This new presence was tinged with the smallest amount of darkness, but it wasn’t bad. Still, something within urged me to trust the creature. I removed some of the mental barriers I always kept erected.

Instantly, a deep, ancient voice echoed in my mind. Son of Aranuil. Fire-breather. It has been many years since I’ve met a new dragon shifter.

Eyes that gleamed like moonlight met mine. The Nightwing tilted its head, clearly waiting for a response.

You can talk to me? I asked. It felt a little silly, since obviously, we were talking but I needed to confirm it.

The creature nodded, its feathers rustling. Long ago, Kydona blessed us with the ability to communicate with your kind.

My parents had told me dragons and Nightwings lived in harmony, but they hadn’t mentioned this aspect of it.

A soft touch grazed the back of my hand, and Aileana threaded her fingers through mine. “Are you speaking with it?”

I didn’t remove my eyes from the bird. “Yes.”

“How fascinating,” the vampire queen murmured.

She seemed to do that a lot. She wasn’t like any other vampire I’d met. There was a humanity about her that others, even her husband, seemed to lack.

What is your name? I asked the Nightwing. Assuming you have one, of course.

A sound that was remarkably like a chuckle filled the clearing. The Nightwing said, You may call me Gabri.

I moved towards the creature, the snow crunching beneath my feet. It’s nice to meet you. Before my father passed, he told me of your kind. He mentioned you and dragons work in harmony, but he didn’t exactly clarify what that meant.

And now, he was dead, so I couldn’t ask him.

You’re speaking of Carinoc, Gabri replied after a moment. The Refuge.

Carinoc.

Though I had never heard of it before, it felt right. Good.

I believe so, I said.

Those silver eyes swept over me. Have you come to stay with us? Your mate would be welcome to join us as well. We would never dare break a bond such as yours.

My heart stuttered in my chest. He was offering us an enormous gift. Could we go with him and escape the horrors of this world? Would it be possible to ignore the broken balance and the destruction Saena was causing?

Part of me wanted to jump at the chance he was offering, but the rest of me ached. I knew Aileana better than anyone in the world, and she would never agree to run away.

No, I replied. Not to stay. But perhaps we might… visit?

If there were dragons in Carinoc—and it was a big “if”—I wanted to see them with my own eyes.

You and your mate are welcome to visit for as long as you want. Carinoc’s gates are always open to you.

Let me ask her.

Turning away from the Nightwing, I gestured for Aileana to join me. She walked towards me slowly, glancing between me and the bird. When she was close, I drew her into my arms.

“He wants us to go with him,” I whispered. I didn’t speak using our connection, unsure of whether he could hear us there.

She raised a brow. “He?”

“His name is Gabri.” I kissed her forehead. “What do you think?”

Aileana studied me for a long moment before nodding. “It’s not even a question in my mind, Xander. Of course. If there’s a chance there may be others like you, we have to go.”

I felt the same way.

We’ll come with you, I told the Nightwing.

Wonderful, he said.

I twisted Aileana and I around to face the vampire royals. They were conversing quietly, shadows swirling around them both.

“We’re going with the Nightwing,” I announced.

The pair looked up, but neither seemed surprised by this turn of events. Perhaps this, too, they’d seen.

“Alright,” Bastian replied.

“We won’t be going with you,” Luna said. “We can’t leave the country yet. It’s still in turmoil, and we must ensure it is in one piece.”

Aileana nodded. “We completely understand.”

“When it is time to fight, send us a message.” Wings burst from the king’s back, wrapping around him and his wife. “We will be there and bring as many soldiers as we can manage.”

I thanked him, both for their willingness to join the battle and for bringing us here, and then they disappeared into the night.

Once they were gone, Gabri cleared his throat. It was a very human-like sound for such a mythical creature. Are you ready?

Not really. How could one be ready for something like this? I was eager, but there was a part of me that was also afraid. What if my hopes had risen for nothing?

In the end, though, I just said, As ready as I’ll ever be.

Excellent. He looked towards the sky and cawed. A shadow crossed the sky, and then another Nightwing descended. It landed beside Gabri, the newcomer slightly smaller but no less impressive than the first.

Climb on, Gabri said. Carinoc awaits.
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The Nightwings flew quickly and silently over Northern Eleyta. It was a vast, wild land. I knew from previous experience in this kingdom that very few humans lived this far north. The snowy forests, lakes, and mountains were untouched by humanity, and they were shockingly beautiful.

It was an odd sensation, flying without being in my dragon form. Though I had wings, I didn’t argue when Gabri instructed us to get on. After all, I didn’t know where we were going, and this way, I could keep an eye on Aileana. My mate rode the smaller Nightwing, who had introduced herself to me as Elnor. The second bird looked identical to Gabri except for her eyes, which were golden with a flash of silver like a lightning bolt flowing through them.

Aileana looked natural on the Nightwing. Her hair was like fire as it streamed behind her, and she seemed relaxed. Every so often, her musical laugh reached my ears. The sound was a gift, and I captured each one and tucked it deep within me.

We’d been flying for about half an hour when magic rippled over my skin. It was a tingling awareness that began at my hands and feet before spreading through me. As soon as the magic passed, the landscape changed.

Atop Elnor, Aileana gasped. Do you see that, Xander?

I hummed. I do.

I didn’t have any other words. I was… speechless.

Before the magic, there had been nothing but endless snow and ice.

Now, an enormous mountain rose before us. It was a crown jewel against the horizon. That wasn’t what caught my attention, though.

Massive, winged creatures flew around the mountain. They were cloaked in darkness, the starlight glimmering off their sides. Fire streaked across the sky. Even the darkest night could not hide the truth of what they were from me.

My fingers went to my chest, curling around the Gilded Amulet hidden beneath my tunic as I stared at them in shock. My dragon unfurled within me. It didn’t speak, rendered mute just like me, but I could feel it watching through my eyes.

A mixture of fear and wonderment ran through my veins. Silver lined my eyes, and my nails bit into my flesh. Still, the flying fire-breathing creatures remained.

Were they real? Kydona help me, but I hoped they were.

Glancing at Aileana, I asked, Do you see them, Aileana?

I almost didn’t want to hear the answer. If this was a dream, I wasn’t ready for it to be over yet.

But I had to know.

Yes, Elyxander, she whispered, almost reverently. I see them.

Her words were soft, but they echoed deep in my soul. They spoke to the deepest part of me, the one I thought had died in the ashy remains of my village all those years ago. I had hoped there might be others here, but to see it with my own eyes was another thing entirely.

“How?” The word slipped from my lips unexpectedly.

Gabri’s voice was quiet but confident in my mind. When the Crimson King set about his plans to destroy the dragons, our Seers caught glimpses of what was coming. The evil king carried out most of his plans in secret, working in darkness and using black magic. He sighed, and the sound reverberated through me as he flew. We weren’t fast enough. Most of the dragons were gone by the time we arrived, but we were able to rescue a few.

Silver lined my eyes, and my voice was gruff as I asked, “How many?”

Elnor and Gabri banked their wings, turning slightly. We were closer to the mountain, and there was an opening in the shale two-thirds of the way to the top.

After a few minutes, Gabri said, Just shy of two dozen.

The words were like a dragonsbane-laced arrow to my heart. I sucked in a breath, my heart hammering a rapid beat, and my mind reeled. If I hadn’t already been sitting, my legs would’ve given out.

There used to be thousands of dragons in Ithenmyr. They lived all over, in small villages separate from the rest of this continent. Dragon shifters had never bothered the others who called the Four Kingdoms home. We’d been notoriously private.

And now…

Less than two dozen.

Gods-damned tears stung my eyes. I grunted, wiping them away with a clenched fist. I’d already mourned my people. My family. This was just… a reminder of everything we’d lost.

Concern pulsed through the mating bond. Xander?

I’m just… processing.

Even the dragon was silent now, trying to understand what this meant. For so long, I had been the only one. Now… there were others. Not many. But a few.

There was so much going on that my brain hurt.

The rest of the flight passed in a blur. The sky lightened as dawn approached. The Nightwings slowed, landing side by side in the opening I’d seen earlier. I dismounted first, then crossed over to Elnor and helped Aileana down. I held my mate against me, her closeness a comfort I desperately craved, and took in our surroundings.

We stood in a tall cave. The ceiling was several stories tall. Multi-colored crystals dripped from the roof, extending several feet towards the ground. The back tapered off into a tunnel, which I assumed led deeper into the mountain.

A strange clicking sound came from the Nightwings, and I turned back to them. They had walked away and were standing near the cave entrance.

I still couldn’t believe we were here.

Carinoc.

The name seemed to fit this hidden location perfectly.

Xander? Aileana’s voice was soft in my mind as she moved towards me, placing her hand on my arm. How are you feeling?

I’m… overwhelmed, to say the least. I could barely think, barely feel. This was a rather new emotion for me. I thought in my century-long life, I’d experienced all possible emotions, but I was wrong.

Nothing else mattered at that moment. I should’ve been worrying about our friends, but I was barely handling this new information.

Can I help? She trailed her fingers down my arm.

I don’t know, I said honestly through our bond.

Those three words were the epitome of vulnerability. I rarely said them because I rarely needed to. I was usually the one in control, the leader that others looked up to. I was strong, a warrior, and had a good head on my shoulders.

But right now I didn’t know much at all. Everything I had thought for the past century was untrue. I wasn’t the Last Dragon; there were others like me, and that meant…

That meant…

You’re not the only one, Aileana said, seeming to realize where my mind was going.

No, I’m not.

She took my hand and placed it on her growing stomach. Our child won’t be the only one of their kind. They won’t be like you and me.

My eyes widened. I hadn’t even gotten that far in my thoughts. They won’t be alone.

Like I’d been alone for decades. Like Aileana was alone.

In one night, our child had found their people.

The smallest of smiles danced across Aileana’s lips. That’s right. She hugged me, her head resting against my heart. They’ll have other dragons to grow and learn alongside.

It was the life Saena and I should have had. If the Nightwings had saved us, this could have been our life. Maybe we would’ve grown up here, in this place of peace. Maybe she wouldn’t have given in to her draken.

Maybe… but maybe not.

These thoughts are useless, the dragon within me growled. Focus on the present.

You’re right. If I had grown up here, I might never have met my fiery, fierce mate. I wouldn’t have known what it was like to have someone complete the other half of my soul.

Something’s happening, Aileana said through our bond.

I lifted my head, banishing thoughts of pasts that could have been as the Nightwings padded to the front of the cave. Elnor flew away, but Gabri remained standing near the edge. He opened his mouth, and a trumpeting sound that was a cross between a lion’s mighty roar and a bird’s call filled the air.

Less than a minute later, a dark form flew towards the cave’s entrance. Its wings were long and powerful, and instantly, I knew what it was. I stepped in front of Aileana, shielding her with my body as a dragon with scales the color of golden wheat flew at us. For once, my mate didn’t argue with me.

Thank the gods.

The yellow dragon came closer and closer until it seemed like it wouldn’t stop in time.

Is the dragon going to stop?

I guided my mate backwards. I don’t know.

It didn’t seem like it. I reached within myself, ready to pull on my own shift, when a flash of white erupted from the yellow creature.

When it cleared, a female with long, wavy hair the same color as her dragon stood in its place. She turned, completely at ease with her nudity, and grabbed a long black dress from a basket I hadn’t noticed before. She dressed quickly, pulling the dress over her head and quickly tying a belt around the middle.

As soon as she was dressed, she turned towards us. Her assessing gaze swept over us, before she made the same clicking I’d heard earlier. Gabri responded in kind, and they seemed to communicate for a moment before she turned to us.

Dipping into a low, flourishing bow, she straightened and smiled at us. “Greetings, newcomers. My name is Quinntana, but most people call me Quinn. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

We introduced ourselves in turn. Although Quinn was polite to my mate, it was me she seemed most interested in.

She said, “You’re the one they’re talking about.”

My brows furrowed and I tilted my head. “The Nightwings?”

“Yes. They said you came from out there.” Quinn’s eyes widened, and she pointed outside. The black sleeve of her robe fluttered with the movement. “They said you’ve been free this entire time. Is that true? Have you been living in the world?”

There was an unmistakable sense of curiosity in her voice. It resonated within me, echoing the sentiment I felt when I learned of this place.

“Yes, it’s true,” I said.

“Some of the other dragons remember what it was like out there… before, but I don’t. I was only a few days old when the Nightwings came. I’ve never been anywhere else.”

Before Quinn could say more, Gabri padded beside her. He nudged the dragon shifter with his beak, and she jolted.

“Sorry, Gabri, I got distracted. It happens a lot.” Nervous laughter escaped Quinn, echoing through the cave. “The Nightwings are Seers. Very few of them remain, but Kydona herself gifted them with the ability to see snippets of the future.”

“Like Fortune Elves?” Aileana asked.

“Not exactly,” Quinn said. “They don’t venture onto the silver planes, but they get strong visions of what’s to come. They’ve Seen you both, and they’ve been waiting.”

Once again, it felt like the hands of fate were at play here. It was like we were simply pieces on a chessboard, and someone else was moving everything into position. If I could see what was on the other side, I could protect my mate better.

Realizing Quinn was waiting for a response, I nodded. “I see.”

“Gabri thought you’d understand.” She placed her hand on the Nightwing, the gesture a familiar one. “Speaking mind to mind with new people is draining for them. Forging a mental connection is far more taxing than using one that has existed for over a century. If you don’t mind, I’ll serve as his interpreter.”

“Not a problem.” Aileana laced her hand through mine. “We understand. That’s fine.”

“Wonderful.” Smiling, Quinn walked towards the tunnel at the back of the cave. “Please, come with us. We have everything prepared.”

My brows knit together. “Prepared… for what?”

Quinn stopped abruptly. “We thought…” She turned around. “Aren’t you here for our help with the broken balance?”

My eyes widened, and I exchanged a bewildered look with Aileana. “I… yes.”

“Wonderful.”

“Is it?” Aileana asked.

“We’ve been waiting a long time for this.” Quinn’s voice hardened, and a glint of steel appeared behind her eyes, reminding me that a dragon hid beneath her skin. “We’re ready to go to war.”


My Broody, Grumpy, Vexing Male
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Ever since our very first meeting, Xander was broody, grumpy, and vexing. He’d never been talkative, and quite honestly, his personality could be frustrating at the best of times.

But he was mine.

My broody, grumpy, vexing male. My dragon shifter. My everything.

I wouldn’t change a single part of him. He was strong, this mate of mine, but he was haunted by his past. I didn’t blame him—my past haunted me too.

When Xander and I met, I already harbored hatred in my heart for the Crimson King. Edgar had deserved that and more for what he’d done to me. I would forever bear the scars on my back from his abuse.

I’d already known hatred intimately, but it wasn’t until I heard Elyx’s story that I learned what it meant to hate someone for an entirely different reason. I had wanted to kill the king, not for me, but for hurting this strong male so badly that he was broken inside.

In hindsight, High King Edgar’s death had not lasted long enough. I should have drawn it out for days. Weeks. Years, even. He hadn’t just hurt me. His laws hurt everyone. And for what? Power?

Ridiculous.

The extent of the pain he caused wasn’t even quantifiable. Not really. This mountain was proof that there were far more in the Four Kingdoms who’d been affected by the Crimson King’s rule than I’d ever even imagined.

“This way,” Quinn said as she led us through the tunnels.

Xander held my hand, but he wasn’t really present. His eyes darted all over as though he was trying to absorb everything in sight. Our mating bond pulsed with deep emotion, the likes of which I’d rarely felt from him.

He needed time to process what this meant, to realize that he wasn’t alone, and to see what his life might have been.

I would give him all the time in the world. If the situation were reversed, I knew he’d do the same. I wouldn’t be going anywhere—he was mine.

Eventually, the tunnel opened up slightly, and Quinn’s movements slowed. Vibrant clusters of mushrooms grew on the shale, lending their vibrant emerald and turquoise lights to the dark passageway.

“It’s beautiful,” I breathed.

It reminded me of Vlarone, in a much less frightening way.

“It is,” Quinn agreed. “As a child, I always loved exploring the caves and touching the mushrooms.”

There was a lot to unpack in that sentence. “So you grew up here?”

She trailed a hand over the wall. “I did. I don’t know anything but this mountain.”

We had more in common than I originally thought.

“I know what that’s like,” I said. “I also grew up alone.”

The blonde dragon shifter hummed. “It was hard, but I was never alone. Gabri and the others took care of us, teaching us all they could.”

I bet no one had ever forced her to memorize the Ballad of the Light Elves. Lucky. I could recite that backwards and forwards, not that it had ever helped me in my various troubles since escaping my tower.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I said.

Growing up alone had been a punishment I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. Especially not on someone who, at first glance at least, appeared as nice as Quinn.

We turned a corner, and the tunnel widened. It opened into a spacious, windowless room where a dozen people conversed quietly.

Stopping at the entrance, Gabri’s feathers rustled as he made that chirping sound again. Silence fell, and everyone turned to look at us. I shifted under the weight of their collective gaze.

“This is my family now.” Quinn gestured proudly to the group. “Everyone you see here is a dragon shifter, just like me.”

Like Xander.

This entire situation still felt so new. I drank in the sight of the other dragon shifters. A few of them had dark skin, ranging from sepia to russet, while others were as pale as Xander. There was an even split of males and females, and they wore simple, clean tunics and dresses that looked easy to take on and off. That made sense. Shifters couldn’t go around ruining clothes every time they needed to fly.

None of them appeared much older than me, but I knew that once Mature, dragons could live for a very long time. They could have been centuries old, for all I knew.

They studied us with blatant curiosity, much as the vampires had after I used my magic.

Another click came from Gabri, and one of the shifters with long brown hair stood from the table. Even for a dragon shifter, he was large. Not as big as Xander, but close.

“Josef is one of our best fighters,” Quinn said by way of introduction.

The shifter nodded. Stepping forward, he extended his hand to Xander. After a moment, my mate shook it. “Nice to meet you. I’m Xander, and this is my bonded mate, Aileana.”

“Hi,” I said awkwardly. After all, it wasn’t every day I met a new dragon shifter.

“We’ve been waiting over a century for this day,” Josef said. “Ever since the bastard king wiped out our people, we’ve yearned for our freedom. We’ve been training, and we will be ready when you are.”

Gabri clicked again, and Quinn nodded. “We’re need to continue our tour if we’re going to be ready in time. Josef, will you prepare your fighters?”

“Of course.” He bowed to Xander, and then to me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

“Ready in time for what, exactly?” Xander asked.

“Why, for the ceremony to activate the Gilded Amulet.” Quinn’s eyes widened. “The full moon will rise tonight.”

It was like the air was sucked out of the room. Alarm pulsed through the bond, and Xander clenched his fists.

“How do you know about the Gilded Amulet?” he growled, stepping towards Quinn and Josef.

The blonde’s mouth fell open. “It’s not nefarious, I promise.”

“Explain,” he rumbled. The sound was far from normal, and the dragon flashed through Xander’s eyes.

Josef stepped between my mate and Quinn. “Enough. The Nightwings are Seers. You told them, right?” He glanced at the blonde.

“I did,” she replied. “They foretold a future where you two arrived. That’s all.”

Another animalistic growl swept through Xander, and he moved closer to me. “The amulet is mine. You can’t have it.”

Gabri clicked, and Quinn shook her head. “No, you misunderstood. We don’t want it. We just want to help.”

My mate was so tense. Reaching out, I laced my fingers through his. It really does seem like they’re trying to be of assistance, I told him. Maybe we should trust them?

I don’t trust anyone, was his broody response.

Maybe we make a small exception. You hold onto the amulet, but we’ll go with them.

There was a pause as my dragon shifter considered my words before he nodded. “Alright,” he said out loud. “I accept your help.”

Quinn exhaled, and Josef rubbed the back of his neck. “Okay. Good. I’ll go prepare my squadron.”

Trying to diffuse what was left of the tension, I said, “You mentioned a tour?”

“Yes.” Quinn perked up. “This way, please.”

She led us through the tunnels, and we descended deep into the mountain. Through Quinn’s voice, Gabri explained that several wards were erected around the mountain, shielding it from the outside world. No one knew of the dragons’ existence—save the two of us—because the Nightwings’ magic kept their secret.

“These are our main living areas,” Quinn explained as we passed several expansive caverns. “The Nightwings have their own aviary at the top of Carinoc, but the dragons live here.”

Several shifters milled through the caverns. Or they did. As soon as they saw us, they stopped and stared.

Their attention was unsettling, especially since a few of them seemed intrigued by me. When Xander noticed them looking my way, he moved closer to me and slipped his arm around me. He kissed my temple, and a possessive growl rumbled through him.

For once, I didn’t mind the display. I was his, and I wanted everyone here to know that.

On the next level down, slitted skylights that were cut into the ceiling let the early morning light.

Quinn said, “This is the school level. We all take turns teaching the younglings with Lysanne.”

My hand slipped to my stomach automatically. “Younglings?”

A grin danced across Quinn’s face. “Yes. Some of the dragons were already mated when the Nightwings saved us, and a few others… well, let’s just say there are eight dragonlings who’ve been born in the past three decades.”

Young dragon shifters.

I never thought I’d see the day. “That’s amazing.”

“It really is,” Quinn said. “All the children are doted on. We’re a big family here.”

Xander’s arm snaked around my middle, and he kissed my forehead before breaking his silence for the first time since leaving the common room. “Can you tell us about the school?”

“Of course. One of the dragons who was saved, Lysanne, was a teacher in her village. She and her mate managed to save a few books, and she taught the rest of us.” A wistful look came across Quinn’s face. “One day, I’d like to go to a real library. A big one. I want to see the world. The other dragons have told me stories, but I want to experience it for myself.”

I recognized that look. I’d seen it on my face more times than I could count. Quinn was a dreamer, hoping to escape the prison where she’d lived for her entire life.

“I want that for you, too,” I said earnestly.

Not just for Quinn but for all the dragon shifters. They deserved to experience the world. Not the way it was now, with the broken balance, but the way it could be.

As we journeyed further into the mountain, I added the dragons of Carinoc to the reasons why I was fighting for freedom.

Everyone deserved the opportunity to experience the world. To live.

I would do everything I could to make that happen.
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After we stopped in the kitchen to grab a quick—and surprisingly delicious—meal of rice and beans, we reached the bottom of the mountain. The passageway opened into a cavernous space, lined with a rainbow of crystals scattered on the walls. A massive crater was in the place of a roof, allowing the sunlight into the space. Even though there wasn’t a ceiling, it wasn’t cold.

“Do the wards protect the mountain from the weather?” I asked Quinn, curious about the magic around Carinoc.

“They do. The entire mountain is protected from the elements. Every year, witches return to strengthen the wards. Elnor has gone to fetch one of them to help you. They should be back by the time the moon rises tonight.” She glanced at the still-blue sky. “We have some time. Why don’t you rest, and we’ll come back tonight?”

I was tired. These days, I was always tired. I wasn’t going to fight her if a nap was in my future.

Xander must have sensed the same thing. “That sounds wonderful, thank you for your hospitality.”

Quinn nodded, clasping her hands together in front of her. “Of course. Do you require anything? Blankets? A cot?”

I glanced around. We’d stayed in much rougher conditions than this. “No, I think we’ll be fine.” Besides, my dragon shifter was like my own personal heater. Between him and the wards, I would be plenty warm.

“Very well.” Quinn stepped forward, and after a moment, she hugged me. “We’ll return tonight. It was very nice to meet you both.”

Soon after that, Quinn and Gabri left us on our own. It didn’t take much cajoling on Xander’s part to lead me over to the nearest wall. He slid down it, pulling me with him.

“Come here, Sunshine.” His lips brushed my forehead. “You must be tired. It’s been a very long night.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but a yawn slipped out instead. “I am,” I admitted.

He lifted his arm, and I settled against his chest. “Sleep. I’ll protect you.”

He was being bossy, but I was so tired, I found I didn’t care. It seemed that now that I’d given my body permission to rest, it was intent on doing just that.

My eyes slipped shut, and I snuggled against him. This was my home. My safe place. It didn’t matter that we were in another country, or that war was on the horizon, because I was with my mate.

“I love you,” I murmured.

Xander rubbed my back. “I love you, too. Now go to sleep, Aileana. You need it.”

I was doing just that when he whispered, “I promise, I’ll always protect you both. No matter what.”

I drifted off to sleep, knowing I was safe and protected.


Revenge Was the Air in Her Lungs
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Araging, burning inferno ran through my veins. It fueled me, strengthening me as I flew. Smoke billowed at the back of my maw, and cold air brushed against my scales. I’d been flying for hours, leading my massive army north.

Behind me, thousands of Winged Soldiers flew in strict formation. They were nothing but black spots against the blue sky.

Three days prior, I’d forced my way forward and taken charge of this body. It was a temporary change… at least for the moment.

The female whose body I shared was angry. That was typical. She’d been that way ever since the King of Drahan attempted to kill her. Usually, it didn’t bother me. But right now, she was letting her anger get to her head.

I needed us to focus.

We were so close to the end.

How far are we from the Koln Mountains? the female who called herself the Dragon Queen asked quietly.

Not long, I replied after a moment. I can see the mountain range. After we land, and I’ve assessed the situation, you can have your body back.

For now.

Obviously, she needed to obey me. If she started to get her own ideas or began rebelling, I’d take the power back again.

I was running out of patience. I’d allowed the queen to enjoy the crown resting on her head. I’d allowed her to find carnal pleasure in that Winged Soldier. But I would not allow her to ruin my quest for power by letting her humanity—whatever remained of it—get in our way.

The first day I took over, she’d struggled and shouted as I shoved her down, down, down. She put up a good fight for someone so weak, but I’d won. No one was as strong as me. Even the one who called himself our brother wasn’t as powerful as us. He was a dragon, but he allowed his emotions to rule him.

Not me. I had no emotions. My only goal was power.

The white peaks of the Koln Mountains grew larger by the minute. I couldn’t wait to land and meet with the generals stationed here.

Victory was so close that I could taste it.

Finally.

Darkness was a pulsing, ever-present force within me, urging me forward. I’d worked towards this for decades.

She was malleable, this female. I’d started taking over slowly, feeding her a few suggestions here and there. Even before the Southern King tried to kill her, I’d encouraged her to turn a blind eye towards her chosen bedmate’s violent proclivities. After all, I had no problem with such things.

Slowly, so slowly that she never tried to stop me, I pushed my way forward. Little by little, my voice had grown more persistent.

Day after day, year after year, decade after decade, I’d waited for the perfect opportunity to pounce. And now it was here.

We were both ready for this. Rage was a swift current running through the female’s veins. Revenge was the air in her lungs. Power was her deepest, darkest desire.

Together, we were the perfect team.

Or we had been until she lost the Gilded Amulet and the damned Earth Elf. Now, she was distracted. That didn’t work for me. We were so close to the end. Soon, we would take the entire continent for ourselves.

Darkness, death, and destruction reigned already in the Four Kingdoms. We just needed to harness them.

War was coming. Mere days stood between me and my victory. Between my armies, the Winged Soldiers, and the shadow army I’d had the witches summon, we’d destroy everyone who dared stand against us. Who could battle against darkness itself?

The Death Bringers were undefeated, and now, they answered to me.

By the time the next full moon rose, the Four Kingdoms would be mine. The Indigo Ocean would be mine.

The entire world would be mine.

The end was here, and I would destroy everyone who stood in my way.


Death Waited in the Wings
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For hours, I did nothing but hold my mate as she slumbered in my arms. Her chest rose and fell steadily, and I simply held her. There was too much going on for me to sleep, even if I felt safe enough to do so. The Gilded Amulet was a cumbersome weight around my neck, a reminder of what needed to be done.

Neither the Nightwings nor the dragons had bothered us as the day wore on. I simply leaned against the shale, hugging Aileana to me as the sun rose above us. Perhaps I should have been more wary of this place, but instead, I just focused on my mate.

Visually tracing the green markings covering her beautiful body, I committed each line to memory. Then I moved on, memorizing her face, the curve of her pointed ears, the slight wave in her red hair. I had missed her so much while she was gone. I hadn’t known it was possible to feel such loneliness, such grief.

How many nights had I spent alone, deep in my grief for her?

I had Aileana back, and I would never let her go. The final battle was coming. I could feel it in the air, the heaviness that death brought. It was waiting in the wings, ready to pounce.

Death was here, but I wouldn’t let it take my mate. I’d already lost her once, and I would never lose her again.

Even if it meant I would give up my life in the process.
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The sun had set, and the glow of the full moon cast silver light through the cavern by the time a presence brushed against my mind.

I pulled down my mental barriers, allowing the Nightwing access to my mind. Yes?

Elnor has returned with the witch. We are on our way to you now, Gabri said.

Thanking the Nightwing for the warning, I rebuilt my mental walls before shifting Aileana in my arms. I kissed her gently, first on the forehead, then on the lips. “Wake up, Sunshine.”

She stirred, her eyes fluttering as she gazed up at me. “You didn’t sleep.”

It wasn’t a question.

“No.” Knowing we had limited time before the others arrived, I helped her to her feet before stealing another kiss. I couldn’t get enough of her. “The view was too nice.”

Smirking, Aileana stretched her arms high. The position made her bump more visible, and I stared at it for a long moment. She was growing with every day, and the evidence of the life she carried could no longer be hidden. I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel a certain amount of masculine pride at the sight of my pregnant mate.

Aileana caught my gaze and lifted a red brow. “You know, Xander, some people might find it creepy to have someone watch them while they sleep.”

“Is it creepy to watch over what is mine?”

Because she was mine. There was no doubt about it in my mind.

She tilted her head. “I don’t know. I suppose you’ll have to tell me the next time I watch you sleep.”

I snorted. “That would mean you’d have to be awake while I slept.”

“And?”

“And you’re far more tired than I am.” Not to mention, I required far less sleep than she did.

She crossed her arms. “For good reason.”

“Yes.” My voice deepened, and I closed the distance between us, splaying my hand across her belly. “Besides, it’s not a chore to watch over you both. I would gladly do it every second of every day.”

Her face softened, and I knew I’d won.

The click-click-click of talons on stone came from the passageway leading into the mountain.

Aileana’s fingers went to the hilt of her dagger while I slipped in front of her. She scowled at me, but I ignored it as Gabri and Elnor entered the cavern. Quinn was with them, wearing a shorter black dress than the one she’d donned yesterday, along with a male I didn’t recognize. Short brown hair curled around his ears, and he wore a tunic and breeches like the ones I’d seen on the other dragon shifters. I would have put him in his third decade if he were human, but the blue sparks flicking off his fingertips spoke to his witchly heritage.

“Gabri wants you to know that one of the Nightwings had a vision today.” Quinn placed her hand on the Nightwing’s back as she interpreted for him. “Kani has seen your companions. They are coming to Eleyta.”

“All four of them?” Aileana asked.

There was a pause, seemingly while Quinn asked Gabri, and then she said, “Yes. The Ipothan army is traveling with the halfling and her wife.”

Maiela and Kysha.

“And the merfolk?” I asked, remembering where Daegal and Ryllae had gone.

“They are also preparing to join the fight,” Quinn confirmed.

Death truly was on the horizon.

The newcomer stepped forward. “My name is Yrik. I understand you’re in need of a witch?”

“We are.” Yet I made no effort to remove the Gilded Amulet from beneath my tunic. Instead, I studied the assembled group. We’d worked so hard to find this, and I didn’t want to show it to just anyone. Especially not after just getting it back from Saena. “Can I trust you?”

Usually, I’d be a little more subtle, but we were running out of time.

“You can,” Yrik said. “The dragons can vouch for me as well. I’ve worked on these wards for over six decades, and I’ve never revealed their existence to anyone.”

I glanced at Quinn, and she nodded. “He speaks the truth. Yrik will not betray you.”

My heart was a hammer, beating against my chest. I didn’t sense any deception, nor did the witch seem to be lying.

Eventually, I pulled the Gilded Amulet out. It shone in the moonlight, the grooves seeming more pronounced than normal.

“If you trust him, I will as well,” I address Gabri.

The Nightwing clicked his tongue. I do, he said in my mind.

I turned to the witch. “What do you need from me?”

“Just your cooperation,” he said. “Although, are you aware of what this involves? The costs are—”

“I’m ready,” I interrupted, not wanting him to reveal what Inferna, the Spirit of the Flames, had told me when she gave me the amulet. Aileana had enough on her mind already. I didn’t want to scare her.

Inferna’s fiery form flickered in and out as she extended a hand towards me. “When the time comes to activate the amulet, you will require a witch, the full moon, and all your strength.”

My brows creased. I was still on edge from the vision of my mother, and I was itching to get back to Aileana. “My full strength?”

The Spirit’s flaming hand landed on mine. I thought the fire would burn my flesh, but instead, it just warmed my skin. “This amulet bestows great power upon its bearer, but it also demands a great cost. Magic cannot be exist without a price.”

That made sense. My mind flashed back to the many times Aileana had used her magic. Her power was almost endless, but when she used too much, she ended up in a near-comatose state.

“What is the price for using the amulet?” I asked after a moment. Part of me didn’t want to hear the answer, but the other half knew it was important.

Blazing embers searched my gaze. “A steep one,” she said gravely. “This is old magic, Son of Aranuil. It comes from the gods themselves, and it is not to be toyed with.”

“I understand.”

She handed me the amulet, her burning fingers tightening around mine. “Listen carefully, for I may not have the chance to tell you this again. Activating the amulet will be painful, but it will not compare to the agony that will arise from utilizing it.” Her voice deepened, and gold flashed through her eyes. “Do not use the amulet unless you have no choice.”

“Thank you.” What else could I say? I knew magic had a price, just as I already knew I would do anything for my mate.

I’d thought often about the cost of this magic since that moment with Inferna. I was certain it couldn’t be good. The more I considered what the price might be, the more I was confident it would be me.

I was ready for it. I’d put safeguards in place. Daegal knew where all my hoards were. My mate and child would be well-cared for, even if I wasn’t here to keep them safe. If giving up my life meant Aileana and our child would be safe, I would do it a thousand times over.

I just… wouldn’t tell her about that part. She had enough on her mind. And as with all things, I would protect her until the very end.

“I’m ready,” I repeated, feeling the need to say it again.

Yrik’s knowing eyes searched mine. “Alright.”

The Nightwings stepped back, and Quinn murmured something to Gabri. My attention was on the witch as he reached into his pocket and withdrew a black, leather-bound book the size of his palm.

“This will hurt,” Yrik cautioned.

I expected as much. Still, a ripple of fear came through the mating bond.

I turned to Aileana, drawing her away from the others. Her green eyes were wide and they searched mine.

Cupping her cheeks, I pressed our foreheads together. “I’ll be fine,” I assured her.

“How can you be sure?”

“Are you doubting me? The dragon that came back from near death after defeating the Red Shadow?”

The corner of her lip twitched. “No, I’m just worried. There’s a difference.”

“Trust me, Sunshine. I’ll be fine.”

She opened her mouth to argue—again—but I silenced her with a kiss.

We broke apart after a minute. Her hands were on my arms, and her gaze swept over me. “Why do I get the sense you’re hiding something from me?”

Because he is, the dragon said.

Shut up. I’m not hiding. I’m just protecting.

She won’t see a difference.

“I’m not hiding anything. I know it’ll hurt, but I promise I’ll be okay.” I forced a smile on her face. “I’m a dragon shifter, Sunshine. I can take a little pain.”

A long moment passed, her grip tight on my arm, before she nodded and released me. “Okay. I love you.”

After that, things moved quickly.

Yrik and Aileana swapped positions. The witch came beside me while my mate stood next to the massive bird-like creatures. Gabri’s wing brushed against Aileana’s arm, and she smiled at the Nightwing.

The witch opened his black book, flipping through the pages.

He held out his left hand, his palm facing the open roof, and blue ribbons appeared. Yrik’s skin shone, resembling a cloudless day, as he gathered his magic.

My shoulders tensed at the presence of the magic, but all I did was tighten my grip on the amulet.

Aileana’s worry pulsed through the bond, tasting bitter at the back of my mouth, and I sent her a wave of reassurance. We needed this. Our growing family needed this. The balance needed this.

I love you, she whispered to me.

I returned the words, just as Yrik started to hum. His voice grew louder, and then he switched to chanting. His voice was low and deep, the foreign words echoing around the cavern.

Blue ribbons slipped from his hands, so much like Nonna’s that my heart twisted. I stared at those spinning threads of magic, watching as they filled the dark cavern.

Looking past the magic, my gaze found Aileana’s and stayed there. My mate was all that mattered. She was the reason I was here. The reason for everything I did.

Aileana was strong. She would survive the severing of our bond if I died.

And I would die for her.

I would give my life for my mate’s a million times over. No price was too great, no cost too high when her safety was on the line.

More than anything, I wanted Aileana and our child to experience a peaceful life. If they survived, my legacy would as well.

I grabbed onto that knowledge and gripped it tightly, knowing it would keep be afloat through whatever came next.

The witch’s voice deepened impossibly further as he intoned in the foreign language.

I continued to hold her gaze.

Those blue ribbons shifted closer and closer. Their vibrations were a low frequency that made my skin prickle. Still, I did not look away from Aileana.

I kept my eyes on her, even as the threads of power sank into my outstretched palm and the amulet heated until it was nothing more than a glowing, burning ember. Pinpricks of pain started in my hand, but they swiftly advanced through my arm and into my body. It was like someone was stabbing me all over with dragonsbane-laced knives.

Every single part of me hurt. My hands. My head. My chest. My legs.

I fell to my knees as Yrik chanted. My fingers gripped the burning amulet. Flames erupted within me.

Still, I stared at her.

My heart raced in my chest. It was a galloping horse, trying to escape the pain of this magical onslaught.

It didn’t work.

The witch chanted for what seemed like hours. His voice swelled. The burning worsened.

Eventually, a white light shone from the amulet, and my fingers opened of their own volition.

Someone gasped. I couldn’t tell who it was.

Iridescent light erupted from within the amulet. Golden lines and squiggles ran through it, constantly moving, never remaining in one place for long.

Within me, a continuous cry of utter agony erupted from the dragon’s maw.

The skin on my hand and arm blistered and burned, turning ruby red as fire swept through the token. Sweat was a river running down my face. I clenched my jaw so tightly that the bone cracked. It, too, would need to heal. All of me would need to heal.

Still, I did not cry out. I did not move. I simply kneeled as black spots filled my vision. My head swam. The pain was a raging torch enveloping me.

Finally, after an untold amount of time, Yrik stopped chanting. The blue magic faded. Silence fell upon the cavern.

Panting, the witch stepped back. “It is done.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief, clutched the amulet in my burned, blistered fingers, and took one last look at those beautiful emerald eyes.

Then, I promptly fell into darkness.
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“Xander?” Concern laced Aileana’s voice as she reached through the shroud of darkness, veiling everything from sight. “Can you hear me?”

Groaning, I mumbled, “Yes.” I attempted to lift my head, but searing pain ran through me. “Ashes and smoke, it hurts.”

Why wasn’t I healing? I was a dragon shifter, for the gods’ sake. We healed better than everyone else.

Something was wrong. My head pounded as though someone was hitting it repeatedly with a hammer, and my hand…

My hand.

Now that I pinpointed the source of the pain, I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about it.

My heart thundered in my chest as a morose sense of curiosity had me pulling open my eyes. I lifted my head, meeting Aileana’s gaze. Her mouth was pinched, and lines creased her forehead. Above her head, the moon still shone. I couldn’t have been asleep for that long, then.

“Don’t look at it,” she said. “Quinn has gone to get some salve.”

“I have to.” I needed to know.

“Xander, don’t.”

It was too late. I was already raising my aching hand so I could see it better. The curse that slipped from my lips would have made even the most seasoned soldiers blush.

Crimson blisters covered my hand, the burns not yet healed. The fabric of my tunic had been burned away, and the glowing Gilded Amulet was on the floor next to me.

Aileana nervously turned her dagger over in her hands. “Over an hour has passed, and you still haven’t healed.”

I grunted, “Damn. Are you okay?”

She stared at me, her expression making it clear she thought the question was ridiculous. “I’m not the one who just had a witch working a spell on them.”

And thank all the gods for that.

Extending my unburned hand, I picked up the token. It was warm to the touch, but nothing like before. It seemed to pulse in my hands, feeling more alive than it had previously.

“Yrik says it’s activated.” Aileana placed her hand over my good one and squeezed. “Xander, he said to remind you the token has a great cost, but he wouldn’t tell me anything else. Not even when I threatened to stab him.”

I growled. Of course, the witch said something. Was it too much to ask that my mate not be troubled with every little problem?

“Did you stab him?” I had to know. I definitely wouldn’t put that behavior past my violent mate.

She huffed. “No, it didn’t seem like the Nightwings would appreciate that.”

“Probably not,” I agreed.

She crossed her arms, and her eyes glinted. “Do you know what the cost is?”

It took a significant amount of effort to life a shoulder without gritting my teeth against the pain. Going for an air of casualness, I nodded. “Inferna mentioned there might be a cost when she gave me the amulet.” Not a lie. That was exactly the discussion we’d had.

“What kind of cost?”

“She was vague.” Hoping to put an end to this discussion, I added, “Don’t worry, Sunshine. I’ll only use the amulet if necessary.”

Her lips tilted down, and she studied me. I could tell she had more questions, but thankfully, Quinn’s arrival saved me from further inquisition.

The dragon shifter carried a pile of gauze and a small brown jar, holding the second slightly away from her. I didn’t blame her—a putrid smell came from the container.

“This should help you heal. The Nightwings put it on us whenever we get hurt to speed up our natural processes,” Quinn said.

The closer she came, the worse the scent became. I eyed the container with disdain. Usually, I would refuse anything of the sort. I could heal on my own. Except, I wasn’t healing. Maybe because the magic was from the gods, it surpassed my natural abilities?

Aileana didn’t give me a chance to decline. She thanked Quinn for the salve, then inserted several fingers into the jar. The green, gloopy mixture had an obscene, rotten-egg scent that burned my nostrils.

“Hold still,” Aileana said, rather harshly if I was being honest.

She liberally applied the salve to the burns before adding several layers of gauze to keep my hand and arm clean. My bonded mate was a fierce warrior, but her skills in the nursing department could be improved. Not that I would ever tell her that, though. I preferred my body in one piece.

“There, done.” Aileana tied the last piece of gauze around my wrist. She leaned over and kissed me. “How do you feel?”

I flexed my fingers. My knuckles cracked, and tiny jolts of pain spread through me.

“Fine,” I lied.

Her mouth pinched together. She knew I wasn’t being truthful, but thank the gods, she didn’t say anything as she helped me to my feet.

The clicking of talons on shale reached my ears. “Someone’s coming.”

Gabri returned with a dozen shifters in tow. None of them spoke, but more than a few of them eyed us with interest.

The enormous Nightwing dipped his head. You must leave, Son of Aranuil. We have Seen what is coming. The battle will be difficult, and unless you leave now, you won’t make it in time.”

One of the shifters stepped forward. Earlier, he’d introduced himself as Josef. “We are all prepared to go with you.”

I blinked. This had to be half the dragon shifters in the entire mountain, excluding the youth. Not just the entire mountain. The whole world. “Are you certain? We can’t guarantee anyone’s safety.”

“We are certain.” Josef’s voice rang with the strength of a commander. “We have been trapped for long enough. We will fight for freedom or die.”

The shifters behind him cheered.

Let them come, Aileana said through our bond. We need their help.

We needed as much help as we could get.

Alright.

I slipped the Gilded Amulet around my neck and nodded. “We’d be happy to have you join the fight.”

It was the truth. These were my people, and it meant the world that they were willing to fight alongside us.

After that, things moved quickly. We bid farewell to the Nightwings, and then, it was time to leave. Thank the gods, my hand was mostly healed by then.

I shifted, spread my wings, and roared.

Dragons were coming back to Ithenmyr.


I Belong to You
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“One last time,” I promised myself as I pulled on my magic.

Ryllae and I had spent the past few days with the merfolk, but it was time to leave. We had to meet up with Xander and Aileana. Last night, the High Queen’s stoic consort, Calix, had left to lead several thousand mer soldiers to the Indigo Coast. We’d remained behind one extra night, but we could dally no longer.

Silver swarmed my vision as the planes of the future came into focus. I fell to my knees as soon as I arrived. There was no time to waste. Subconsciously, I noted there were fewer paths than before. It was as though the future itself knew a turning point was coming.

The paths of life and death would be decided in the next few days. Anticipation was in the air we breathed, the water in which we swam, the beat of our hearts.

The end was no longer some distant point in the future.

It was here.

I didn’t waste any time looking through the future for myself. It wouldn’t do any good. Fortune Elves could not See their own demise, and I didn’t want to tempt fate. Besides, I already knew how I would die. I’d known it since Ryllae, and I had spoken our mating vows. I would give her everything, including my life.

She was my entire existence, my world, my soul, my heart. There was no life without her. I would give my life for hers and know it was well spent.

I picked up the first path and ran it through my fingers. The events I Saw weren’t surprising. Not really. Death and darkness were all around. It was always that way. This path was as hard as stone, unchanging in its finality. It showed us all arriving at the Koln Mountains before being slaughtered by Saena’s army.

I threw that path away. It was no good to me.

Picking up another, I traced the lines of the future. Again, it led to death. Again, I tossed it aside.

The third and fourth paths were similarly morose. It wasn’t until I picked up the fifth that I found something different.

This future was like mud as I pulled it through my hands. Mostly unmovable, but still able to change if something drastic were to happen. There was to be a battle—a big one. It was the only way the balance could be righted. That, in and of itself, didn’t shock me.

All the paths included some form of fighting.

But then I saw something else. A spark of light that had no place in the darkness. I followed that future down the path until I Saw what caused it.

“Unbelievable,” I murmured.

Again and again, I ran my fingers down that path, making sure I was understanding it correctly.

This path was our only hope. Holding onto it, I memorized every single action and word that led us to this fate. Of course, many events remained blurry, but the end was clear.

If we could force this future to happen, the balance would be restored.

And Kydona help me, but I wanted this future to happen. I Saw my bonded mate smiling and laughing, holding a baby. I Saw her and Aileana standing on a stage many years from now and speaking to a crowd of people. I Saw hope.

There were things I didn’t See—myself, for one. Xander wasn’t in my vision either. I didn’t know how the battle ended specifically, nor Saena’s fate.

But Ryllae was there, and she was happy and alive and free.

In this future, the darkness didn’t exist. My sister and her wife were there. All across the Four Kingdoms and in the Indigo Ocean, people lived in peace.

It was this future, the one where the balance was restored, where I would place all my hope.
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“This is as far as we go.” The High Queen’s tail flicked back and forth, powerfully stirring the water as she swam before us. Her aura was strong, pulsing with the dominance associated with her position.

Behind the mer queen, dozens of heads dotted the water. Even more of her kind remained below the surface, hidden from view. The soldiers who were visible were tense and not speaking, their tridents and swords adding to their threatening demeanor.

This visit with the merfolk had been very different from our last one. There was no visit to the palace, no feasts or balls, no curse needing to be broken. The waters were tense, and everyone felt the weight of the broken balance.

One way or another, it was all coming to a head.

Ryllae and I stood on the snowy shore of the Indigo Ocean, having just left the ocean.

“Wait!” the queen commanded.

Both Ryllae and I froze, looking at the ruler of the Seven Seas. She raised her hand, and coral ribbons swirled around us. I held Ryllae’s hand, waiting until the ribbons dove back into the ocean.

“We’re dry,” Ryllae breathed.

That was convenient. Though the sun was high, the once-warm rays did little to stave off the unnatural cold.

“You have our thanks, Your Majesty,” Ryllae said.

“Of course,” Mareena said regally. “That’s not all.”

She waved a hand, and another mer swam forward.

He carried a large sword reverently above the water. It wasn’t made of steel, but rather a strong coral, and even from here I could tell the weapon was beautifully made.

“Daegal of the House of Videntis, step forward,” said the queen.

I did as she asked. “Your Majesty?”

“A gift, for the upcoming battle.”

My eyes widened. This was unexpected. Taking the sword from the soldier, I weighed the weapon in my hands. It was obviously well-made, with jewels embedded in the hilt. I ran my finger down the blade, confirming the sharpness of the weapon. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Mareena’s eyes glinted with the promise of violence. “If anyone tries to bring the battle to the ocean, my people will fight.”

I did not doubt her. She radiated authority, from the coral crown she wore to the trident she gripped.

“Thank you for everything you’ve done,” Ryllae said quietly. “I wish there was another path, but the battle will happen whether we want it or not.” She paused, then added, “Death is coming.”

My mate’s voice held traces of that brokenness that lived within her. I hated that it was there and that I couldn’t get rid of it entirely. Wrapping my arm around her, I held her to me as a bitter wind blew past. It was a reminder that we needed to get moving.

We’d be hiking for a couple of days before we met up with the others. I’d Seen Maiela and Kysha, but I didn’t know whether they’d been successful or not. Either way, I couldn’t wait to hug my sister.

I turned back to the queen. “I’ve Seen soldiers coming your way. Not the entire army—the Dragon Queen’s forces are largely isolated to the Koln Mountains—but she is thorough. Be prepared. They will strike when you least expect it. Her thirst for power is great, and she will not stop.”

The High Queen nodded. “We will fight,” she vowed. “The darkness will not win.”

It couldn’t. In all the futures where the balance was shattered, the draken was a force to be reckoned with. It killed without compunction and destroyed everything in its wake. There was no hope, no joy, no love. Those who survived the war lived in constant fear. Happiness was a long-forgotten memory. Laughter was never heard.

“May the gods be with you,” Ryllae said quietly.

The queen replied, “And also with you.”
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On the first day, we hiked through the forests in contemplative silence. We only stopped to eat rations of dried seaweed and some strange fish jerky. The food was interesting but not unpleasant. The woods looked burned, as though someone had smeared charcoal over the bark. Crisp snow crackled beneath our feet, and black, spindly weeds popped up every so often.

Ryllae didn’t speak, but her grip on my hand was tight and unyielding. The mating bond pulsed with worry, and I knew she was scared. I wished I could stop and comfort her, that I could tell her it would be alright, that we would make it out of this alive.

But I didn’t.

I refused to lie to Ryllae. I never had, and I never would. The odds of us surviving this coming battle were slim, and we both knew it.

This wasn’t my first time going the war. I’d spent many years honing my skills as a fighter, and I was confident in my strength. But this would be my first time fighting as a bonded male.

I had more to fight for… and more to lose.

It wasn’t until streaks of dusty pink started overtaking the evening sky that Ryllae breathed, “Daegal.”

Stopping immediately, I turned to her. “What is it, love?”

Her hand rose to my cheek, and she ran her thumb over my stubble. I hadn’t shaved that morning. “Can we stop for the night?” She bit her lip, and her eyes searched mine. “I know it’s still light out, and we should probably keep going, but I just… I want… one more night… before.”

My heart, which belonged to Ryllae, hammered against the confines of my chest.

One more night before we potentially went to our deaths.

It wasn’t even a question. I was hers as much as she was mine. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for her, nothing I wouldn’t give her. And this? It was no hardship.

“Of course, we can.”

I’d build a shelter with my bare hands if I needed to. Thank the gods, that wasn’t required. A quick scan of the charcoal forest revealed a nearby cave. It was small, but we didn’t need much space. I led Ryllae over, quickly checking inside for animals before I beckoned for her to join me.

“We can’t have a fire, but we can spend the night here safely.”

She hugged me, the tips of her horns brushing against my chin. “I don’t need a fire, Daegal. I just need you.”

I felt the same way.

Several minutes went by as we remained in that position, holding each other. The weight of what was to come was heavy on my shoulders, but I cast those worries aside as best I could to focus on the beautiful female in front of me.

Eventually, Ryllae lifted her head from my chest.

“I love you,” she whispered.

Her eyes swept over me as her fingers lightly traced the muscles of my arms and torso. She explored me with her touch, and I remained as still as a statue, allowing her to do whatever she wanted.

When her touch trailed off, I cupped her chin and directed her gaze to mine. “I love you, too. I will always love you, Princess. Even if death separates us, I will never stop.”

“You feel it, too, then.” Her voice was soft and a faraway look entered her eyes. “Death is rising. It’s coming for us all.”

Such heavy words.

I hated that darkness and despair flitted through her eyes. “I do,” I confirmed.

“This might be the end.”

“I know.”

That knowledge had been with me for far too long. It had haunted me since the balance shattered. But we didn’t come here to talk about that.

Instead of wallowing in thoughts of death—we couldn’t change the future, even if we tried—I decided to focus on the beautiful elf in front of me.

I lowered my head, caressing her lips with mine. She moaned, melting against me.

This kiss quickly turned desperate. Our mouths moved together, an urgent need running through our embrace. I poured everything I had into this. My yearning for her survival, my love, my admiration for my wonderful mate.

My right hand swept through her hair, holding her neck steady as I kissed a trail down her jaw and neck.

“You are brave, Dark One.” Another kiss. “Strong.” Unclasping her cloak, I kissed the place where her neck connected with her shoulders. “The High Lady of Death.”

I spread our cloaks on the ground, and then our mouths found each other once more. My tongue swept into her mouth, and I showed her exactly how much she meant to me.

Our clothes disappeared. I ran my hands over her, admiring the red markings that covered her. I trailed over them with my tongue, loving the soft gasps and moans that slipped from her mouth.

How was it possible to be so utterly and completely devoted to someone? I didn’t know such a thing was possible. I would give her anything. Everything. If she wanted a home, I would buy her a castle. If she wanted air, I would give her mine. If she asked for my heart, I would cut it out of my chest and hand it to her.

It belonged to her, anyway.

Her fingers danced over my stomach. I groaned into her mouth. I grazed the underside of her breasts, and she gasped, pressing into my touch.

“I want you, Daegal.” Her hands slipped south, and she gripped me. “All of you.”

Her words were a spark, and I was the kindling waiting to be lit on fire. As if I could deny her anything. And this? It was no hardship.

Kicking our abandoned clothes until they resembled something akin to a bed, I lowered her slowly onto it. “I already belong to you,” I told her.

She rested on her back, looking up at me. “I’m yours, and you’re mine, right?”

“Yes.” I took her hand and placed it over my heart. Waiting until her eyes met mine, I said, “Ryllae of the House of Irriel, Princess of Ithenmyr, High Lady of Death, and love of my life, you have all of me. My heart, my soul, my sword, and my life. I am yours to command.”

A gorgeous smile danced on those lips, and she whispered, “Then take me. Have me. Hold me. For one last night, let’s forget about everything else.” Her voice was steady, and there wasn’t a trace of brokenness in her words. “Tomorrow, the world might end. But tonight, it’s just the two of us.”

I groaned as our mouths crashed together. “I wish I could give you a bed tonight,” I confessed, my hands slipping over her luscious curves.

It seemed like we were always coming together like this. I wanted to provide her with the comforts she deserved.

“I don’t need a bed, Daegal. I spent years living in a cold cell. Now look at me. I’m outside. I can feel the wind on my skin. My magic has returned. But do you know what?”

Holding myself up on my elbows so as not to crush her, I breathed, “What?”

“None of it is as good as what we have together.” A crimson thread slipped from her hands, trailing my bare chest. “None of it is as good as what we have here.”

“In that, we are agreed.”

She smiled, and the ribbon of magic danced over my bare chest. It dipped lower and lower. Her hands followed the ribbon, and my breath caught as she tugged my hips. “Lie back?”

My eyes widened, and for a moment, I didn’t move. She repeated her request, and this time, I did as she asked.

Ryllae’s hands trailed over my stomach, and her bare legs slipped over my hips.

Her name was a strangled moan deep in my throat as she settled above me. She bent, kissing me slowly. A cold breeze entered the cavern, but it didn’t matter. There was more than enough heat between the two of us.

Ryllae was an angel of darkness, and she was a blessing I didn’t deserve.

Curling my fists in the cloak, I drank in the sight before me. Every single one of Ryllae’s markings was on display, a sign of her strength.

I couldn’t believe she was mine.

I would have told her that, but then she moved. She leaned forward, her lips capturing mine in the sweetest embrace as her hips lowered. A low moan slipped from her lips as we joined, the sound running straight through me.

My head fell back against the stone, and I forced myself to remain still and breathe. Everything was at once too much and not enough. Having Ryllae like this was everything I never knew I needed.

I lost myself in my mate, in the way she moved, in the sounds she made, in the beating of her heart, and in the joining of our bodies.

She was mine, and I was hers.

Forever.


Time to Face the Harsh Reality
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Iwoke, curled against Daegal’s bare chest. He held me close, having drawn his cloak over us as a blanket.

I sighed contentedly, recalling how we’d come together last night. We’d stayed awake long into the night, exploring each other’s bodies in every possible way.

Last night, nothing else had mattered. The broken balance, the upcoming battle, the darkness afflicting the world, the Winged Soldiers, the Dragon Queen, had all faded away.

It had just been the two of us, and it had been utterly perfect.

I’d spoken the truth to Daegal last night. I didn’t need anything but him. When we’d finally drifted off to sleep, our limbs tangled and sweaty, I’d fallen into a deep, dreamless slumber. It had been the perfect way to end the perfect night.

But now the sun was up. Fresh snow glistened outside the cave, a sparkling blanket of white that spread as far as the eye could see. It was time to face the harsh reality ahead.

We couldn’t stay here.

My magic was a throbbing force in my veins, urging me to get up and move. Did it know something I didn’t, or was it simply invigorated by the idea of the upcoming battle? Either way, the almost sentient reaction of my magic made me nervous.

A gentle hand tucked a lock of hair behind my ear.

“Morning, Ryllae.” Daegal’s voice was gruff as he sat up, pulling me towards him. He kept the cloak tucked around me like a blanket and kissed me. “How did you sleep?”

“Well,” I said. “I didn’t even have any nightmares.”

I tried to ignore the ominous feeling in the pit of my stomach, hoping it would disappear. It didn’t seem to be working, a fact that was proved when Daegal’s brows knit together, and he studied me intently.

If anyone else looked at me like this, I would squirm beneath their scrutiny. But this wasn’t anyone. It was my mate.

“What’s the matter, Ryllae?” he asked.

He knew. Of course, he did. Daegal understood me like no one else. He saw me in ways that no one else even tried.

Ducking my head, I fiddled with a loose thread on the cloak. “I’m… frightened of what’s to come.”

My admission hung in the air between us.

Daegal didn’t offer me any platitudes, nor did he give me any false hope. He could have told me we’d be fine, that we would likely survive this, and there was no reason to worry, but he didn’t.

We both knew that wasn’t the case.

I appreciated his honesty more than he knew.

Instead of lying to me, he gathered me in his arms and kissed me again. It wasn’t a passionate embrace like the ones we’d shared last night. It wasn’t even a promise of safety. It was an understanding between us and a reiteration of the vows we’d whispered late at night.

He would be with me until the end. Whether death came today, tomorrow, or centuries from now when we Faded, we would always remain by each other’s side.

There wasn’t much else to say. Daegal tugged me to my feet, and we both got dressed. We took turns caring for our personal needs before eating a quick breakfast of dried fish.

Before we left, Daegal fastened my cloak around my shoulders.

“Pull out some magic, love,” he requested. “I’m going to Look ahead.”

I did as he asked, letting the crimson ribbons twist in the air as he retreated onto the silver planes. He was only gone for a few minutes before the power cleared from his eyes.

“What did you See?” I asked, letting my threads fall.

He frowned, rubbing the back of his neck. “We should meet up with the others sometime today.”

Why did he look so upset? That news was good, right?

“Then why…”

He took my hands in his. “Winged Soldiers are patrolling the skies, Ryllae.”

My heart seized at the mention of the black-blooded guards. Breathing was difficult. A tremor ran through my legs.

“Oh,” was all I managed to say.

Daegal said something else, but I couldn’t hear him over the rushing in my ears. Panic was a raging river flooding through me, sweeping me away.

Winged Soldiers weren’t just regular guards. They were born of black magic, created in darkness. Some of my earliest memories in my youth were being forced to watch as they tortured elves in the name of “punishment.” Even then, I’d known they were cruel, wicked creatures.

And then Father threw me in prison. It was only then that I truly learned the villainous nature of the Winged Soldiers. They had always been dangerous, but they hadn’t shown their true evil until I was powerless.

Not only was I a female—automatically worth less than them, in their eyes—but I’d been behind bars, weakened by the prohiberis, and bound by a curse.

Like lions stalking a helpless lamb, they’d waited until I couldn’t fight back before they attacked me.

Why did males always target females when they were at their weakest?

Before prison, I would have decimated them without a second thought. But after a decade in prison, I had been a husk of myself. By the time the first century passed, I could barely remember what it was like to not exist behind bars.

That was when they struck. Like cowards, the Winged Soldiers came at me when I was already a shell of my former self. Maybe that’s why they did it. Maybe they saw the cracks in my persona, the fissures in my soul that came from spending year after year behind bars. Maybe after seeing the light dim in my eyes, they knew it was safe to come.

And when they came…

Shivers ran through me as memories I had tried hard to forget pushed themselves to the forefront of my mind. I could still hear the echoes of their laughter as they pried my cell door open. My skin still crawled with the ghosts of their hands running over it. My lips still remembered forming the words, begging them not to touch me.

None of them had listened to me. They’d heard my pleas and they’d laughed in the face of my pain.

I’d been broken, and they’d ruined me.

After a while, it had all blurred together. The faces, the jeers, the unwanted touches.

Get a grip, Ryllae, I tried to urge myself. Get it together.

I tried. I really did. But my heart was racing and breathing… I couldn’t do it.

Winged Soldiers were coming.

We’d seen them before today. They’d been on the battlefield when Saena tried to steal the amulet. But this was different.

My entire body froze, and I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything.

Somewhere outside of myself, I was aware that Daegal picked me up. He carried me. Water touched my face. Soothing tones came from his lips. He kissed my cheek.

Still, I was lost in my mind. My heart still wouldn’t calm down. My magic was frantic inside me.

“Ryllae,” Daegal whispered, placing his hands on my cheeks. “It’s going to be okay.”

What?

No.

Panic was a rope laced around my stomach and pulling me into a pit of despair.

Okay?

It would never be okay again. It was one thing to know we were walking towards the final battle and another to be presented with the hard truths of what we would find.

Maybe I hadn’t truly believed this was happening until now. It hadn’t seemed real.

That was gone.

Now, I understood just how real this was.

My body ached with the recognition that death was coming. Not just for me but for all of us.

The Winged Soldiers were here, and this was… it was…

“The end,” I whispered, finally forcing my vocal cords to produce sound. “This is it.”

Had I thought myself on the road to healing?

One simple mention of the Winged Soldiers, and I was back on the brink of brokenness.

Was this it? Was this the moment I shattered once and for all? Maybe last night had been a gift from the gods before I was completely and utterly destroyed.

My mind was a bleak spiral of death and despair. It pulled me down, down, down. I was sinking into, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get out.

My magic was a pulsing, throbbing, writhing mass within me.

Tears welled in my eyes, threatening to spill over.

“This isn’t the end, Ryllae.” Daegal pulled me into his arms and rubbed my back.

Wasn’t it? The breeze was cold and my skin pebbled, reminding me of far too many nights in prison when I’d shivered in my barely-there rags as a Winged Soldier slipped the cell door shut behind him.

For years, those black-blooded soldiers had taken everything from me. I’d been rescued from my prison, but now…

It felt like I was back at the beginning. The threat of the Winged Soldiers was a heavy stone pressing against my chest. It wasn’t just my lungs that hurt—all of my ached with the agony of what was to come.

This time, I knew they wouldn’t just hurt me and take my will to live. They would systematically destroy me and everything I held dear. They would take my mate from me. Rip my heart from my chest. They would destroy me.

A mangled moan slipped past my lips. Scalding tears trailed down my cheeks, and I gasped for air.

I wept, not just for myself, but for what might have been. For the life we might have had.

Lips landed on my cheeks, absorbing my tears. The touch was soft and slowly, so slowly, it pulled me to the present.

“Look at me, Princess.” Daegal’s voice was soft as he waited for me to do as he asked. “Stay here with me, love. Don’t go there. I won’t let them hurt you.”

He saw me. He knew. I couldn’t say anything else… but I didn’t have to.

“I’ve got you, Ryllae.” Daegal held me against his chest, squeezing as hard as he could. He surrounded me with his presence, blanketing me in safety as I wept.

I couldn’t stop the flood of memories now that they’d begun, but I could find refuge and solace in him.

So I did. I leaned against him and wept, until I had nothing left. And when I was nothing but an empty husk, exhausted from feeling so many emotions so early in the day, Daegal wiped away the evidence of my grief from my face.

I looked up at him and drew in a deep breath. He deserved to know what this was about. “You never asked, but when I was—”

“No.” His thumb brushed across my bottom lip, silencing me. “You don’t have to say it, Ryllae. I’ve Seen enough to know that any Winged Soldier we come across will die by my sword.”

“Still, I want to tell you. I should’ve… I should’ve told you before we accepted the mating bond.” My beath shook as I drew it into shuddering lungs. “I’m… damaged. Broken. You deserve someone better than me.”

He deserved the world.

“No.” The word was a snarl that ripped from his lips.

I’d never heard him make that sound before. It was so shocking, my eyes snapped to his. And what I saw there… the fierceness in his gaze overwhelmed me.

“You do not let their actions define you,” he said. “You are not, nor have you ever been, broken. You are simply you. If you let them break you, you give them power. Don’t do it. I’m here. We will tackle it together.”

He took my hands and held them close to his chest. “This is my vow to you, Ryllae, Princess of Ithenmyr. I will destroy those who hurt you. I will make them rue the day they ever touched you. You are mine, and you are not broken. You are strong, resilient, and courageous. Those who made you feel any less than do not deserve to breathe the same air as you. All I ask in return is that you do not let them destroy you. Don’t allow them to have that kind of power over you.”

My breath escaped me in a whoosh as his words settled upon me. I drank them in, letting them seep into my pores and shove aside the horrible memories that had taken root within my mind.

I did not deserve him. I already knew this, of course, because he was far better than even he gave himself credit for. He was the best person I knew.

“Alright.” I exhaled.

I would try to be strong. For him.

In an effort to be not broken, I forced a smile on my face. I wasn’t sure it was effective because it felt more like a grimace, but it was something.

Drawing from my well of magic, I pulled a blood-red thread from within me. I stared at the magic, willing my heart to calm. When I was certain I wouldn’t shatter, I urged the ribbon to wrap around my wrist like a bracelet.

I looked at my mate, who was patiently waiting for me. “I’m ready.”
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Several hours passed before we saw any sign of Winged Soldiers. Daegal walked ahead of me, one hand on the hilt of his sword as he cleared the dying brush and inky vines out of our way. The woods were unnaturally quiet, but my magic was a maelstrom within me.

Death was on the horizon. It was a bitter, ashy taste at the back of my mouth. My skin crawled.

By the end of this, the levels of pain and hurt and sorrow brought by this upcoming battle would forever mark the Four Kingdoms.

I ducked under yet another branch, but my cloak snagged on a thorn. I was in the middle of tugging the material free when a shadow pierced the serenity of the too-silent forest.

My heart thundered in my chest, and I sucked in a breath, but I did not freeze. Instead, I recalled Daegal’s words from earlier.

I am not broken. I will not break. I repeated the refrain, hoping it would bring me strength.

I did not stop, even as the shadow drew near and the outline of the Winged Soldier became evident against the midday sky. Fear bubbled up within me, but I did not let it take over.

I was stronger than my fear. Stronger than my past.

Daegal stiffened as the Winged Soldier flew closer. Alarm pulsed through our bond. He looked left, then right, as if he was looking for a way out, but there wasn’t one. It was too late.

The Winged Soldier looked down. His black eyes met mine.

For one long, singular, never-ending moment, we held each other’s gazes.

This was it. I could run, or I could be strong.

I chose strength. Reaching within myself, I pulled crimson strands of magic from my veins and gathered them into a glowing sphere in the palms of my hands.

The Winged Soldier opened his mouth to yell, but he never made a sound.

Instead, another shape appeared on the horizon. It flew towards the guard, much faster than any bird I’d ever seen.

The only creature that flew that fast was—

“Dragons!” Daegal yelled.

Plural.

What was happening?

The Winged Soldier jerked his gaze up to the horizon. His eyes widened, and his wings faltered.

I followed his gaze, my mouth falling open.

Xander’s green dragon flew at breakneck speeds towards the soldier, but he wasn’t the only creature in the sky. Thirteen majestic dragons were beacons of hope, a rainbow of color as they flew across the brilliant blue sky.

They were moving so fast that I didn’t even have time to question where they’d come from. All I could do was hold onto Daegal’s arm and watch in awe as a turquoise dragon with fearsome horns flew beside Xander. The creature roared, and flames burst from its maw. The fire wrapped around the Winged Soldier, enveloping him in a deadly hug as his agonizing screams filled the air.

Every second felt like an hour as the guard burned.

How could a single death be so long and drawn out and yet so short at the same time?

Eventually, silence fell. The wind blew, taking the ashes and charred remains the guard with it.

And then it was just us. And the dragons.

This was unexpected, and yet I was not afraid. At least not of the dragons.

They’d saved us.


Dragons, Vampires, Elves, and Spymasters
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Hold on, Sunshine. I’m landing, Xander said.

The directions were unnecessary. I was already gripping his flank with my thighs, clinging to his neck as he approached the clearing. The Winged Soldier’s remains were gone, the wind having carried the ashes away almost as soon as they’d appeared.

Snow billowed up around Xander’s dragon as he landed. Turquoise scales glimmered as Josef landed to our right. Together, the dragons took up the majority of the clearing. The others remained in the sky, seemingly content to stay back.

Two cloaked figures hurried towards us. Daegal came through the trees first, and Ryllae came behind him. I exhaled, relieved that they seemed rather unharmed.

Xander’s dragon chuffed at the sight of the couple.

“It’s so good to see you.” I dismounted, careful not to move too quickly lest I trigger my mate’s possessive and protective instincts. Xander had been worse than normal during the past few days. Every time I made a sound, he wanted to know if I was alright.

“Likewise. You two are a sight for sore eyes.” Daegal grinned, eying the two dragons. “And it looks like you have quite the tale to tell.”

Ryllae stared at Josef. “You found dragons.” Her voice was in that strange broken, but not broken, space she sometimes inhabited. It was at once a question and not.

I nodded. “Dragons and vampires.”

Before I escaped my tower, I never would have believed this would be possible. The things I’d seen and done boggled my mind.

“You saved us,” Ryllae said in that same voice as her mate took her hand and drew her near. “I don’t know how many more times we can be saved. Death is coming.”

Well, that was morose.

It’s good to know Ryllae hasn’t lost any of her positivity on their trek, Xander remarked sarcastically through our bond.

Internally, I snorted in agreement. Externally, I gestured to the new dragon. “This is Josef. He’s happy to carry you to the vampires’ war camp.”

Last night, Xander and I stopped at Castle Sanguis while the other dragons rested in the Dead Forest. We’d updated the vampire royals of the recent developments, and they’d given us directions to their war encampment in the Koln Mountains. They’d been battling Saena’s forces for several months, so it made sense for us to join their already-existing camp.

Ryllae shifted from one foot to the other, and she frowned. “Is it far?”

“The flight should take a few hours.”

It was relatively short compared to the flying of the past few days. We’d left Carinoc several days ago, and I’d be lying if I said my thighs weren’t burning from riding for so long.

However, despite the tiredness, I was hopeful about the future.

I wasn’t the only one. The new dragons were filled with joy. Every time they shifted, they spent hours talking about everything they’d seen. Xander confirmed that even while in their dragon forms, they were excitedly pointing out landmarks to each other as they flew. They were free for the first time in over a century, eager to explore the world. Many of them were older, and they’d known life before the massacre, but a few, like Quinn, had never been outside of the wards.

She was the most eager of them all.

Xander, on the other hand, was more solemn, protective, and possessive than ever. Even after his arm fully healed, he’d been moody. Maybe it was because of the upcoming battle, or maybe because my stomach had really popped over the past few days. There was no more hiding my pregnancy.

Ryllae glanced at Daegal, then back at me. “The vampires are fighting on our side? Aren’t they… evil? Can we trust them?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Maybe not all of them, but the king and queen don’t seem too bad.”

In fact, they were so enamored with each other it was as though no one else in the world existed.

“We need their help,” Daegal said. “By the time this is over, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“Right. The end is here.” Ryllae trudged towards Josef’s dragon. “Let’s go. Death is coming, and it seems impolite to keep it waiting.”
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Nestled in a deep valley were hundreds of canvas tents that spread as far as the eye could see.

At first, the camp seemed ill-placed. The Koln Mountains stretched across the border of Ithenmyr and Eleyta, and there were several pockets and passes where people with nefarious intentions could easily slip through. However, the closer we got, the more sentries I noticed placed in those same locations.

It appeared the vampires knew what they were doing.

Although the afternoon sun was still high and the vampires were sleeping, the camp wasn’t quiet. Humans and shifters bustled about, their forms like ants as they hurried to and fro.

The flap of wings was a steady beat as the dragons followed Xander’s lead. My mate had natural fallen into the role of leader, and it fit him well. He gave orders with ease, commanding the squadron of dragons. I couldn’t help but think this was where he was always meant to be.

An enormous black tent, easily four times the size of the others, sat in the middle of the valley. It stood out like an ink stain on an otherwise pristine sheet of paper. A crimson flag flew overhead, marking the tent as belonging to the royal vampires.

Our destination.

Though it appeared unguarded, magic crawled over my skin as we drew near.

Wards, Xander remarked as he banked his wings. To warn the inhabitants we are coming.

Smart.

There was barely any room between the tents, but somehow, Xander maneuvered a tight landing. The other dragons, including Josef, were landing on the edge of the camp.

For a moment, I sat on the dragon’s back, drinking in the sights around us.

This was a war camp. Even though the vampires slept, it was loud. Voices rose, people shouted, warriors sparred. A quick glance revealed several dozen weapons, grim faces, and an aura of worried anticipation.

That was fair. I was worried, too. Saena’s armies were strong, and it would take a miracle for us to be victorious.

I didn’t enjoy death, even though I liked carrying a weapon. On the contrary, death went against my very core. I was the High Lady of Life. I was meant to encourage growth and foster life, not destroy it.

But I knew that sometimes, death was the only path to life. In the same way that winter led to spring, sometimes there had to be an end before there could be a new beginning.

Life and Death.

Balance.

Seeing Ryllae earlier had only served to confirm that together, we would bring an end to the darkness. The winter would be over. Spring would come.

Or you’ll die, pet. High King Edgar’s voice was an unwelcome intrusion as he mocked me in my mind.

Get out, I snarled.

He had no place here.

I shoved the dead king down, forcing him out of my head.

Turning my attention to Xander, I opened our mental connection. I’m ready.

As am I, he rumbled.

Dismounting, I rifled through our bag and pulled out a change of clothes for Xander while he shifted. He dressed quickly, probably due to our location in the middle of a war camp, and I slung the bag on my back.

We drew some stares, but no one dared come near. It might have been the obsidian tent that made them keep their distance, but I would reckon it probably had something to do with the dragon. Even in their shifted forms, dragons were known to be incredibly… volatile.

It just so happened I liked my males broody, frustrating, and a little dangerous.

The wards around the royal tent were even thicker, now that we stood in front of it. The magic was heavy against my skin, a warning against coming any closer.

Instead of heeding the warning, we walked closer. I drew my dagger, the weight familiar and reassuring.

Xander came up beside me, his gaze darting to the weapon at my side. “Should I be worried you’re about to stab me?”

The lighthearted comment was at once perfectly us and exactly what I needed. Stress I hadn’t realized weighed on my shoulders lifted, and I straightened my back.

I snorted. “You should probably always be worried about that.”

Xander’s eyes swept over me, and something shifted between us. The easygoing air disappeared, and my heart pounded as he drew me towards him. The camp faded away, leaving us in a bubble of our own making. Even the dagger between us didn’t matter.

My mate’s fingers landed under my chin, and he angled my face towards him. His voice was rough as he asked, “You know what, Sunshine?”

“What?” I blinked.

“It seems I don’t care.” His eyes darkened, and his thumb brushed my jaw. “I’ll let you stab me every day if we survive this.

My heart warmed at his response. I loved that he didn’t shy away from me, that he didn’t find me intimidating or decide that I was too much for him. He just… loved me the way I was.

“If we make it, I want that wedding you promised me,” I said. The words just… fell out of my mouth. I didn’t even realize I wanted to say them until they were out in the open. Not that I hadn’t thought about it.

On the contrary, the thought had been my mind since the moment I left Xander behind on that bloody battlefield, but I hadn’t found the right moment to tell him.

It was starting to dawn on me that there were no “right” moments. Just ones that we forged for ourselves within the chaos that was our lives. War was coming. Death was on the horizon. We might not have the chance to talk about this later.

He didn’t say anything, so, I did the only thing I could think of. I kept talking. “You’re already mine, and I’m yours. I love you, Xander, to the ends of the earth. But I know how much this means to you, and I want to give you this.”

I would give him anything if it meant he’d be happy.

Now I was out of words. For one long, excruciating moment, he was quiet. Those golden orbs studied me, sweeping back and forth as though he was memorizing every single part of my face.

I waited and waited and waited. Sweat gathered in my palms, and I adjusted my grip around the dagger. We hadn’t talked about getting married, not since the last wedding we attended ended with me killing the Crimson King.

Had something changed?

Then, after what felt like eons, Xander’s lips tilted up. That simple movement banished any doubt I might have been feeling. The corners of his eyes crinkled, and he took my hand, drawing me towards him. He still didn’t speak as his head lowered, and his mouth claimed mine. This was more than a kiss. It was an answer. A possession. A reminder of his love and devotion.

I melted against him, angling my dagger away from his chest as we embraced in the middle of the war camp.

When I was thoroughly kissed, he pulled away and rested his forehead on mine. “A million times yes, Aileana. Of course, I’ll marry you.”

I exhaled. “Thank Thelrena. For a moment there, I wasn’t sure what you’d say.”

His eyes widened. “When will you learn, Aileana? I will give you anything you want. If you ask for the heads of a thousand enemies as a wedding gift, I will present them to you. If you desire to bathe in the blood of those who wronged you daily for the rest of your life, I will provide that for you. No request is too great. Nothing you can ask of me is too extravagant. There isn’t even a question in my mind. Of course, I’ll marry you.”

His murderous declarations sent thrills through me. I wished we weren’t in the middle of a war camp and steadily attracting more attention, because there were very specific things I wanted to ask him to do. Still, I made a mental note to have him repeat those very deadly but extremely intriguing statements in the privacy of our own tent tonight.

“You are everything to me, Aileana. You’re mine.” He kissed me again, the embrace brief but still full of sparks. “Are you ready to meet with some vampires?”

I tightened my grip on my dagger, nodding resolutely. “I am.”

I had no more words as Xander led me towards the black tent. I allowed him to go first, happy to enjoy the view from back here. My mate was the most handsome male I’d ever seen in my entire life. The gods had taken extra care when they made him. He was a picture of strength, deadliness, and power.

Only a fool would look at him and see someone they could take down.

And he was mine.
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The dark tent fabric split apart, revealing a spacious interior. Violet orbs of Light Elf magic were spread through the space, casting their light on the trio occupying the tent.

My grip tightened around the hilt of the dagger. I’d been expecting to see Bastian and Luna, but this third person was new. All vampires were beautiful, but this newcomer was even more stunning than the others. Her skin was as dark as ink, and her long black hair hung in thick ropes down to her waist. Leaning against a tent pole, the female appeared utterly relaxed as she conversed quietly with the royals. Even from here, her deadly fangs were visible.

As soon as the tent flaps fluttered closed, the vampires stopped speaking. As one, they turned towards us.

Xander slipped his hand from mine. Although his stance was not exactly threatening, a vein clenched in his jaw. I’d been around him long enough to know that he was ready to fight if needed. After a moment, he said, “Your Majesties.”

To anyone else, his voice would have sounded calm, but I knew the difference. The slight twinge in his voice, the tick in his jaw, the curl of his fists at his sides all spoke to one thing: he was on edge.

So naturally, I was as well.

Luna, the Vampire Queen, stepped forward. “Welcome. We’re so glad you were able to join us. How was the flight?”

“It was good,” Xander replied curtly. He glanced at the dark-skinned vampire. “Who is she?”

That was rude, I said mentally. Shouldn’t you show the vampires some respect?

He growled back, I don’t like surprises, especially when your safety is involved.

And there was the possessive dragon I loved so much.

I can take care of myself, I reminded him.

But I want to take care of you, he said.

Either the Vampire Queen didn’t notice Xander’s rudeness, or she didn’t care because she didn’t address it. Instead, she beckoned for the newcomer to approach. “Phyrra, this is Xander and Aileana. They’re new friends of ours.”

I hadn’t expected her to introduce us like that, but I liked it. I didn’t have many friends, but there was something about the queen that made me feel like perhaps we might be kindred spirits.

Phyrra pushed off the tent pole and sauntered over to us. “Nice to meet you.”

She stuck out her hand, and I shook it. “Likewise.”

My sleeve rolled up with the movement, and Phyrra’s gaze dropped to my arm. “Interesting tattoos,” she mused.

Xander growled, not even trying to hide his displeasure with the way the vampire was eyeing me.

I growled right back. Stand down, Xander. I can take care of myself.

The resulting huff told me he didn’t think that was true.

“Thank you.” I pulled my hand back, stepping closer to Xander. The last thing we needed was an angry dragon shifter here.

“Phyrra is my spymaster,” Bastian said. “She was just filling us in on the latest news. You’re just in time. Please join us.”

He walked over to a sitting area, and I followed, taking in the tent. In addition to the couch and two armchairs, there was a large bed, a table where two empty mugs sat, and several trunks with books stacked on top of them. It looked like the vampires were preparing to remain here for quite a while. Or maybe they just enjoyed having a portable library. It was hard to tell.

The vampire royals sat on the couch, their hands slipping together as naturally as breathing. Luna leaned against the king, seeming to relax even in our presence. Phyrra pulled over a navy blue armchair, sitting cross-legged on it. Xander dropped onto the other armchair, and he tugged me onto his lap. His warmth immediately seeped into me, heating me from the inside out.

Once we were all settled, Phyrra reached behind her. She pulled out a large, rolled up piece of parchment the length of my arm. It was much newer than the map pieces Xander had been carrying for over a century and it didn’t bear any markings of time. The spymaster unfolded the paper carefully, laying it flat on the coffee table in front of us.

All five of us leaned forward to study the paper. It was a detailed map of the Koln Mountains, stretching from the Indigo Ocean all the way to the flat plains of Ipotha. Several icons were present, marking the existence of small towns and villages.

Phyrra grabbed a quill off a nearby table. Using it as an extension of her hand, she began pointing things out.

“This is us.” She drew our attention to a red X not far from the Indigo Ocean. “This particular war camp has been here for a while. Before Bastian and Luna ki… before the Blood Moon, our armies were already fighting the Southern Queen. Many lives were lost, both vampires and humans.”

Xander looked up. “They fight together?”

The king dipped his head. “Yes. Our armies are made up of both humans and vampires, although most of the soldiers are… well, they were human. We’re trying to change that, since vampires are obviously stronger and less… mortal.” He exchanged a glance with his wife. “It’s going to take some time to implement all our changes.”

Phyrra hummed, pointing to another X on the Ithenmyrian side of the Koln Mountains. “This is where most of the Winged Soldiers seem to be coming from. I haven’t been able to get many spies into Ithenmyr. It’s not safe, even for them.”

“That’s fair. The Winged Soldiers are dangerous,” I murmured.

Bastian’s eyes sharpened. “What do you know about them?”

I shuddered, and my hand went to my stomach as I remembered the violent guards in Saena’s tower. “They were created for evil.”

When I was young, High King Edgar had bragged about the Winged Soldiers during his “visits” to my tower. I was his pet, but they were his weapons. Born and bred to serve him.

The spy sighed and rubbed her temples. “I’ve noticed. They’re growing bolder. We can’t let this go on much longer.”

The king raked his hand through his black hair. “I agree. We need to fight before we lose the upper hand.”

“What about Saena?” Xander asked, his gaze still locked on the map. “Has anyone seen her?”

“The Dragon Queen?” Phyrra shook her head. “Not personally, though my spies report seeing the beast flying over the forests at night.”

“So, the dragon is here, as are the Winged Soldiers.” I slipped off Xander’s lap, crouching on the ground to get a better look at the map. “What about the shadow army?”


This Might Work
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It was like my words sucked all the air out of the room. Four pairs of eyes—three black and one golden—met mine.

Xander’s hand landed on the small of my back. “What shadow army, Sunshine?”

I turned and met his gaze. “The ones your sister is summoning using black magic. Didn’t I tell you about it?”

I could have sworn I did, but there was so much going on. Did I forget? That wasn’t like me, but maybe…

He tugged me back onto his lap. “No, you didn’t tell me. I would have remembered.”

I frowned. “I thought… I must have forgotten. We just have so much going on.”

“Tell us about the shadow soldiers,” the Vampire King requested. He leaned forward on the couch, his dark gaze meeting mine. “We need to know everything.”

I blew out a long breath, rubbing my temples. “When I was… with Saena, she woke a pair of witches from a deep sleep, and they performed dark magic. The earth split open…”

Continuing, I shared everything I had seen, from the moment the witches first arrived to the last time I had been in their presence. No one spoke, let alone moved, as I described the seemingly never-ending stream of emotionless, faceless shadow soldiers that rose from the earth.

Death Bringers, Myhhena had called them.

The name fit them to a T.

Bastian asked me to describe them several times, combing over every detail. Xander’s hand never left my back as he rubbed soothing circles.

The Vampire Queen just… sat there. I could tell she was listening, though. Absorbing it all.

At some point, a soldier popped their head in. They gave us directions to a tent for Xander and I before leaving.

The questions kept coming. By the time I was done recounting everything I remembered, I was exhausted. My magic had been humming steadily in my veins since I first sat down, but now it was quieter.

I stifled a yawn, forcing my eyes to remain open.

Bastian asked, “Can you tell us about the—”

“That’s enough for today,” Xander interrupted, his voice bordering on harsh. “I’m sorry, but Aileana needs to eat and get some rest. If you have more questions, you can talk to her tomorrow.”

He didn’t even wait for the royals to reply. He pulled me to my feet and led me away from them.

Through the bond, I whispered, Are you trying to get yourself killed?

Xander smirked as we reached the tent flap. I’d like to see them try to kill me, Aileana.

Cocky dragon.

He didn’t refute it, instead pushing the flap open. A guard was standing outside. She dipped her head and held out a piece of paper.

“A message for you, sir.” She handed the note to Xander.

I glanced over his shoulder, reading the message.

West of camp. M and K are back.

- Daegal

Short and to the point.

Xander frowned, and I could feel him trying to decide whether to force me to rest or go see the others.

Instead of waiting for his response, I made up my mind. I was tired, yes, but I’d like to see our friends. I turned west and began to weave through the sea of snowy tents. I’d barely made it past the first canvas tent when Xander caught up to me, growling.

“You need to sleep, Aileana,” he said.

I shook my head. “No. Xander, I’m always tired these days. If I let that stop me, I would never get anything done, ever. I can’t just lie down and wait for this baby to come. It’s not me.”

He glared at me, a flicker of green passing through his gaze as the dragon appeared. I could feel him warring with himself.

“I promise, I’m fine,” I assured him.

He crossed his arms and his jaw clenched. A long moment passed before he ground out, “Fine. But you have to tell me if this becomes too much for you.”

“Alright,” I said. “I will tell you if I’m about to keel over and die.”

“Aileana,” he snarled.

I growled his name right back, then turned on my heel and left. We were wasting precious time chatting when we could be walking.

He followed, cursing about insufferable females under his breath.

But he didn’t stop me. I won. And I really liked winning, especially against my broody dragon shifter.

There was a slight skip in my step as we walked through the now-bustling camp.
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By the time we reached the western edge of the camp, I was huffing with every step. My lungs hurt, the Gilded Amulet hanging around my neck felt like it weighed ten pounds, and there was a cramp in my side.

I was too proud to tell Xander, though. Instead, I held onto the pain, letting it fuel me. I was a warrior—I wouldn’t let something as small as a baby take me down.

The ache in my muscles melted away as the wind carried familiar voices over to us. A smile stretched across my face, and I swiftly moved around the last canvas tent.

Maiela and Kysha stood with their arms linked, smiling as they chatted with Daegal and Ryllae. Both elves looked tired; their clothes were dirty, and the bottoms of their cloaks were damp from the snow, but they were here. A white bandage was wrapped around Kysha’s arm, though it appeared to be her only injury.

“There they are!” Kysha exclaimed. She turned from the others and her cloak trailed behind her like a brown flag. She ran over and flung her arms around me.

I blinked, unsure of what to do with this level of affection, before patting the halfling on the back. I didn’t realize we were so close.

“Hi,” I said, a little awkwardly. “How was your journey?”

She pulled back and grinned. “We were successful.”

Maiela strode over and slung her arm over her wife’s shoulder. “Kysha was incredible,” she gushed. “You should have seen her. Wearing her glamour, she walked right up to that pompous Council of Lords and told them they needed to come to help us or they’d feel her wrath.”

Kysha laughed. “It turns out that a glamour, a little bit of halfling magic, and a whole lot of bluffing can get you far.”

“By the time my beautiful wife dropped her magic and the Council of Lords realized she lacked some essential male parts, it was too late. They’d already publicly committed to helping us.”

Xander glanced around. “They brought an army?”

“Two, in fact.” Maiela pointed to the distance, where the faint outline of another camp could be seen against the darkening sky. “Apparently, one was sent to them from the former Northern Queen as part of a marriage agreement. The second is their own. They’re all going to fight with us.”

Two more armies. That was good. Great, even.

Until now, I hadn’t really considered what might happen if Maiela and Kysha were successful. Saena’s forces were so large.

But now…

Hope kindled within me. Half the armies in the Four Kingdoms were on our side. Adding in the dragons and the merfolk…

“This might work,” I breathed. “We might be able to do this.”

As if agreeing with me, my magic thrummed in my veins. It had been quiet until now, but it was growing louder by the moment. Any tiredness I had felt previously was long gone.

This could work. We might make it through this. We might… survive.

An overwhelming desire to connect with the land slammed into me. I pulled off my gloves and kneeled in the snow, reaching deep within myself. My magic was ready and waiting for me, and it jumped at my call.

I closed my eyes and allowed my magic to flow through me. Our friends’ voices were a low, steady hum as I settled deep within my power. We were far enough from the camp that I wasn’t worried about prying eyes, and I felt safe connecting with the land.

Besides, Xander was watching over me. He would never let anything happen to me.

Placing my hand on the snow, I released my magic. Though my eyes were closed, I envisioned the green tendrils seeping into the land.

The earth trembled beneath my touch, and it welcomed me with open arms.

I had missed this. It had been a few days since I’d fed the land, and I needed this connection as much as the earth needed me. It was like a knot that had existed in my stomach was slowly unfurling.

Protectress of the Earth, the land cried out in gratitude. You came to see us.

Of course I did, I replied soothingly, keeping up the stream of my magic. We need each other.

The balance wasn’t just broken in Ithenmyr. If anything, our recent travels had confirmed that each of the Four Kingdoms were suffering from the lack of balance. Myhhena had said as much, but witnessing it with my own eyes was different.

The longer I fed my magic into the land, the better I felt. The earth turned its attention to me, and thousands of beings saw me at once. Trees, plants, insects, rodents, and even larger animals like deer and wolves acknowledged me. They saw me.

The High Lady of Life is here, they chanted.

More, more, more, I poured myself into the land. I let the earth’s joy sweep over me, and I gave it everything I had. Time had no meaning right now. I kept going, pouring myself into the earth, until a warm hand landed on my shoulder.

“That’s enough, Aileana.” Xander’s voice was firm. Unwavering. “Let go.”

He was right. I couldn’t deplete myself here. War was on the horizon.

I need to leave, I told the land.

The earth quaked. No, it cried out.

This happened every time I attempted to leave the earth’s grip. It never wanted to let me go, but I couldn’t stay. Others needed me.

Along with a final wave of magic, I sent what I hoped was a reassuring wave of calm to the land. When the balance is repaired, things will be different. I promise.

The land’s trembling slowed, and then stopped. We will hold you to that, High Lady of Life.

This time, the earth did not fight me as I left. Instead, it whispered in my ear as I pulled my hand from the snow.

A hand brushed my chin, and I opened my eyes to meet Xander’s glowing amber gaze. “I’m back,” I whispered.

His eyes swept over me. “Are you alright?”

His voice was uncharacteristically soft, and I wondered how long I’d been connected to the land.

“Yes,” I replied. “I’m fine.”

In fact, I was better than fine. A plan was forming in my mind. The earth had urged me, in those final moments, to test my connection with Ryllae.

I intended to do just that.

He frowned, and his gaze swept over me. “You’re glowing.”

I raised a brow. “Am I?” That didn’t usually happen. I glanced down at my hand. “Oh.”

He was right. The markings of my Maturation were a bright emerald, shining in the night. The glow of my skin rivaled that of the moon.

Xander didn’t seem pleased about that. To be fair, that was his go-to mood. However, if he was already grumpy, he was bound to be very angry with me in a moment. I was certain I could handle him though.

I climbed to my feet. “Ryllae, can we talk?”

The Death Elf in question glanced at me from where she stood chatting with her mate. “Of course.”

I could feel Xander’s quizzical stare at me, but I ignored him. “Do you remember what happened in the mountain when our magic mixed?” I asked Ryllae.

Her eyes widened. “The white threads.”

“Yes.” I nodded. “We should try that again.”

Her brows furrowed. “Now? It’s late.”

“This is the perfect time,” I said.

“No, it’s not.” Xander growled at the same time. He placed his hands on my shoulders, looking me in the eyes. “You need to rest.”

He was intimidating, but I knew better than to let him tell me what to do. I glared back at him, letting him see the strength in my eyes. I was tired, yes, but I was still capable of doing what needed to be done.

You need to trust me, I told him. I have a feeling we don’t have long.

He glowered at me, and his brows knit together as an eternity seemed to pass us by.

Eventually, he snarled, Fine, but then you’re resting.

Understood. Out loud, I said, “Let’s try it.”

Ryllae sucked in a breath. “Okay.”

She moved to my right, and Xander stood on my left. He crossed his arms, glaring at me, but I ignored his disapproval. Daegal, Kysha, and Maiela watched from a short distance away.

Next to me, Ryllae opened her palms. Several crimson ribbons swirled around her, a faint matching glow emitting from her skin.

Like mine, her markings lit up the night sky.

For one long moment, I stared at the Death Elf magic. Once, those red ribbons meant pain and suffering were moments away from being inflicted upon me. My back bore the markings of the evidence of the king’s wrath.

With a rightness that echoed in my soul, I reached deep within myself and pulled on my own magic. Emerald threads twisted with crimson ones, and I extended my hand towards Ryllae.

Mere centimeters separated us.

“Life and Death,” I murmured.

“Both are required for balance,” Ryllae added.

We stared at each other for one long moment before we moved at the same time.

Her pinky grazed mine.

My lungs tightened.

And everything changed.


A Three-Stranded Cord
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The moment Aileana touched me, a weight lifted off me.

I could breathe again. Or maybe this was my first time ever really breathing. I thought I knew what it meant to live, to draw air, to be me. I thought the Ryllae I had been before my imprisonment was the full picture of who I was.

I was wrong.

The elf I used to be was an incomplete, half-image of who I was. She’d been strong—broken, but strong—but now…

Now I was powerful.

Something had changed from the last time Aileana and I had touched. Was it the Gilded Amulet? The visit to the merfolk? I wasn’t sure. Maybe it was just me. Maybe I hadn’t been ready for this before.

Maybe becoming this version of myself before I was ready would have broken me.

It didn’t matter. Not really.

It turned out nothing mattered except the magic flowing from my fingertips.

My lungs expanded, drawing in a full breath of air, and I snapped my gaze to Aileana. She stood beside me, her eyes wide and her arms outstretch, as she glowed. A vibrant, forest green emanated from her skin. The swell of her belly was evident, outlined against the darkness, and there was an innate wildness about her.

Life.

And then I looked at myself. A crimson sheen radiated from me, as though my magic was attempting to escape through every pore. Red ribbons spun around me, waltzing with hers.

Death.

Then, something new opened within me.

Like a door unlocking deep within my soul, a fresh source of power came into view. Instinctively, I reached for it. It flung open the moment I touched it, and new magic flooded out of me like water from a broken dam.

White strands poured out of our joined hands, lighting up the night.

The others were speaking, but their words didn’t register. Maiela exclaimed something. Daegal shushed her. Xander growled a command at his mate, but she didn’t answer.

I knew why. This new power, although stunningly beautiful, was draining. My legs shook, and my heart raced. Dots appeared in my vision, and I trembled.

But I didn’t stop, and neither did Aileana.

Ribbons as white as snow swirled in the air. They joined the waltz, twisting and turning until red, green, and white were all I could see. Faster and faster, they spun, until they formed a thick braid. The new magic was strong, and when I reached out with my free hand to touch it, the rope vibrated.

“More?” Aileana asked breathlessly.

I agreed. “More.”

Together, we let the new magic pour out of us.

Together, we formed a rope taller than any being.

And together, we sent it into the earth in a spiral. The ground rumbled, and the magic disappeared.

“Again?” the Earth Elf asked.

Her mate growled, but we were in too deep. The magic was too much. Too addicting.

All I could say was, “Yes.”

We formed two more ropes, the colors vivid against the night sky. Each dove into the earth, and each time, the land rumbled in response.

My knees knocked together from the force of our magic, but still, we remained connected.

The fourth time we reached into ourselves and formed a cord, something shifted. A gust of wind blew past us, and my skin tingled. I lifted my eyes as golden ribbons swirled in the air.

Moments later, a Spirit of the Winds stood before us. Visible only through the whirling wind that made up her corporeal body, I immediately recognized her as Rintha.

She loomed larger than life as she turned towards us. Reaching out a hand-that-wasn’t-a-hand, she brushed the cord of magic.

“Balance,” Rintha whispered. She raised her eyes to us. “The High Ladies of Life and Death bring Balance to the Four Kingdoms.”

A gust of wind blew by, carrying echoes of her voice.

“Balance,” the breeze murmured.

The earth rumbled, adding its voice to the call, Balance.

My own magic reacted, churning deep within me. This was good. Right.

It was balance.

Then I looked beyond Rintha. The trees, which had been inky and near-death, seemed lighter than before. Their trunks shifted before our eyes, returning to a normal brown. Snow was melting in patches, and small puddles of water were popping up all around.

Shouts came from the nearby camp. I couldn’t make out their words, but it didn’t matter.

The balance was being righted.

“Be careful, High Ladies,” Rintha said as her form started dissipating. “Do not overextend yourselves.”

It was too late for her warning, though.

The trembling had spread from my knees, and now all of me shook. My head was light, but darkness clouded my vision. Breathing, which had been so delightful mere moments ago, was now terribly difficult.

I lifted my gaze to Daegal’s. His eyes widened, and he started moving towards me. “Ryllae?”

I couldn’t answer him. I couldn’t say anything at all.

The blackness took over, and I collapsed.
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Strong arms cradled me against a warm chest. Instinctively, I curled up, letting their warmth seep into me. It was so nice, having someone hold me.

A deep voice said, “She’s waking up.”

Daegal. I would recognize him anywhere. Our bond hummed as though it was happy he was holding me. I tried to open my eyes, but the lids were so heavy.

Actually, all of me felt that way. My head, my shoulders, my legs, and my feet all felt like they were made of lead.

And my magic was quiet. Still. What had I done?

Lips met my forehead.

“Shhh,” he said. “You need to rest, Princess. You overdid it back there.”

My mind struggled to keep up with his words. What happened, exactly? My brain was foggy. I shoved it aside, forcing my way through the mist towards my recent memories.

Everything was dark, and I was tired because…

The white magic. A three-stranded cord of life and death. Balance.

I’d done too much, too soon. Magic was like a muscle. I knew that. You had to work at it and grow your tolerance. It wasn’t an endless supply of power. We’d pulled it far too quickly, and this was the result.

“Aileana?” I asked breathlessly. “Is she…”

“She’s fine,” Daegal replied. “She felt faint, but she didn’t pass out. She’s already feeling better.”

“Good,” I sighed. “That’s good.”

A rumble of agreement came from my mate, and he hugged me tighter. I felt a blanket being drawn over us both and then another kiss on my forehead.

“Xander was quite… upset,” Daegal admitted.

I winced. “I can imagine.”

The dragon shifter scared me sometimes. He was just so big and loud.

“He took Aileana to their tent to rest. You need to sleep, too. Tomorrow, we’ll talk to the others and figure out what this new development means.”

I nodded, the pull of sleep already drawing me back into that place of slumber. “Did you see it?” I whispered. “The magic… it was new.”

He cupped my cheek, his thumb rubbing slow circles on my skin. “I saw it. I always knew you were amazing, Ryllae.” He kissed me softly. “Now everyone else knows it as well.”

He kept whispering, speaking of nothing in particular, as I gave into sleep’s call.

In my mate’s arms, I felt safe.
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When I woke, Daegal was gone. I was alone on the cot, the blanket still draped over me, but the mattress next to me was cold.

Frowning, I pushed myself up and took in my accommodations. Daegal had brought us to a small canvas tent, just large enough for a cot, a small brazier where a tiny fire burned, and a trunk. The fire did little to ward off the cold, and I shivered as I pulled the blanket around myself and rose to my feet. There was an urgent need in my bladder. Shoving my feet in boots, I stumbled out of the tent and searched for a secluded place to relieve myself.

Thank the gods, a human soldier was walking by and gave me directions to the nearest latrines. I made my way there, thankful that I was alone, as I took the necessary steps to feel better. After I was done, I washed my hands with snow and made my way back to camp.

I was almost back at the tent when a head of long, dark brown hair appeared in my vision. “Ah, you’re awake.” Kysha grinned. “Wonderful.”

“Good morning,” I said.

“I was just coming to get you. Daegal’s at the fire cooking you some breakfast, although it’s more like dinner now. You’ve been sleeping for quite some time. How do you feel?”

That was an excellent question. My brows furrowed, and I searched deep within myself. My well of magic was replenishing, and that same door that had appeared yesterday remained within me. It was shut, but something told me I could open it again if necessary.

“I feel fine,” I replied after a moment.

Kysha’s analytical gaze swept over me, a reminder that not only was she a Light Elf, but she had witch blood as well. “Would you allow me to give you some magic to help replenish yours faster?”

I couldn’t see any reason why that was a bad idea. I agreed, and Kysha placed her hand on mine. My skin tingled as magic slipped from her palm into me. The effects were nearly instantaneous. Any lingering exhaustion dissipated, and it felt like I’d been sleeping for days. I was ready to tackle anything.

After Kysha withdrew her hand, I said, “That was incredible, thank you.”

Her mouth slanted up. “Of course. You’re practically my sister.”

Was I? What a strange thought. I’d never had any siblings who were actually kind. Remington barely counted. He was technically my half-brother, born after I went to prison, and since he was a bastard who’d enjoyed torturing me, I considered our familial ties severed.

Kysha didn’t seem to mind that I didn’t respond. She liked our arms together and led me towards one of the gray pillars of smoke rising above the sea of tents. She chatted as we walked, pointing out where she and Maiela were staying. Just in case we needed them, she said.

She was happy and kind and treated me well. It was… strange, having someone who considered me a sister. Not in a bad way. I just… never expected something like this to happen.

Even before prison, I never had many friends. It was difficult to cultivate friendships when your father was as evil as mine. Growing up, I’d had my nursemaid as a companion, but even she’d kept me at arm’s length.

Kysha wasn’t afraid of me. She didn’t see me as the broken princess. She just saw… me.

That meant the world to me.

We strolled through the numerous tents, passing several groups of humans and shifters. Though their voices were low, I still heard snippets of their whispers. I curled my blanket further around myself and ducked my head, wishing I could disappear.

They were talking about me.

I hated being the focus of other people’s attention.

“Look at her horns.”

“She’s a Death Elf.”

“Did you hear what happened last night? My husband was on patrol, and he saw sparks of magic in the air. The trees turned brown…”

A few of them were less kind. “Why is her kind here?”

“My family died at the hands of the Crimson King. That’s why they came north…”

“Doesn’t deserve…”

I was grateful when the fire finally came into view. It was set apart from the other tents, the area shielded from the worst winds by a mountain and several large rocks.

Keeping the blanket wrapped around me like a shield, I sought out Daegal. It wasn’t hard to find him—my bond drew us towards each other.

The moment I laid eyes on my mate, I felt better. Daegal sat on a log, his beautiful dark skin stark against the white snow. He wasn’t as tall as the dragon shifter, but he was still a warrior in every way. The sword Mareena had gifted him was on his lap, and he was sharpening it as he chatted with Xander.

Daegal’s gaze lifted to meet mine, and my breath caught in my throat. The mating bond hummed, and for a long moment, it was just us. Everything else melted away. My worry, the hurt from the humans’ words, none of it could compare to the way being in my mate’s presence made me feel.

He stood, sheathing the sword on his back, and walked towards me. “Thank you for bringing her, Kysha.”

The halfling nodded, skirting around the fire to sit next to her wife.

I thought we would join the others, but instead, Daegal took my hand and led me away from the others. When we were relatively secluded, his hands landed on my shoulders, and his eyes searched mine. His worry pulsed through our bond. We couldn’t speak mind-to-mind, but I didn’t need to hear his thoughts to know what he was thinking.

“I’m fine,” I told him, answering the unasked question.

He tilted up my chin and frowned. “Are you sure? If you’re too tired, I can take you back to the tent.”

Such a sweet male.

“I promise, I feel good. Better than normal, in fact. Kysha gave me an infusion of her magic a few minutes ago. Although…”

“Yes?” he asked, almost eagerly.

“I’m hungry,” I admitted. I hadn’t eaten since the night before.

A smile broke out on his face. “You’ve come to the right place for that.”

Taking my hand, he led me to the fire. He reclaimed his seat on the log, and I settled beside him. The fire crackled and hissed as Xander threw in another log, the orange flames reaching toward the heavens.

My bottom had barely settled onto the log when my mate grabbed a plate and handed me a piece of roasted meat. “Eat, love.”

I took it, eyeing the meat carefully. It had a brown, slightly greasy quality that made me narrow my eyes. I wasn’t entirely sure what he had given me. My first bite was more of a nibble, but I was pleasantly surprised to discover that the meat was well-spiced and delicious. I devoured the first piece quickly, then started on another.

When I was on the third piece, I finally slowed down and took in my surroundings. Maiela and Kysha were laughing about something on the other side of the fire. The two of them were a lovely couple, and it was always nice to see them interact.

Unfortunately, their good mood didn’t seem to stretch to Aileana and Xander. The pair were glaring at each other, likely conversing in that silent way of theirs. If their facial expressions were any indication, they were arguing.

They always argued. It seemed to be their favorite method of communication. It definitely wasn’t mine, but seeing as how I was more broken than not, I wasn’t one to judge. Whatever worked for them, I supposed.

They continued glaring at each other for several more minutes before Xander turned from his mate. “Kysha, would you mind helping us for a second?”

“I told you, it’s not necessary, Xander,” Aileana hissed, her cheeks flushing.

His jaw flexed, and he ground out, “It is.”

He looked angry. The fact that Aileana was willing to fight him when he looked like he could rip someone’s head off with his bare hands spoke to her strength.

I inched closer to Daegal. I did not want to get in the way of whatever was happening over there.

Kysha stood and walked around the fire. “How can I be of assistance?”

Xander took his mate’s hand. She didn’t argue with him, but if looks could kill, he would be dead.

The dragon shifter ignored her, though, and spoke to Kysha. “Do you think you could use your magic to look in on the baby? After last night, I want to make sure it’s healthy.”

Aileana groaned and shook her head. “I told him I don’t think it’s necessary, but he won’t listen to me.”

“It is necessary,” Xander growled. To Kysha, he added, “It would mean a lot to us.”

A frown creased the halfling’s forehead. “I don’t know, I’m not a trained healer.”

“But your magic is strong,” Xander said. “We’d appreciate it if you could look. Please.”

The word took me aback. I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard the dragon shifter use it before. From the way Kysha’s eyes widened, she seemed similarly affected.

The halfling turned to Aileana. “Is this alright with you?”

Aileana sighed and shrugged. “I really don’t think it’s necessary, but if it’ll appease him, then yes.”

Taking the seat beside Aileana, Kysha extended her palm. A sliver of purple magic slipped from her hand and wound around her wrist. “This won’t be like the time I glamoured you. There shouldn’t be any pain, but I will need you to remain still.”

“I understand.”

“Can I touch you?” Kysha asked.

After sending one last glare in her mate’s direction, Aileana agreed.

I swallowed, leaning against Daegal as Kysha placed her hands on either side of Aileana’s stomach. The halfling murmured in a low voice, and violet threads slipped from her palms. They swirled around Aileana’s stomach before sinking into her skin.

Several minutes passed in relative silence. The camp’s chaos was a steady hum as Kysha worked. Her eyes were closed, and she seemed to be listening to something.

The entire time, Xander stared at the halfling. It was unnerving to me, and I wasn’t even the recipient of his glare. I wanted to make myself smaller, to move away from his glare, but instead, I just leaned against Daegal and waited for this to be over.

Eventually, Kysha inhaled sharply. She withdrew her hand and stood.

“Well?” Xander asked gruffly, his gaze darting between his mate and the halfling.

“The child is growing well,” Kysha replied. “He’s strong.”

The dragon shifter’s eyes sharpened, and Aileana’s head jerked up. “He?”

Kysha nodded. Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears and although I didn’t have Daegal’s gift for auras, I could tell she was overcome with emotion. She confirmed, “He.”

My heart swelled, and joy fluttered within me. I wasn’t even one of the parents in this situation, and I couldn’t help but feel overjoyed by this turn of events.

Exhaling, Aileana turned towards her mate. There wasn’t a single trace of irritation in her expression as she looked at the silver-haired dragon shifter. One hand landed on her stomach, and the other threaded through his.

“A boy,” she breathed.

A look passed between them that was far more intimate than anything I’d ever seen. It made me uncomfortable, and I wanted to give them privacy.

Xander, it seemed, had the same idea. He helped his mate to her feet, and together, they turned to Kysha.

Aileana said, “Thank you. I… we… thank you.”

Xander choked out something along the same lines, before adding that they were going to their tent.

After pecking my cheek, Daegal stood and clapped his friend on the back. “Congratulations, Xan. You’re going to be a wonderful father.”

The dragon shifter’s eyes misted, and he ran a hand through his short hair. “I hope so. I—”

A shout came from the camp, interrupting him. “We’re under attack! The Winged Soldiers are coming!”

It was like someone had deposited a bucket of ice water on top of our group. The joy dissipated, and in its place, cold fear ran through my veins.

Daegal and Xander stepped apart. They exchanged a look, and Daegal nodded. My mate took hold of my arm, but instead of moving, he froze. His grip was tight as moonlight took over his eyes.

Behind us, the chaos of the camp grew from a gentle hum to utter cacophony. People shouted. Vampires woke. Weapons were hurriedly gathered.

War was coming.

My magic pulsed and thrummed within me, a warning to be on my guard. My stomach twisted in knots, and it took everything I had to stand upright.

The battle was coming.

My suspicion was confirmed when Daegal’s eyes returned to normal.

He released my arm and withdrew his sword with a zing. He looked at each of us in turn, and when he spoke, his voice echoed with ancient power. “It is time,” he said. “The end has come.”


I Had Armies to Destroy
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SAENA


“What are your orders, Your Majesty?” Bartholomew asked.

The witches stood in front of me, their black robes matching the darkening sky. The wind was bitter, this close to the mountains, and it carried shards of ice with every gust. The thin walls of my war tent did little to protect me from the elements.

The dragon within me stared out of my eyes, content to let me speak. For now.

I’m just looking out for us both, it said.

It had told me something similar when it had shoved me down earlier. I knew the creature was right. I wouldn’t be here without it. After we’d arrived and made camp, the dragon allowed me to surface. It had explained that talking exhausted it, that I was much better suited to the task.

I liked that. We were partners, the two of us. A team.

Once, Dante and I had been a team. Until he betrayed me.

My fists curled as I recalled the way the King of Drahan had betrayed me. We’d had something good together, the two of us. Or we did until he destroyed it and made it so we would never have that again.

My fingers rose to the crown resting on my head, and I traced the long black spires. This was my crown, not his. I’d taken it by force, and I deserved it. I deserved to wear all four crowns.

After tonight the rest of the Four Kingdoms would learn the same lesson Dante had.

No one took what was mine and survived.

I would reclaim the Gilded Amulet, and then I would kill my brother and his mate once and for all.

“Queen Saena?” Bartholemew asked.

I snapped my attention back to the witch. “What?” I asked, annoyed.

“What are your orders?”

His attitude was horrible. If I didn’t need him, I’d destroy him where he stood. Alas, I had bigger problems right now. I confirmed, “The shadow army will obey me, correct?”

It was Balethrop who said, “Yes, Your Majesty. They are yours to command.”

I grinned, and a cackle slipped from my lips. “Wonderful.”

A few minutes ago, the first contingent of Winged Soldiers had crossed the Koln Mountains. My spies had reported the gathering of Eleytan and Ipothan armies in the valley nearby. They had sentries and wards erected around their camp, as if they were trying to keep their presence hidden.

Did they think to take me by surprise?

That wouldn’t do.

Some of my generals had mistakenly assumed that I wanted their advice. They’d warned me that attacking now wouldn’t be prudent and that I should wait until my spies could gather more information.

For their willingness to counter me, I tore them apart limb from limb. They were not the ones in charge here.

I was the one in power. I was the one who’d worked for this.

They listened to me.

After the first few generals had died, the remaining soldiers had agreed this was the best course of action. They’d quickly left to gather their troops.

We were attacking tonight.

“Prepare to summon the shadow army,” I commanded the witches. “I’ll bring you to the location shortly.”

They bowed. “Of course, Your Majesty,” Bartholomew said. “Now that they’ve risen from the darkness, it won’t be long.”

I didn’t respond. There were too many other things to do right now.

I marched out of the tent and grabbed Ranor’s arm. He dipped his head, his wings snapping tight against his back as he walked with me.

“What’s the update?” I asked.

“Thousands of Winged Soldiers are in place, and more are coming, My Queen. They will await your command prior to attacking, of course.”

“Excellent. And the Indigo Ocean?” I was covering all my bases. I wouldn’t let anyone get past me tonight.

By the time the sun rose, I would be the undisputed queen of the entire continent.

“An army has been dispatched there as well.”

“Well done.” Smoke billowed in my mouth, and the creature rose within me. I rolled my shoulders, the confines of my body feeling too small and tight. The night sky was cloudless, and the stars shimmered above us.

It was a beautiful night for bloodshed.

Taking hold of the tie that held this specially-made gown closed, I pulled it and let the dress fall to the ground.

I stepped out of the garment, the air chilling my nude form.

Ranor’s eyes darkened and his gaze crawled over me appreciatively. Taking off my crown, I handed it to him and patted his chest. “When this is done, come join me to celebrate.”

“It would be my pleasure, Your Majesty.”

A tumble in the sheets was exactly the kind of prize I deserved.

But first, I had armies to destroy, kingdoms to claim, and a continent to own.

Stepping away from the Winged Soldier, I instructed him to get the witches. He hurried to do my bidding, slipping into the tent.

While he did that, I reached within myself and pulled on the shift. White light seeped from my pores as I set the dragon free. Shifting was never difficult. My bones snapped and reformed themselves in the space of a few heartbeats. My back crack, my neck elongated, and my hands stretched into talons.

I spread my wings, peering at Ranor through slitted eyes. The witches stood next to him, and I scented their fear in the air.

Good. They should be afraid. Everyone should fear me.

Spreading and flapping my wings, I rose in the air. Reaching out with my talons, I snatched up the witches and held them close. One of them—I wasn’t sure which one—let out a squeak of distress, but I ignored him as I flew away from the tents.

Higher and higher, I flew until the mountaintops were in sight. Thousands of Winged Soldiers flew in strict formations, stretching across the sky to the east and west. To my right, the faintest crashing of waves against rocks could be heard. To my left, mountains stretched to the end of the horizon.

All of this would be mine.

One peak stood above the rest, like a mother overlooking her children. It was there I flew, depositing the witches on top. The pair turned to each other and nodded. In unison, they pulled black threads from their palms.

Leaving them to their work, I looked down at the hidden valley below. A river ran through the middle of this land, splitting the white land in two.

On my side, Winged Soldiers were beginning to land. On the other side, a smaller army was gathering.

Within me, the dragon unfurled.

It is time, it said.

It didn’t need to ask for control, I willingly relinquished it. It was for the best. The dragon would guide us through this.

Soon, it would all be over.


I Refused to Let Her Die
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XANDER


Ipaced the length of the small tent where Aileana and I had slept last night, clenching my fists at my sides. It was like my skin was stretched tight over my bones. All of me was on edge. A barbed, curled rope had taken up residency in my stomach as soon as the first Winged Soldiers were spotted. Whatever levity reuniting with our friends had created was gone, having disappeared like ashes on the wind.

Now, only one thing remained on my mind: Keeping Aileana and our son safe.

Our son.

When Kysha had said those words, my entire world had shifted. A boy. It didn’t matter what our child was—I would love them no matter what, because they were mine, just like their mother—but when I heard her say those words, the pregnancy became real. There would be a child at the end of this.

The stakes were higher than ever, now.

Aileana pulled battle leathers over her head and frowned. “You’re making me nervous with all the pacing, Xander.”

Pausing, I met her gaze. “Good. You should be nervous.”

There was no more time to prepare. The end had come.

“You’re a ray of delight,” Aileana muttered, returning to her task.

“Yep.” I started pacing again, needing to move. I wasn’t wearing armor because I’d be shifting as soon as we got to the battlefield.

This wasn’t the place for happiness or lighthearted comments. Daegal had been clear: this was the final battle.

One last chance to make things right in the Four Kingdoms.

For our son. For Aileana. She was everything to me. She was more than my bonded mate—she was my entire world. To even consider living without her was like ripping the air from my lungs, the fire from my veins, the flesh from my bones.

Impossible.

The tent material was thin, and the sounds of preparations filtered through the night air. The atmosphere was thick with apprehension about what was to come.

Earlier, when we returned to our tent, I’d briefly considered forcing Aileana to stay behind. It was my right as her mate. But she would never forgive me if I did that.

Instead, I watched with increasing trepidation as she strapped dagger after dagger over her body.

She was a powerful warrior, this mate of mine. Her hair was braided back from her face, her expression was fierce, and determination was in her eyes. I pitied anyone who got in her way.

Strapping the fifth and final dagger to a sheath on her upper arm, Aileana stepped towards me. “So, this is it.”

Her words hung in the air with a finality that echoed through my body.

“It is.” I reached out, drawing her towards me. My mouth slanted over hers, and I kissed her before saying, “I love you. Both of you.”

“I love you, too.” Her gaze swept over me. “Elyxander, if we—”

“Don’t.” I silenced her with another kiss. “Don’t say it.”

It felt like she was leading up to say goodbye, and I couldn’t have that. She wouldn’t die tonight. I refused to allow that outcome.

I would never do anything to tempt fate to steal Aileana from me, including this.

Instead, I drew her in for a hug, letting my warmth run through her. Gods, I wished I could hold her forever.

She was mine. My warrior. My fierce mate. My everything.

And this was… worse than I had ever imagined. I wasn’t ready to be separated again. I just got her back.

But our time was up.

The chaos outside the tent was growing by the minute, and we had to go.

“Are you sure you won’t ride my dragon into battle?” I squeezed her hands. “I’ll be able to keep you safe and ensure no one touches you.”

Not only that, but if she came with me, I could steal her away if the tides turned toward death.

She sighed, running her thumb over the rough skin on the back of my hand. “You know I can’t do that, Xander. The earth needs me, and I need it. My magic works best if I’m connected to it.”

I’d known she wouldn’t agree, but it still hurt to hear her say it out loud. We’d argued about this on the flight here from Carinoc and again this morning after she woke up. Aileana had been foolish, using so much magic last night with Ryllae, and she was making it difficult to protect her. I didn’t want to leave her alone while I went to fight with the others.

She won’t be alone. The Death Elf and Fortune Elf will be with her, the dragon reminded me.

That’s different.

How?

They’re not me.

No one could protect Aileana as well as I could. She was mine in every sense of the term, and I needed to keep her safe.

This is war, the dragon reminded me.

I growled, I know.

The beast and I had been going around in circles for hours, too. I understood the reality of the situation, but I didn’t like it.

If my bonded mate were a regular female, I would be able to keep her out of harm’s way. I’d be able to do what mates were supposed to do. I could protect her, cherish her, and keep her safe from the dangers of the world. If she were anyone else, I could scoop her up in my talons and fly her away from here.

But she wasn’t. Aileana was a fierce, powerful, majestic warrior. And she was so gods-damned stubborn that it hurt. She would hate me if I took her away from her destiny.

“It’s going to be alright,” she whispered.

Was she trying to convince me or herself?

People were shouting orders outside, and I knew we were already out of time, but I refused to rush this.

She must have been feeling the same way. Her fingers trailed up my arm, exposing my mating mark. “Do you remember what we said when we accepted the mating bond?”

How could I forget? That night was seared into my memory. I would never forget when she agreed to be mine.

“Of course, I remember,” I said, my voice rough with emotion.

“I choose you, Elyxander.” A beautiful smile, meant just for me, danced on her face as she ran her fingers over my mating mark. “I chose you when I agreed to this. Yesterday, I chose you. Today, I chose you. I will continue to do so every single day of my life. What happens tonight doesn’t matter because if death separates us, I will find you. No distance is too great, no barrier too large. You are mine.”

Her claiming words echoed in the air and pulled on something deep within my soul. At that moment, I wasn’t the White Death. I wasn’t a dragon shifter about to go into battle. I was just a male who didn’t want to part with his bonded mate.

“You’re mine, and I’m yours,” I said.

“Always.” There wasn’t a trace of fear in her voice, confirming what I always knew about her.

Aileana was the strongest female I’d ever met.

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the Gilded Amulet and slipped the chain over her neck. “Keep it safe for me?”

The pendant settled between her breasts, swaying slightly as she leaned forward and kissed me.

“I’ll guard it with my life,” she vowed, tucking the amulet under her tunic.

Not long after that, we left the tent hand in hand.

As I led my mate to the others, a deep sense of foreboding filled me.

Maybe we should have said goodbye.
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The air had a particular scent before battle. It smelled of nothing and everything. It was the calm before a storm, a never-ending moment of ominous peace, a quiet stillness before death. Every breath was too shallow, every step just a little off.

Aileana and I stood high on the mountainside, looking down into the valley below. It was dark, but we were Mature. Our vision allowed us to see at night. Not as well as vampires, but well enough.

Armies were gathering—the Ipothan and Eleytan forces on this side and Saena’s forces on the other.

The other dragon shifters stood nearby, waiting for me to shift.

I wasn’t quite ready yet.

Below us, the human, shifter, and vampire generals each gave speeches in turn. Their words were different—some were crass, others were loud, and a few were cruel—but they all had the same objective: inspire their soldiers to conquer our enemies.

Daegal was standing on my right, his arms crossed as he surveyed the unfolding scene. We’d fought in several battles together other the years, but none were as big as this. His sister and her wife were nearby, stringing their bows and speaking quietly.

The mood was somber. Even Kysha was quiet, her usual light demeanor nowhere to be seen.

“The numbers aren’t good, Xan,” Daegal said.

“I know.” I’d come to the same conclusion. There were far more soldiers gathering on the other side of the river and in the sky than on ours. They were shadows against the night sky, and I was certain others were hiding in darkness.

“Why would Saena choose to fight at night?” Aileana mused.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe for the cover of darkness?”

“Hmm,” Aileana murmured.

It was a good question, but I didn’t want to worry too much about it. Since it was night, the vampires could fight with us. They were only able to come out under the light of the moon, and they were an invaluable resource.

However, even with the creatures of the moon, the odds were stacked against us.

Surveying the valley before me, the knot worsened in my stomach. This would be a bloodbath, one that my sister was behind. For the first time in my life, I was glad my parents were dead. It would have broken their hearts to see what she’d become.

Ryllae slipped out from the trees behind us. She wore battle leathers similar to Aileana’s, and she’d drawn several crimson threads around her arms like bracelets.

In the valley below, the last general finished their speech.

The soldiers cheered. My stomach twisted. It was time.

Daegal and I glanced at each other, communicating silently. I tilted my head, and he followed me over to the grove of trees several feet from our mates.

“I’ll watch over her,” he said, answering my unasked question.

Gratitude for the Fortune Elf that had been by my side for many years overwhelmed me.

I hugged him, waiting until his ear was by my lips before whispering, “If the battle turns, I need you to get her out of here. Even if she fights you on it.”

Daegal pulled back, his eyes searching mine. “She won’t like it.”

That was an understatement. If Aileana knew I was asking this of Daegal, she would probably stab me. But I didn’t care. She needed to survive this. I needed her alive.

“I mean it, Daegal. You save her.” I looked at Aileana and Ryllae, who were talking quietly. “Save them both.”

His mouth pinched, and after a moment, he nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you, brother.” I clapped him on the back. “May the gods watch over you.”

“And you as well,” he replied.

A flicker of movement caught my eye, and I turned as Aileana pulled off her gloves and slipped them into her cloak pockets. She crouched, placed her palms face-down on the snow, and murmured. Several threads slipped from her hands, slithering into the forest. She didn’t remain connected to the land, though. Instead, she stood, dusting off her hands and walking over to us.

“So, this is it,” she said.

“It is.”

Somewhere, on the other side of this valley, was my sister. Even in darkness, her army’s presence was one of death. I felt it in every beat of my heart, every breath in my lungs.

The time for tender affection and soft words had passed. My skin prickled with the awareness of impending battle, and my heart thundered in my chest.

I gripped Aileana’s fingers tightly. “Whatever happens, Sunshine, you live. No matter what.”

Her breath caught in her throat, and her emerald gaze swept over me. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “I understand, Elyx.”

“You summoned Kethryllian?” We’d talked about this on our way here. The Guardian of the Appointed Ones was strong and had godly magic. He would try to keep Aileana safe for as long as possible.

She nodded. “I did, just now.”

“Stay with him,” I implored her.

“I’ll do my best.”

I was acutely aware of the way she danced around her words. She wasn’t promising to stay safe, just to try.

But we were out of time.

My hands went to her cheeks, and I pulled her in for a kiss. Our mouths met in a passionate, frenzied embrace. Her hands clutched my tunic, her lips moving over mine with urgency. For a moment, everything else faded away. There was only this moment.

She kissed me hard, her lips saying everything we hadn’t said out loud. I love you. Come back to me.

In response, I swept my tongue into her mouth. You are my life. Stay safe.

Our kiss stretched on until a trumpet shattered the silence of the night. We broke apart, our chests heaving with all the emotions that had just passed between us.

There were no more words. Aileana stepped back, moving next to Daegal and Ryllae, and I quickly undressed. The bitter wind trailed its icy fingers across my flesh as I strode to join the other shifters.

“Ready?” I asked Josef.

“Let’s fight for freedom,” he said, pulling his tunic over his head.

Nodding, I took my place at the front of the squadron.

With one last glance at my mate, I reached within myself and pulled on the shift to set my dragon free.

It was time for war.


Death Was Coming Closer
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RYLLAE


Ithought I was used to death and bloodshed and war. Growing up with High King Edgar as my father had exposed me to things that no child should ever see.

One of my earliest memories was standing in the throne room in Kaerndal Castle next to the king. A Light Elf was on his knees, begging Father for something. In the haze of memory, I couldn’t remember what. I’d never forget the way the crimson ribbons had slipped from Father’s hands. The elf had screamed as the magic slammed into him, the sound soon twisting into an anguished cry as his air cut off. I’d always remember the way his eyes bulged and the faint blue of his dying lips.

That was the first time I remembered seeing someone die, but it was far from the last. In prison, I’d witnessed terrible things that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemies.

I was used to death, and yet, bile rose in my throat at the thought of what was to come.

We stood high atop a mountain, waiting for death to find us. And it would find us. It always did.

No one would be safe from death’s wrath.

The moment those four words had slipped from Daegal’s lips, a crimson haze had slipped over me.

The end has come.

My mate had brought me to our tent and gently strapped armor on me, but I’d barely been present.

Death was here. It had found me after all these years.

Now, I stared at the armies gathering below. I was vaguely aware of other things happening around me, but I couldn’t focus on them.

You’re going to die tonight, Ryllae, my father sneered in my mind. His voice had been loud since Daegal’s vision.

I balled my fists, trying to sound strong. No. This is the right place for me.

In spite of the haze of fear running through me, I knew that was true. I belonged here, fighting for freedom next to our friends.

Life and Death.

We’d proven just last night how powerful that could be.

You are a fool. I should have killed you the moment you emerged from your mother’s womb. Do you think because you have your magic back, you can help? You’re wrong, he sneered. You’re broken, daughter. Nothing but a waste of air.

I’m not, I argued with him. I can do this. They need me. I’m the High Lady of Death.

And you will still die, he seethed.

Tears pricked behind my eyes at the cruelty of his words. My father was dead, and yet, he continued to haunt me.

When would I be free of him?

I tried to shove his voice down and ignore his continued taunts, but there was a vein of truth in his words that was hard to ignore.

I would probably die tonight. We all would. I wasn’t a pessimist, per se, but I understood the odds of what we were going to do.

They weren’t good.

A roar came from my right as the dragons rose in the air. They were shadows against the starry night. On another day, I would have marveled at their beauty, but I couldn’t today. All I could do was listen to the pulsing, prodding, never-ending song of my magic.

That was the worst part. Death was here, and I was scared, but my magic wasn’t. It wanted this. Needed it, perhaps. It desired to bring death to those who stood on the other side of the valley.

But there was no time to doubt. No time to let the fear burrow deep within me.

Fire lit the sky as the dragons moved as one, flying across the night sky. I stared at them for a long moment, watching as they joined the growing fray of battle in front of us. Death was on the ground and in the air.

Minutes went by. Aileana spoke quietly with Daegal. I stared at the unfolding scene in front of us.

When shadows gathered on the snow nearby, I tore my gaze away from the battle. Two vampires stepped out of the darkness, and I stumbled back a step.

The pair exuded darkness. Large bat wings hung on their backs, as black as the sky above. They wore fighting leathers like me and Aileana, and obsidian circlets rested on their brows.

I vaguely recognized them as the rulers of this frigid land. Many other vampires were already fighting with the armies below, but this was the first time I’d met the royal vampires up close. The king was tall, and the promise of violence came off him in waves. His wife was more my size, maybe even a little shorter than me, but there was a brightness about her that I’d never seen with vampires.

I stared at them, probably longer than I should have.

The queen tilted her head, catching my gaze. “Are you okay?” she asked kindly.

I blinked, not expecting such kind words from a creature such as her. “I’m… fine, thank you.”

Her brows furrowed, and it looked like she planned to ask me something else before Daegal stepped between us. He touched my elbow, and I leaned against him.

“My mate is gathering her strength,” he said, saving me from her questions.

Sending a wave of thankfulness through our bond, I dipped my head. I didn’t want to talk right now. Not with death coming closer by the minute.

Thankfully, the vampires seemed to understand. They turned around, studying the unfolding battle before us.

After a minute, the king touched Daegal’s arm, leading him to the side. “When the shadow army draws near, Luna will use her light… it should…”

I tuned them out, staring at the unfolding canvas of death.

How long would it last? Minutes? Hours? Days?

I didn’t know.

Time passed. Sounds filtered through me. Someone blew a trumpet. More talking. Screams.

At some point, Aileana moved next to me. She said something about a guardian. Maiela and Kysha entered the fight. Daegal stood nearby, his sword drawn.

My magic throbbed even harder in my veins. Soon, I promised it.

More yelling. More bloodshed. More death.

I watched it from my crimson haze until branches snapped behind us. I stiffened, turning as an enormous deer made of bark walked out of the trees.

Aileana smiled, clearly expecting the animal. “Kethryllian, I’m glad…”

Leave! Father yelled in my mind, breaking out of the depths I’d forced him into. None of these people need you. You’re useless. Do you think you can help them? You’ll just make things worse.

I sucked in a breath and stumbled back.

Maybe he was right.

Who was I to think I could fight these people? I wasn’t a soldier like the others. I didn’t belong here. Maybe I didn’t belong anywhere. Maybe my destiny was to die here on these snowy mountains.

And maybe… maybe that was okay. I’d lived since I escaped prison. Loved. I learned the value of life. And now, I would die.

Maybe this was my fate.

A hand brushed my arm. I glanced up at Daegal’s worried face. His eyes swept over me, and then he pulled me away from the others. He led me into the trees, drawing me against him.

“What’s wrong, Ryllae?” he asked, breaking through the fog that had taken over my mind.

“Death is here,” was my response.

I could feel the madness waiting around the corner. It was lurking, coming closer, closer, closer with every passing hour.

How many times had I evaded it?

This was different. I could feel its cold fingers trailing over my soul. It was as real as the steady tempo of my heart, as loud as the thrum of my magic.

My Fortune Elf’s eyes filled with understanding. “I see.”

And he did. That’s why we worked so well together. He didn’t fight me, nor did he lie to me. We both knew the odds of surviving this battle were slim. He didn’t offer me platitudes, telling me it would be alright.

Instead, he drew me into his arms and held me. And somehow, it helped. Being there, listening to his heart beat in time with mine as his breath tickled my temples, I felt safe.

Even with the war waging below, I knew this was where I belonged.

“I love you. In this life or the next, I will always love you.” His lips brushed over mine, and then he pointed to the valley below. “That doesn’t matter, Ryllae. Not really. I will always be yours. Never, ever forget that.”

How did he do that? One kiss, a few words, and he unraveled the knot of fear within me.

He held me for another few minutes until the battle could no longer be ignored.

“We have to go,” I told him.

Again, he didn’t fight me. “Will you be alright?”

I drew in a shaky breath. “I’ll do my best.”

His thumb brushed my lip. “That’s all I ever ask of you, love.” He bent, kissing me again. “Remember, Ryllae, you’re stronger than you think.”

He always said that. He was always so sure of it. Would there ever come a point where I believed him without a shadow of a doubt? Maybe. I’d do my best to be worthy of his love and faith in me.

Inhaling deeply, I squared my shoulders. “Let’s go fight for our lives.”

His lips twitched, and he kissed me again. “There she is.”

Sliding his hand into mine, Daegal led me back to the battle. In the valley, humans, shifters, and vampires fought side by side against countless swarms of Winged Soldiers. The snow was already changing, the untouched sheen of freshly fallen powder nowhere to be seen. In its place was a blanket of blood, gore, and muddy slush.

Behind them all, a blue dragon rose into the night. Fire erupted from its maw, lighting up the midnight sky.

A hiss slipped from Aileana’s lips as she moved to stand beside me. The strange deer beside her let out some sort of growl. It rumbled through him, shaking the earth.

Daegal touched my shoulder. “I’m going to fight.”

My eyes widened, and fear twisted my heart. “Down there?”

“They need me. I won’t if you don’t want me to, but they could use me.”

He was giving me this choice. In the end, I knew what I would pick. I couldn’t force him to remain out of the fight and watch as others died. It wasn’t in his nature.

I sucked in a breath. “Alright. Go. I love you.”

My gaze remained glued to my mate as he gripped his sword and ran down the mountain towards the fray below.

Over and over again, I sent prayers to gods I wasn’t sure were listening. Please, Kydona, keep him safe.

When Daegal was out of sight, the deer turned to me. His eyes seemed to glow in the night. High Lady of Death, he greeted me, speaking in my mind.

Kethryllian, right? We’d met during the last battle with Saena, but our introduction had been rather rushed.

Yes. His voice echoed with power. The balance is broken. Will you help restore it?

That’s why we were here, right?

Yes. Tell me what to do.

The deer’s nose nudged me towards Aileana. Balance, Kethryllian whispered. Life and Death come together. The land demands balance.

The white magic? I asked.

Yes. The world needs you.

It was a strange thing, being needed. I thought that maybe I might enjoy it… in a non-life or death setting, of course. This was not that.

But everyone else was fighting. Daegal, Xander, Maiela, Kysha, the dragons, and both armies. Even the vampire royals were fighting from where they stood nearby, were engaged in the battle. Their shadows seemed almost corporeal weapons out of their dark shadows, sending them into the fray.

It was time for me to join as well. I inhaled deeply. “Alright. I’m ready.”

“So am I,” Aileana said.

She reached over, slipping her hand into mine. The Earth Elf’s touch was not cold, nor was it demanding.

Instead, it was just… right.

As soon as we connected, the magic within me sang.

The sounds of battle faded once again as I released my crimson ribbons. They slipped from me, slowly at first but then increased in intensity.

Next to me, Aileana did the same. Crimson and emerald threads spun around us until they were the only thing I could see.

And then that white magic returned. The same sense of rightness filled me as I closed my eyes, reached within myself, and pulled on that door.

This time, the white magic wasn’t a trickle of power. If yesterday had been a stream, today, the magic was a raging, rushing river that flooded out of me.

My legs shook, and beside me, Aileana inhaled sharply.

I opened my eyes and gasped as waves of white magic streamed out of us.


Nightmare Fodder
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DAEGAL


The crashing of metal against metal was a horrible undertone to the symphony of pain rising all around me.

I’d left my mate on the ridge with the Earth Elf and the royal vampires. Several minutes ago, white pulses of magic had started coming from Ryllae and Aileana. Their power was tangible, and the air crackled as the wind carried their essence over the battlefield.

The High Ladies of Life and Death.

Ryllae’s skin glowed a deep red, somehow perfectly matching the vibrant green coming from Aileana.

My brave mate was giving her all to this battle.

I would do the same.

Remembering my promise to Xander, I did not stray far, but I couldn’t stand by and watch people die without lending a hand.

This was the end.

The darkness was here.

I’d Seen what would come if we lost this battle. Our lives would be forfeit, but it was more than that. If we were defeated, the world would irrevocably be thrown into murky blackness.

There was no hope.

This was our last stand—and so I fought.

A Winged Soldier roared and charged at me. I swung my sword, catching him in his middle. He fell, and I turned, eyeing the next warrior.

He, too, died by my hand.

Minutes slipped by as I fell into the dance of war. Fighting was in my blood, but tonight wasn’t just about me. Every time I swung my sword, it was for a different person.

My mate.

Our friends.

Jo, whose life was cut short all those months ago.

My mother.

My sister and her wife.

And when I ran out of people to fight for, I focused on fighting for the future. I fought for light and balance and rightness.

Time wore on and on.

Saena’s soldiers were everywhere. Their auras were murky and dark, and their wrongness permeated the night air. There seemed to be no end to their numbers. It didn’t matter how many I cut down because more of them arrived.

Overhead, wings flapped, and flames streaked across the night. The dragons fought any Winged Soldiers who dared take to the skies. Ash rained, painting the entire world in gray. Obsidian blood coated my blade and my body.

I cut down ten Winged Soldiers. Twenty. A hundred.

Streams of red and black blood ran through the snow, muddying the river until it was nothing but pure death.

Every few minutes, I glanced over my shoulder at the mountain behind me. Ryllae and Aileana were still connected, and pulses of iridescent white magic flowed from them.

Thank the gods, they were safe.

For now.
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Minutes became hours. The passage of time was only perceptible by the growing ache in my muscles. I was Mature and able to heal from almost everything, but fighting for hours on end took its toll on everyone, including me.

I fought next to a blonde vampire. Her long hair streamed from her braid, and she wielded a sword as though she’d been born with it in her hand.

Another Winged Soldier charged towards me, a mangled war cry exploding from his lips.

Swinging my sword, I ducked as his own weapon went for the spot where my head had been moments ago. He spun out of the way, my blade missing him by a mere moment.

Not even a heartbeat passed before the blonde vampire jumped on the Winged Soldier’s back. Her fangs glistened in the moonlight, and she pulled a dagger and plunged it into the enemy’s neck.

The guard’s eyes widened, and he fell to his knees. Ink spurted from the wound. The vampire leaped off the soldier’s back, and I drove my sword into his heart.

His eyes rolled back into his head, and he died a violent death.

“Nice kill,” the vampire said.

Her aura was inky, like that of the other vampires, but there was nothing menacing about hers.

“Thank you. I’m Daegal.”

She nodded, moving with the speed of her kind as she stabbed her dagger into the heart of yet another soldier. He fell at her feet, and the vampire laughed.

“Alexia,” she said by way of introduction.

I raised my sword, promptly divesting another guard of their head. “I’d say it was nice to meet you, but considering the circumstances…”

Her fangs glimmered as she chuckled, “It’s not.”

“Right.”

Our conversation dwindled after that. We threw ourselves into fighting as more Winged Soldiers streamed down the mountainside.

And then it happened.

The blue dragon, which had been silently overseeing the battle until now, roared.

The sound must have been a signal. As one, the Winged Soldiers stopped what they were doing. They launched into the air, their wings beating as they abandoned the battle. The ground was a mess of bodies, blood, and trampled red and black snow.

As soon as the Winged Soldiers were hovering above the ground, a splash of black against the starry sky, two torches were lit on the queen’s side of the valley. Illuminated by the flickering firelight was a pair of figures wearing long black robes. They raised their hands in unison, and black ribbons slipped from their hands.

My chest constricted at the sight, and my lungs seized. The sense of wrongness from before increased exponentially.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the figures on the mountain side, even as the ground rumbled like a beast waking from a long sleep.

A deadly, terrifying, black fog rose from the earth. It moved slowly, like mist rising over water, but it was inherently evil.

I clutched my sword as I looked around.

The mist was everywhere.

“What is that?” someone asked.

“It’s alive,” was a response.

A third soldier just screamed.

I stumbled back a step.

The air was so thick that breathing was impossible. My magic pulsed in warning, urging me to move, but I couldn’t. Not now.

The mist writhed and twisted, forming… something.

“Ithiar help us all,” Alexia swore. “What are those?”

That was a fantastic question. Aileana had mentioned the queen’s shadow soldiers, but somehow, she’d omitted the rather pertinent fact that they lacked faces.

“Gods-damned nightmare fodder,” I groaned.

These faceless monstrosities made the spider-skulls from Shadowfell Mountain seem like children’s toys. I’d seen a lot of things during my lifetime, but I’d never encountered anything as terrifying as these shadows.

And then things got worse.

Moving as a single unit, the shadow soldiers turned and faced us. They tilted their heads back and screamed. I had no idea faceless beings could do that, but they did.

This was very bad. An urgency filled me, and I started running backwards. I kept my eyes on the shadow army, but I couldn’t stay there.

I needed to get to my mate.

Fast.


Death Bringers and Sunshine
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AILEANA


Afew minutes ago

I had never used this much magic before. The earth purred beneath my feet, pleased by the magic Ryllae and I were expending. The land fed me as much as I fed it, but it wasn’t enough.

No matter how many white pulses of magic we sent into the world, the balance was still broken.

It needed more.

Death was all around us. Soldiers died. The land wept as blood seeped into it. Ryllae trembled, and every so often she moaned.

Even Kethryllian was nervous. He ran his hoofs anxiously through the snow, watching as Ryllae and I worked.

For a while, it seemed like the tides were turning in our direction. There were so many Winged Soldiers, but our armies were holding their own. The opposing army wasn’t gaining any ground, and the dragons were battling fiercely in the sky.

At least, it had seemed like things were going our way until Saena roared. The Winged Soldiers rose into the sky, and then, I saw the two witches.

My heart stuttered.

No.

Echoing the fear running through my veins, the earth’s song shifted. A new, discordant melody of death and wrongness joined the symphony of destruction and sorrow that had been present since the beginning of the battle.

Kethryllian hissed, The Shadow Whisperers have woken.

A shiver ran through me. I didn’t need any more information to know he spoke of Bartholomew and Balethrop. They were darkness personified.

Then, the ground trembled. An obsidian mist crawled towards us. It started where the witches stood and made its way through the valley of death.

Ryllae pulled her hand from mine, wringing her fingers together. “What’s happening?”

My heart thundered in my chest. “Something bad.”

The High Lady of Death made a sound, but there wasn’t time to say anything else. The mist moved, contorting as the shadow soldiers emerged from the fog. There were hundreds—no, thousands—of them. They flooded the mountainside and the valley.

“What are they?” Ryllae asked, taking a step back.

“Death Bringers,” I whispered, horror lacing my words.

Kethryllian swore in mind and he came to stand next to me. These creatures are death personified, he snarled. They are made of the blackest magic.

“We’re going to die,” was Ryllae’s half-moan, half-whisper.

“No, we’re not.” That came from Bastian, the Vampire King.

He and his wife stood on the ridge, their massive wings hanging behind them. They exchanged a glance, and then, the queen flapped her wings and rose in the air.

It was at that moment that the Death Bringers screamed. It was the worst sound I’d ever heard in my entire life. Goosebumps erupted on my arms as the sound echoed through the valley. My skin prickled. My heart sped up. Even my magic somersaulted as the abominable sound echoed through the night.

The dragons roared in response, their fire destroying Winged soldiers who dared come too close.

Nothing cut through the horrible, fatal screech coming from the shadow army.

Undeterred by the scream, the Vampire Queen flew towards the dragons. Shadows swarmed around her as she flew into the fray.

She was near Quinn’s golden dragon when the Death Bringers fell silent.

I was wrong, when I said the scream was the worst thing I’d ever heard.

The absence of sound was worse than the screaming.

Every thundering beat of my heart against my chest reverberated through me.

This was it.

Time seemed to slow.

The Vampire Queen flew closer.

Moving in unison, the shadow army raised their hands. They summoned shadows and formed weapons made of darkness and death itself.

What was left of the Ipothan and Eleytan armies stood strong, but their nerves filled the air.

I understood why they were anxious. What could regular weapons do against beings made of darkness and death?

“This is the end,” Ryllae said, certainty filling her voice. “We’re going to die.”

“We’re not,” I told her. “I have the Gilded Amulet and we’ll use it if necessary.”

The draken bellowed, the command evident in the beast’s call.

In response, a war cry rose from the shadow soldiers. It was a never-ending discordant wail, like someone banging all the keys on a piano all at once.

Horrible.

Terrible.

Ominous.

The King of Eleyta shouted, “Children of the moon, find cover!”

The vampires obeyed his commands without pause. They darted over the battlefield, moving so fast I couldn’t see them. Bastian ran beneath an evergreen with low-hanging branches and drew shadows over himself.

I frowned, trying to puzzle out what was happening. Were the vampires retreating during our greatest hour of need? Then why was their queen flying among the dragons?

I’d told the vampires about the Death Bringers, and they said they had a plan, but they hadn’t had time to elaborate before Saena attacked.

Confused, I watched as the Vampire Queen raised her hands. Her head tilted back, and her brown hair flowed in the wind.

Between the wings, shadows, and fighting leathers, she looked otherworldly.

Then, sparks erupted from her fingertips.

Beside me, Kethryllian swore. His voice was equal parts awed and frightened as it echoed in my mind. Isvana has thrice blessed the queen.

My brows furrowed, but before I could parse through the Guardian’s words, enormous, radiant beams of iridescent sunlight burst from the queen’s hands. They streamed out of her, much like the white magic had come from me and Ryllae, and pushed back the night.

“Oh my gods,” Ryllae breathed. “Do you see… is that…”

“It’s real,” I whispered.

I didn’t know how it was happening, but it was real.

Sunlight poured from the queen’s hands and illuminated the absolute destruction littering the valley. There wasn’t even a foot of unblemished snow.

I shuddered at the decimation laid out before me.

Then, the first ray of light fell upon a Death Bringer. The shadow soldier combusted into flames and their shriek filled the night.

One moment, it was there. The next, it was gone.

Once the first Death Bringer died, everything was a blur. The queen flew closer. The sunlight burned brighter. Each and every shadow soldier burned.

The generals on the ground seized the opportunity. They shouted, ordering their soldiers to fight. The dragons roared, using the queen’s distraction to attack the Winged Soldiers.

The earth trembled beneath my feet.

End this, it urged. Save us. Once and for all.

A heartbeat later, Xander tugged on our bond. I’m coming to you, he said.

I didn’t even have time to question why before a flash of white came from nearby. I turned around as Xander’s familiar scent of smoke and pine filled my nostrils.

“Aileana,” he said, my name falling from his lips like a prayer. “Are you alright?”

“I am.” My eyes swept over him, and a pit formed in my stomach. “But you’re not.”

Several lacerations ran down his front and sides. Blood mixed with gore. He was naked, but he didn’t seem to care.

“I’ll be fine,” he said.

“Liar.” I attempted to growl, but the word came out more like a breath. I couldn’t help but be worried as blood seeped down his chest.

“Dragons heal.”

I knew that, but still… This looked really bad. Worry twisted within me as I studied him.

He didn’t wait for me to speak again. He bent, brushing his lips over mine, before whispering, “Give me the Gilded Amulet, please. I’m going to take advantage of the sunlight and end this.”

There was no room for discussion in his tone, but it did nothing to ease the worry within me. Something in his voice put me on edge.

The only thing that had me lifting the Gilded Amulet from my neck was the knowledge that we were running out of time. This needed to end.

Still, I just… this felt wrong. “Xander—”

His hand folded over mine, and he took the amulet from me. “I love you, Aileana.”

Why did those words sound like goodbye? I thought we talked about this. We weren’t saying those words.

At that moment, a bloody, panting Daegal walked over the ridge towards us. He exhaled in relief at the sight of his mate.

Xander turned from me towards his friend. “Remember your promise,” my mate said cryptically.

The Fortune Elf nodded.

What promise?

I called Xander’s name, but he ignored me.

Frustration ran through me as I hurried after him. What’s going on, Elyxander?

He grabbed his loose-fitting trousers from where he’d left them hours earlier. I’m going to end this.

Before I could say a single word, he took off running. Josef’s smaller turquoise dragon dipped from the sky and roared. Xander leaped into the air and landed smoothly on Josef’s back.

With a flap of wings, my mate was carried from my sight and into the brilliant sunshine.

Come back to me, I whispered.

The turquoise dragon was halfway across the battlefield when, suddenly, the sunshine vanished. It was like someone had thrown a blanket of darkness over an entire world.

I blinked, and black spots appeared in vision as my eyes struggled to work.

The Vampire Queen was little more than a fuzzy shape as she dropped towards the ground. Her wings were barely flapping, and her exhaustion was evident from here.

“Luna!” the Vampire King bellowed as he ran out from beneath the evergreen tree. His wings burst from his back in a flurry of shadows, and he darted through the air towards her. His arms enveloped her, and he gathered her in his arms.

Seconds later, a deafening roar came from the other side of the valley.

And when my vision cleared, my stomach dropped.

The turquoise dragon was flying directly towards the enemy.


Kill Them All
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Afew minutes ago

I couldn’t believe the awful scene unfolding before my eyes. It was inconceivable. Of all the outcomes my Fortune Elves had predicted for this battle, this wasn’t one of them.

I paced back and forth on the mountain top, my wings outstretched as bitter smoke billowed from my mouth. My talons bit into the rocky shale. The snow had long since melted and run in rivulets into the valley.

Disbelief was a living beast within me as sunshine washed the valley in bright light.

Everything had been going so well. My warriors had fought ferociously, taking on the dragons in the sky and the armies on the ground. Victory had been in my sights. That’s why I had taken my rightful place and pushed the queen down while the witches summoned the Death Bringers.

To end this, once and for all.

I had been on the cusp of my victory when that barely-Made, no good vampire rose in the sky.

At first, I didn’t understand what was happening. Vampires were creatures of darkness, of the moon, of death. They were like me in that way. We thrived when there was no light.

But then that royal had opened her gods-damned hands, and sunlight had blazed from her palms.

All my hard work. All my soldiers.

Destroyed in minutes.

Gone.

And now…

My certain victory was gone. The battle could still be won—and I would win—but it was not the victory I desired.

How come the witches didn’t stop her? How did they let this happen? They should have done something about this.

Bellowing a roar that shook the shale beneath me, I turned towards the witches. They stood side-by-side, their black-clad forms quaking as I allowed them to see the anger in my eyes.

The taller one opened his mouth. “Majesty, you should have told us there was a Sunw—”

Fire burst forth from my maw, engulfing the old, useless, waste-of-space witches. Their shrieks were music to my ears as the red-hot flames made quick work of them.

So much for that.

I would just have to win this war myself.

A gust of wind blew by, carrying the ashen, charred remains of the witches away.

Only then did I shift back to my two-legged form. This wasn’t my preferred shape, and the female tried to rise and take back control, but I shoved her down. There was no room for any more failures.

I’d be in charge from here on out.

“My Queen, would you like a robe?” a voice came from behind me.

Why would I want a robe? What a ridiculous question. There wasn’t any time for that. Besides, my blood ran hot. I didn’t require the warmth provided by those garments.

I glanced over my shoulder at the Winged Soldier that the queen enjoyed bedding. What was his name? R-something.

It didn’t matter. If he didn’t obey me, he would meet the same fate as the witches and their failed army.

The corners of my lips curled.

“You,” I snarled. Speaking was not enjoyable, and the words tasted strange in my mouth.

His eyes widened, likely because he realized his queen was not in charge, and a tremor ran through his hands. “Y-y-y-your Majesty?”

I grabbed him by the throat, holding him up with one hand. He was strong, but no one was stronger than me. My nails bit into his neck as I lifted him high. Black trails of blood ran down his neck. His wings flapped uselessly, proving that I was stronger than everyone.

“Send the order: everyone attacks. No one holds back.” With my free hand, I pointed at the valley below. The sunshine finally disappeared, and the battle had renewed. “No more half-measures. I want them all dead. Humans, elves, dragons, shifters, vampires, merfolk. Destroy them all.”

The Winged Soldier trembled, his lips turning blue from lack of air. I loosened my grip enough so he could speak. Through gasps of air, he said, “Of course, Your Majesty. I will send word immediately.”

I released him. He stumbled away from me, his hand going to his throat as he drank in air like a man on the verge of drowning.

“Go!” I yelled, hating how difficult it was to speak every word.

The soldier trembled as he flew away. He barked orders, commanding every last warrior to join the fray.

There was already so much death, but it wasn’t enough. It wouldn’t be, until all the power was mine.

Keeping that thought in mind, I pulled on the shift. My bones elongated, remaking themselves into my natural form. Spreading my wings, I inhaled deeply.

The shadow soldiers, along with most of my army, were dead. What a waste.

Apparently, I had to do everything myself.

With a deafening roar that threatened to shake the mountain, I flapped my wings and swooped into the valley.

Burning fire ripped from my maw, lighting up the night. Flames trailed in my wake. Delicious, dying screams filled my ears. The aroma of charred, burning flesh mingled with that of blood until it became all I could smell.

Death was here, and it was good.

Dipping towards the ground near the bloody river, I swiped at soldiers with my talons. They were easy prey, and I was a deadly predator. It wasn’t difficult to catch them in my claws. My talons ripped through their mortal flesh. Their wails were a joyful tune, adding to the symphony of destruction that would be my victory.

Again and again, I killed them. Their blood coated my talons, but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough until I was victorious in every sense of the word.

I lost count of the soldiers I destroyed, falling into the thrall of death.

I tasted blood and ash, and it was good.

Time had no meaning. It felt like hours but it was probably mere minutes. Killing was not difficult and these soldiers had nothing on me.

I kept going until a familiar voice shattered my killing calm. “Saena!” he shouted.

I knew who it was. The one who called himself my brother. Did he think I would answer to that name?

I refused.

Picking up yet another soldier, I threw them headfirst into the river of blood.

Let them drown.

“Enough of this!” he called out.

Did he not see that I was winning? Did he not know that I would rule the entire continent?

I would kill him next, and then the rest of them would fall to me.

A vicious snarl burst out of me as I turned towards the sound of his voice. Rage was a pulsing, burning heat within me as my gaze landed upon him.

He rode another dragon, his hair flying in the wind as he came directly at me. He was bloody, which was to be expected. His eyes glinted in the darkness, meeting mine. Again, he yelled at me to stop.

Again, I ignored him.

Then I saw it. Clutched in his fist was the Gilded Amulet. The gold glinted, drawing my attention.

Mine.

I wanted it back. I needed it. He’d already stolen it from me once.

Never again.

Fury was a living inferno within me. It bubbled, frothed, and boiled.

Nothing else mattered except for retrieving my prize. Then, I would destroy him and make him rue the day he chose to fight against me.

The turquoise dragon descended until it was a few feet above the ground, and the silver-haired rider jumped off its back with ease. He landed on the snow in a crouch with my amulet still in his fist.

Mine, mine, mine.

The chant was a never-ending symphony in my mind as I landed on the bloodied snow.

Once again, I roared.

The Winged Soldiers were still fighting. Screams were still filling the night air. Each one gave me strength.

“Enough of this!” the dragon shifter yelled. He continued to speak, begging me to stop. To shift. To end this.

His words made little sense to me. Did he think we were having a neighborly chat? He’d stolen what was mine. The only acceptable recourse now was death. There would be no stopping. Not until I won.

Nothing else would be enough. All the power would be mine and those who hurt me would pay for what they’d done.

I stomped my foot. Banged my tail on the ground. Snarled.

Still, he talked. He pleaded for me to listen. Begged for the one he called his sister to speak to him. Called her his “Saena-bug.”

Utterly pathetic.

I roared, “Give it to me!” The words were garbled as they slipped from my maw, barely recognizable even to my ears, but I knew he understood me.

His fingers tightened further around the amulet, and his mouth pinched in a firm line.

If he had any common sense, he would have handed me my treasure and begged for the life of his mate. But he did not.

Instead, he looked resigned as he held out the amulet and whispered something to it. His words were too quiet to hear, even for me, but no one could miss the gold sparks rising above his hands like embers.

“No!” I bellowed. “That’s mine.”

My power. My strength. It wasn’t his to use. It was mine.

Golden eyes lifted to mine. “You need to stop this, Saena,” he begged. “Don’t make me do this.”

That name meant nothing to me. He meant nothing to me.

I shot flames at him, trying to get him to stop.

He anticipated my movements, ducked, and rolled out of the way.

I swiped my tail at him, and it slammed into his side.

He groaned, falling down but getting up just as quickly.

“Cut it out,” he ground out through clenched teeth.

Again, I sent more fire in his direction.

Again, he avoided me.

We slipped into a dance of death, the shifter and I, as countless minutes passed.

His tunic was seared, but still, he held onto the gods-damned amulet.

I would kill him for this. Perhaps I would draw his death out, make him pay for toying with me. I entertained myself with the idea of torturing him for centuries, the thought bringing me a modicum of joy. Yes. I would do that as soon as I had my prize.

Renewed with the effort of getting my treasure, I slashed out at him with my talons.

He swore, ducking and rolling away just in time. “I don’t want to hurt you. Please, call off your army. We can live in peace.”

Was he begging? He’d become a pathetic male over the years. Weak.

Deep within me, the female watched through my slitted eyes. Her voice was almost sad as she said, He was always better than me. Even as children, he tried to protect me.

Ridiculous. All of them. This was war. There was no room for emotions.

He raised his hand, and the Gilded Amulet glimmered in the moonlight.

Regret shone in his eyes as he said, “I’m so sorry.”


The Cost of Power
[image: ]
XANDER


The Gilded Amulet pulsed in my hand, searing my flesh as I gripped it. Power ran through me, urging me to use it, but I couldn’t. Even though I’d spoken the words, activating it, I wasn’t ready. I couldn’t do this if there was any hint of my sister in that creature.

I searched the draken’s gaze, searching for any trace of Saena.

Pure evil and malice glinted back at me.

She’s gone, the dragon within me said sadly. This is not your sister. You need to use the amulet.

Part of me had already accepted that. It was why I’d taken the amulet from Aileana. But now that I was here, my heart twisted in my chest.

I just…

I’d never imagined that my century-long search would end in the discovery of a weapon that I would use on my only sister.

But Saena was gone. This creature before me, with bloody talons and trails of smoke billowing from its nostrils, was not her. Murderous intent radiated off the blue draken, and I knew they wouldn’t let us live.

And I needed Aileana to live more than anything else.

My heart cracked as memories of Saena flashed before my eyes.

“Come catch me, Xander,” she giggled, running through the forest. Her long black hair streamed after her as she ducked beneath a branch.

I hurried after her, chuckling as I caught her without difficulty. My arms wrapped around her, and I held her to my chest. “Got you.”

She laughed.

That memory melted away, but another took its place.

We were running in the village square with the other children. Clouds of dirt bloomed around us as we ran in circles, playing endless games of tag. The sun was hot, and there was no school.

Saena jumped on my back, clinging to my neck. “Run, Elyx!” she demanded.

I complied, the sound of her joy urging me forward.

A third recollection swept through my mind.

“Tell me another story, Mama,” Saena asked as she climbed on our mother’s lap.

Mama’s hair had grown in the year since Papa’s death. It was just under her shoulders now. “What story?”

“The one about the princess, please.”

Mama smiled and brushed Saena’s hair back from her forehead. “Once upon a time…”

My sister had been filled with joy and happiness and love. The dragon within me was right. This creature before me wasn’t Saena.

Holding those memories close to my heart, I met the draken’s dark gaze. “I’m so sorry.”

My eyes burned with unshed tears. I raised the amulet and whispered the final words of Inferna’s enchantment.

All it took was a single heartbeat.

The amulet’s magic, which had been bubbling in my veins, now burned as it streamed from my fingers. A brilliant, iridescent white beam of light shot from my hand. I groaned, my knees knocking from the force of the magic.

Everything else faded away, except me and the draken.

The light cut through the darkness of the night, heading straight for the draken.

Saena roared, her wings flapping as she rose in the air.

She wouldn’t be fast enough.

My fingers burned, and my vision blurred as Inferna’s final warning echoed in my mind. The Gilded Amulet can only be used once. Beware, for though the amulet bestows immense power on the user, the cost of such a gift is high.

I was ready to pay whatever price the amulet demanded if it meant this would end.

A roaring filled my ears as light poured from my outstretched hand. Somewhere nearby, someone shouted.

White magic slammed into Saena’s armies, freezing them in place. But that wasn’t all.

Translucent cords wrapped around the draken.

The beast bellowed and roared, racing towards me.

More.

I needed more.

Drawing as much power as the amulet had, I sent all of it towards my sister.

My hand burned. Tears streamed down my cheeks. My heart raced in my chest.

This needed to end.

The draken opened its mouth as though to shoot fire at me.

I held my ground, willing the amulet to work. To help.

Again, I murmured the words Inferna had given me.

The amulet burned even brighter.

Something within me snapped, and agony lanced through me. My eyes burned and darkness clouded my vision.

I fought to stay alert, watching as more ropes bound themselves around the draken. They grew tighter and tighter, until the beast was completely wrapped in the magic.

The draken slammed into the ground, an aching bellow ripping from its mouth. The sound was at once achingly familiar and horribly discordant, causing my heart to cleave in two.

The amulet burned even brighter. The darkness threatened to overtake my vision. I fell to my knees, crying out as the powerful magic used me as a conduit.

The draken thrashed and writhed and struggled against the ropes of light.

Every single second was an hour as it fought to free itself.

I poured more magic into the bindings. As much as I could. The amulet was running out of power, I could feel it draining. My entire body felt like flames were destroying me from the inside out.

I would not stop until the draken was subdued. If my sacrifice was required to end this war and repair the balance, then I would happily provide it.

Dying for our mate and child is a noble cause, the dragon agreed within me. It made a sound that was half-purr, half-rumble. You have been a good partner in life. It is an honor to die with you.

I forced myself to remain alert despite the pain. I watched, my heart shattering, as the draken’s struggles quieted. It fought against the white magic until it had nothing left. A final, choked mewl slipped from its mouth as it slumped to the ground.

Only then did I give in to the pain coursing through my body.

Falling, I released my grip on the Gilded Amulet.

Darkness pulled me under instantly.


This Wasn’t Supposed to Happen
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“No!” A mangled scream wrenched free from my throat as Xander fell to the ground. “No, no, no.”

This couldn’t be happening. Not now.

I’d watched, first in awe, then in increasing horror, as Xander approached Saena. Everyone had. Armies on both sides had ceased their fighting as the two siblings faced each other.

For a few fleeting minutes, I’d been elated. The Gilded Amulet worked. Saena’s entire army froze as if they were made of stone. Ropes of light bound the draken.

We were winning.

And then…

Xander…

He…

No.

I refused to even think about what I was seeing. Shouting his name through the bond, I tugged on our connection as hard as I could.

There was no response.

A distorted moan slipped from my lips as I ran down the mountain towards my mate’s

prone form. The sky above was slowly shifting, giving way to dawn. The ground below was a patchwork of death, a horrific display of destruction.

I was vaguely aware of hoofbeats and footsteps racing behind me, of the pulse of my magic, but I didn’t stop.

Xander was the only thing on my mind.

Nothing else mattered.

Finally, I made it to him. Nearby, the draken was bound in white ropes. It struggled against the bindings, but they didn’t break.

I fell to my knees beside Xander’s unmoving form and turned him over. His short hair was matted with black and red blood. His eyes were shut, and a sheen of sweat covered his forehead.

The bond was still silent. Utterly, awfully silent.

A keening wail ripped from my lips. Tears fell freely down my face as I reached for his hand. I begged him, “Wake up, Xander.”

He remained still before me. The pounding of my heart was the only sound I heard. I waited and waited and waited for him to reply. To move. To do something.

Nothing happened.

“Get up,” I urged him. “You can’t do this to me.”

Silence. Complete, never-ending, horribly soundless silence.

I moaned and rocked over his form. “Please.”

How was this happening?

Somewhere outside of myself, someone was shouting. Their words were muffled. I didn’t care about what they were saying.

I couldn’t do anything except plead for Xander to wake. He was the center of my entire world. My mate.

How dare he try to leave me now?

Leaning over his chest, I listened for his heart.

I couldn’t hear a thing.

No.

No.

NO.

This would not be the end of us. I held him, yelling at him to wake up. I waited for him to open those golden eyes and tell me I was being foolish. I said I’d kiss him, hold him, stab him. Anything to get a reaction from him.

Nothing worked. He didn’t wake up. He didn’t open his eyes and tell me I was being silly.

He just…

Remained on the ground.

Unmoving.

And I…

I…

I screamed.

I lifted my head to the heavens and roared my anguish as the reality of the situation settled on me like the weight of a thousand trees.

My soul was being ripped from my chest.

I gasped for air, but none came.

My heart wasn’t just broken. It was smashed in two, destroyed, shattered into a million pieces.

The silence of our mating bond taunted me. I dove within myself, grabbing at our connection. It was there, but the ends were fraying.

Parts of myself were ripping away with every passing minute.

Our bond was dying.

He was dying.

Disbelief ran through me as I struggled to understand. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” I sobbed, gripping his hand. “You weren’t supposed to die.”

What was the point of all this? Why would we go through all this only to have it end like this?

I thought I knew pain, but I was wrong.

How could it all come down to this? After everything we went through, how could it all end like this?

I took Xander’s hand and squeezed it tightly. “Come back,” I begged him. Instead of waiting for a response, I took his palm and pressed it against my stomach. “We need you.”

Someone touched my shoulder. Daegal crouched behind me. “Aileana.” His voice was filled with sadness. “He’s—”

“No!” I screamed, interrupting him. “He’s not. I won’t allow it.”

And as the words slipped from my lips, I realized they were true. I refused to allow Xander to die. He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t leave me and our child. That wasn’t fair. I didn’t do all this to be left alone.

One day, our son would ask me about his father, and I would not be the one to tell him he died on the battlefield.

Xander had given everything, fighting for us.

Now, it was my turn to return the favor.

I reached deep within myself and gathered my magic. I pulled every last green tendril, taking them all with me.

I gripped Xander’s hand with mine. His skin was cold—too cold—but I refused to focus on that. Instead, I placed my other palm on the snow.

The moment I connected with the earth, I shoved my magic into the land. I wasn’t gentle or slow or calm. This was a desperate, urgent, passionate cry for help.

And I needed help.

I poured my summons into the land, giving it everything I had. Myhhena, I need you.

I called for the Spirits, begging them to come.

Tears tracked down my cheeks, leaving twin paths of pain and grief. I cried and screamed and begged for someone to come.

Time passed. I didn’t know if it was seconds or minutes or hours. None of that mattered anymore. I kept going until I felt a presence behind me.

A twiggy hand brushed my shoulder, and leaves shook.

“He used the Gilded Amulet,” Myhhena said softly.

I nodded and raised my blurry gaze to the Spirit. Myhhena stood before me, her wooden face contorted into a frown. Her mossy eyes darted between me and Xander.

Behind her stood three other Spirits—one of the Waters, Winds, and Flames.

All of them wore similar expressions of grief.

“I warned him,” Inferna, the Spirit of the Flames murmured. “I told him if he used the amulet, it would demand a great sacrifice.”

Sacrifice.

The word echoed in my mind until it was the only thing I could hear.

Sacrifice.

Those tears continued to burn as they ran down my cheeks, but my grief morphed into something else. Something potent. Something life-changing.

Anger frothed in my veins.

He knew this would happen, and still he did it? How dare he do this? He said I made bad decisions? How dare he go and do something like this without telling me?

No.

I would not allow him to do this. This would not stand. His death was too much, and I refused to let it happen.

He was not allowed to sacrifice himself for us. For me. We were a partnership.

Furious, I grabbed our mating bond and yanked with all my might. I refused to let him slip away.

I was Aileana of the House of Corellon, the Protectress of the Woods, the Keeper of the Earth, and the High Lady of Life. Power ran through my veins. Death would bow to me. It had taken enough tonight. Already, blood soaked through my clothes. Thousands had passed away.

I refused to allow Xander join their ranks.

Death would release my mate from its deadly grip if it was the last thing it did.

Hardening my gaze, I looked up at the gathered Spirits.

“How do we fix this?” I asked. The strength in my voice surprised me. “Xander and the balance. How do we make it right?”

Myhhena shook her head, the movement slight, as she kneeled before me. “Protectress, he is… drained. His life force is nearly empty, and the Fade approaches.”

My heart hammered against the confines of my chest.

I snarled, “No. I won’t allow it.”

I had to be strong for us both.

Myhhena frowned. “He’s too weak. The Gilded Amulet ripped everything from him.”

“No.” Leaning in close to Xander, I kept my voice low as I seethed, “We didn’t get this far just for you to die, now. You don’t get to leave me alone. Our son needs you. I need you.”

He didn’t reply, but he was still alive. Just barely, but it was better than dead.

Squeezing his hand, I met Myhhena’s gaze. “How do we fix this?” I asked again.

A long moment stretched as the Spirits looked at each other, seeming to communicate silently.

Castien, the Spirit of the Waters, stepped forward. “Perhaps we could help them.”

“Yes!” I exclaimed. “You must help us.”

After all we’d done and been through for the gods-damned balance, I needed my mate to live.

Inferna sighed. “We’re not supposed to interfere.”

“I don’t care,” I growled.

Myhhena palmed her neck. “Might they make an exception?”

Who were “they?” The gods? I would go to them myself if needed and petition them to release his soul if necessary. I would do anything.

Omni, the Spirit of the Winds, broke his silence. “Is it truly interference to finish what has already begun?”

A gust of wind swirled as the Spirit raised his arms. “Look around. The tides have turned. Light is winning, and dawn is coming. The draken has been subdued. Perhaps we just… help things along.”

Myhhena sucked in a sharp breath. “But the gods—”

“Will understand,” Kethryllian said, having moved to stand next to me. “After all, they want the balance righted more than anyone else.”

Those seemed to be the words everyone was waiting for.

The Spirits exchanged a heavy glance, and then one by one, they nodded.

“You’ll do it?” I asked.

Myhhena dipped her head. “We will. The balance needs to be righted.”

Needing to hear her say it, I squeezed my mate’s hand. “And Xander?”

The Eldest Spirit of the Woods extended her hand. Golden ribbons left her palm, swirling over Xander’s chest. They sank into him, glowing as they wrapped around his heart.

“The dragon will live to see another day. Consider this a gift… and an apology for not protecting him in the Sanctuary.”

“Thank you.” I scrubbed my eyes, trying to get rid of my tears. “Thank you so much.”

I couldn’t relax, though. Not yet.

I released Xander’s hand and rose to my feet. “How do we repair the balance once and for all?”

“It’s almost fixed already,” Myhhena said. “This won’t take long.”

Omni nodded. “High Lady of Death, we need you.”

I hadn’t even noticed Ryllae standing nearby. She kissed her Fortune Elf on the cheek before moving to my left.

Inferna stepped forward and instructed us to join hands. Once we did, the Spirit of the Flames nodded. “Now draw on the same magic as before. You’ve already begun the process; we just need to finish it.”

Closing my eyes, I shut everything else out as I dove to the place where my magic resided. That white power was a flaming, flickering light within me. I grabbed as much as I could and dragged it to the surface.

It flooded out of me. I opened my eyes, surprised to see golden ribbons streaming from all four Spirits. They intertwined with our white ones, and the magic spun around us all before it slammed into the ground.

My legs shook and my head spun.

“Good,” Myhhena said encouragingly. “One more time, and it will be enough.”

I repeated her words as I dove within myself and grabbed the last remnants of my power. I didn’t leave a single thread behind.

This time, when we released the magic, something was different. The magic rippling from us was never-ending. It washed over everything in sight. The ground trembled. Charcoal stains on the trees lightened. Breathing was easier. The earth sighed in relief.

“Good,” Myhhena said. She kept talking, but her words washed over me like water.

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Instead, I trembled and my legs gave out.

The last thing I remembered was falling on next to Xander.


The High Lady of Life has Returned
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Something cool and soothing slid down my face. I leaned into the softness. It felt so good. So nice.

I wanted to open my eyes, but I was so tired.

What happened?

Knuckles brushed my cheek, and the familiar scent of smoke and ash and pine flooded through me. Xander.

Instinctively, I turned towards his scent.

“Careful, Sunshine,” his deep voice rumbled. “You need to take it easy.”

That wasn’t exactly something I excelled at. Nor was I very good at being told what to do. It was that stubborn part of me that pushed past my deep desire to sleep and forced my eyes open. Slivers of sunlight came through the open window and assaulted my eyes.

I couldn’t help it, a groan slipped past my lips.

Xander’s face appeared in my field of vision. He bit back a scowl. “Didn’t I just tell you to take it easy?”

“Good morning to you, too.” Or afternoon. It was difficult to tell.

His face softened. He inhaled deeply, scrubbing a hand over his face. He looked as tired as I felt. “I’m sorry.” He picked up my hand and kissed each of my fingers. “I just… I thought I lost you, Aileana.”

The worry on his face was like a dagger to my heart.

“I’m here,” I told him.

“Thank all the gods for that,” he said gruffly.

I tried to lift myself onto my elbows to get a better look at him, but my body had other ideas. Ones that involved remaining on my back and sleeping. I fell back onto the mattress with a soft groan. The very cloudlike mattress.

“Where are we?” I asked. This definitely wasn’t the battlefield.

This room could have been anywhere except for the greenery covering every surface. I assumed that was my fault. Vines and flowers were all over, making the room look like a jungle. Other than that, it was a normal space. It had a bed, a wardrobe, a window, the chair Xander occupied, and two doors. I assumed one led outside and the other to the bathing room.

Xander rubbed the back of his neck. “In a safe house in Hiset.”

Back in Ithenmyr. Which meant…

“Did we win?” I tried to think back to the battle, but the last moments were fuzzy. I remembered using a significant amount of magic, but then things became… blurry.

“We did.” The chair shifted, and Xander stood. He picked me up as though I wasn’t several months pregnant and lifted me in the air. He held me to his chest, cradling me before he settled us both on the bed.

I blinked, trying to recall what happened, but my mind was blank. I told him, “I don’t remember.”

“Myhhena warned that might be the case.” He brushed a lock of hair away from my face and frowned. “You summoned the Spirits and righted the balance before falling into a deep sleep.”

Alarm pulsed through me. “How long has it been?”

His forehead creased and worry pulsed through our bond. “Ten days.”

I’d never been asleep for that long after using my magic. My eyes widened, and my hand flew to my stomach. “Is the baby—”

“He’s fine,” Xander assured me. “Kysha has been checking on him every day. He’s growing well, and he’s strong.”

“Thank Thelrena.” My eyes fluttered shut. If something had happened to our child, I would’ve never forgiven myself.

Still, I couldn’t remember what happened. That wouldn’t do. Something within me urged me to remember.

Frowning, I shut my eyes and tried to think back to the battle. It was difficult, and it took several minutes of intense concentration before flashes of memories went through my mind. Saena. The Winged Soldiers. The witches. Death Bringers. Sunlight.

And then…

I sucked in a sharp breath. My heart thundered in my chest, and my eyes flew open. I turned to Xander and angrily jabbed my finger at him. “You.”

His eyes widened. “Me?”

“You used the Amulet, and then you… you… you were going to die. How dare you? Inferna told me about the sacrifice,” I hissed. “How dare you make that decision without me?”

His arms locked around me. “Aileana, it needed to be done.”

He spoke as if it wasn’t even a question.

“We didn’t talk about it,” I told him. “You just… acted.”

He held me tighter. “I did.”

“You shouldn’t have,” I said. “I watched you go down. I ran to you, and you were…”

Dying.

“I know,” he whispered.

Was that all he had to say? It wasn’t enough.

“I need you,” I said. “And you were going to give yourself up.”

Several long minutes passed, and neither of us said anything. My heart ached as I remembered the agony I’d felt on the battlefield.

Eventually, Xander spoke again. “It would have been worth it, Aileana. I would do anything to keep you safe.”

I was of two minds. Part of me wanted to keep arguing, to push him, to demand that he feel remorse for making such a large decision without me. The other part of me wanted to put it behind us. The battle was over. The decisions were made, and I was tired.

In the end, I decided to move forward. We were alive and well, and it was over. I sighed and snuggled against Xander, letting his warmth run through me. “Well, I suppose I can’t argue against that.”

He exhaled. “I love you, Sunshine.”

I hummed and closed my eyes. “What happened after I passed out?”

Ten days was a significant chunk of time to be missing.

“I don’t know all of it. I was asleep for several days myself. Daegal was beside himself, and his sister was the only thing keeping him sane.”

“Did Ryllae make it?” I asked.

Having come so close to losing my mate, I wouldn’t wish that pain on anyone.

“She did,” Xander confirmed. “She woke a few days ago.”

“Thank the gods,” I breathed.

Rubbing circles on my wrist, Xander kept talking. Between the merfolk, dragons, and vampires, most of the Winged Soldiers died. I couldn’t feel bad about that, knowing how evil those black-blooded soldiers were. All the armies had suffered great losses, and funeral pyres had burned for days. Kysha had taken an arrow in the arm, but Maiela was taking care of her and she was healing.

One thing was missing though.

“What happened to Saena?” I asked.

The image of her draken struggling beneath the magical bonds was vivid in my mind.

Several minutes passed, and it seemed like he didn’t hear me.

Opening my eyes, I crawled out of Xander’s grip. I kneeled on the bed before him, studying his golden eyes.

I asked again, “Xander, what happened to Saena?”

Immense pain flickered through his eyes, echoed in our bond. “She still hasn’t shifted. She’s alive and under constant guard, along with some of the Winged Soldiers we captured. They’re in cages made of prohiberis laced with dragonsbane.”

Those sounded… unpleasant.

“Where did those come from?”

“The Spirits conjured them before they left.”

“I see.”

This news was troublesome. The fact that Saena was alive was good, in a way. At least Xander didn’t have to deal with the emotional trauma of having killed his sister. Also, though, it was bad. Very bad.

Because it meant things were not over yet.

“And the vampires?” I asked.

“I’m told they left before dawn, returning to the safety of their castle.”

I stretched out on the bed as exhaustion started to get the better of me. “That’s good,” I murmured. “I like the queen. She and I could be friends.”

“I think she likes you, too. They sent you a bouquet of night-blooming roses, and they’ll be coming to the council meeting in two days’ time.”

A yawn escaped me. “To deal with Saena?”

“Yes. In two days, my sister’s fate will be decided.”

And then, it would well and truly be over.

The balance was righted. The battles had been fought.

We could just… live.
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The next time I woke, the moon shone through the open window. Xander snored behind me, his arms locked around me. I carefully extricated myself from his grasp, slipping out of bed. He mumbled something inarticulate, and his eyelids fluttered, but he didn’t wake.

Good.

Based on the dark shadows beneath his eyes and the lines on his face, I guessed he hadn’t slept much since the battle. He needed to rest, but I was wide awake. It didn’t matter that it was the middle of the night. I was ready to tackle the world.

My magic pulsed in my veins, and an urgent need settled deep within me. Even though I was inside, I could feel the earth’s call. It was a quiet, persistent hum that echoed the pulsing of my power.

Walking on silent feet over to the wardrobe, I grabbed the first tunic and leggings I saw. A pair of boots were sitting by the door, and my daggers rested on the table next to them.

Sliding my feet into the footwear, I grabbed my daggers before glancing back at Xander.

“I love you,” I whispered before slipping out the door. I left the door open a crack so I could hear if he woke.

Our room was at the end of a long hallway with three other closed doors. I walked past them towards the main living area, drawn by an insistent tug in my stomach to go outside.

Unlocking the door, I cracked it open and slipped outside. Well. Slipped might not be the right word, considering my stomach was starting to get in the way of moving. But I made it outside relatively quickly, and soon, I stood beneath the moon.

The first thing I noticed was the air. Gone was the bitter, frigid wind from the endless winter. Now, the air was warm and carried hints of springtime and flowers and life.

And then my eyes dropped to the ground. There wasn’t a single snowflake in sight.

Lush, green grass grew beneath my boots. Flowers sprouted among the blades, and small clusters of mushrooms grew sporadically.

A weight I hadn’t known rested on my shoulders lifted. Walking over to the nearest tree, I placed on my hand the normal, brown bark.

It hummed beneath my touch. The High Lady of Life has returned to us.

And I won’t be leaving again. Resting my forehead against the tree, I released my magic. My well was as full as ever, replenished and waiting for me.

Vivid green ribbons flowed from my hands, sinking into the tree.

More, the earth cried out from beneath me.

In reply, I gave more magic. More power.

I was myself, but at the same, I was the life all around me. My awareness stretched from me like strings on a spiderweb. I was the roots, the new flowers, the insects, and the animals slumbering beneath the moon’s silver light.

They all turned to me at once, acknowledging my presence. The High Lady of Life is here. Balance has been restored.

Their gratitude filled me, but I didn’t stop there. I spread myself further until all the life in the Four Kingdoms saw me.

As one, they turned to me.

The Nightwings in the Northern Kingdom, the sea creatures in the depths of the Indigo Ocean, the deer running through the woods in Ithenmyr, the desert scorpions in the Southern Kingdom, and the rabbits in the Ipothan plains.

Every living being saw me.

For a long moment, we stared at each other.

Then, they all sang at once. Their melody was ancient, their voices young and old, and together, they serenaded me.

The balance has been restored.

The High Lady of Life has returned rightness to the land.

A wave of thankfulness poured out of them and washed over me.

I wasn’t sure how much time passed as I fed my magic into the land. The earth’s song continued, the melodies washing over my skin like rain after a hot summer’s day.

I felt… good. Strong. Powerful.

The balance was righted, and my connection to the land was whole.

Eventually, I pulled myself away from the land. I glanced at the sky, surprised that yellow and orange rays were already streaking across the blue-black canvas of the night. I stepped away from the land, and for the first time, there wasn’t any resistance from the earth.

I wiped my hands on my leggings, rising to my feet.

“I take it you’re feeling better, Sunshine?” Xander asked dryly, leaning against the door.

His hands were in his pockets, and his amber eyes were dark as they studied me.

I jolted, pressing my hand against my heart. “Good gods, you scared me. How long have you been there?”

He pushed off the door, sauntering towards me. “Long enough.”

Clearly. I hadn’t heard him get out of bed, but then again, I wasn’t the one with dragon senses.

He picked up my hands, studying the glowing green markings. “I’d tell you that you should have woken me before coming out here, but something tells me that would be a moot point. We both know how good you are at listening.”

I smirked. “I can listen… when I want to.”

Xander raised a brow. “Debatable, Sunshine. But do you know what?” He paused, and his lips twitched. “I love you, terrible listening skills and all.”


Hasn’t There Been Enough Death?
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Igripped Daegal’s hand so tightly that I was fairly certain he would have bruises on his skin after this meeting was done. I felt bad for holding onto him so like this, but I couldn’t make my fingers release him. It was like my body had a mind of its own.

“Relax, Princess,” my Fortune Elf whispered, his breath brushing the shell of my ear. “I’ve got you.”

I knew he did, but I couldn’t help the quiver of fear running through me. It had been present since we’d arrived at Kaerndal Castle earlier today. Though my father was dead, his fingerprints were all over this castle. Each crimson tapestry, every groove in the stones, and even the red rugs running down the middle of the halls reminded me of him.

But there was one noticeable difference from my last visit to this castle: there wasn’t a single Winged Soldier in sight.

“I just wish they’d chosen a different location for this council meeting,” was my response. I stared at the large crimson double doors in front of us.

They were closed. For now.

Realistically, I understood why we were meeting here. Vlarone was the Ithenmyrian capital, and it was easily accessible to everyone. Kaerndal Castle was large, and it could house everyone.

But I didn’t want to be here.

At least things in the Four Kingdoms were changing. This council meeting was a sign of that. The balance was restored, my magic was a calming presence in my veins, and I felt… okay.

Ever since I’d woken up after the battle, I hadn’t sensed the madness at all. I’d even stomached wearing a crimson gown, not wanting to ask the castle servants for garments of a different color.

Change was in the air, and it was good.

The ballroom doors opened. Kristoff, one of the servants who’d been here since I was a youngling, walked out. “They’re ready for you, Princess.”

“Thank you,” I said.

As Daegal and I were walking towards the doors, Kristoff touched my arm.

I turned to him. “Yes?”

“If I may, Your Highness, it’s a pleasure to see you back. I speak for many of the servants when I say that we were horrified when your father… when you left. What was done to you was wrong, and I wish I could have stopped it.”

I stared at him for a long moment. “You couldn’t have stopped him,” I said as tears rushed to my eyes. “He would have killed you, too.”

Kristoff was born Without, which was why his family had sold him into servitude all those years ago. Father made a habit of filling his castles with servants who were so powerless that there was no way they could stand against him.

“Still, we should have tried.”

My father ruled with a crimson fist for a reason. I shook my head. “I do not hold you, or anyone but my father, accountable for what was done to me.”

“That is why you will be a great ruler.” A small smile graced the elf’s lips. “You are here, now, and Kydona will bless you, Princess.”

With that, he bowed and led us into the ballroom without another word. The massive space had been transformed into an enormous council chamber. Four tables formed a square in the middle of the space. The curtains were drawn, the long rectangular windows framing the glowing moon. There were no candles, which wasn’t a surprise considering the presence of the vampire royals, and instead, several violet orbs hung in the air courtesy of Light Elves.

Most of the seats before us were already occupied and talks were already underway. I was glad Daegal had decided we didn’t need to be present for all of them, because already, I was growing anxious. My palms grew slick, and my heart raced in my chest as I looked around.

Father had hosted many events in these halls. He enjoyed entertaining with a mixture of music and bloodshed, and I’d witnessed several people lose their lives in this place.

He’s dead and you’re not.

I reminded myself of the fact as Daegal’s hand landed on the small of my back. My mate led me toward the two open chairs closest to us. He helped me into my seat before claiming the one on my right.

Sitting to my left was a Spirit of the Waters. She smiled kindly at me. “Welcome,” she whispered. “I’m Firana.”

“Ryllae,” I returned.

“I know,” was her response. “We all know who you are, High Lady.”

My brows rose, but before I could respond, a throat cleared across the tables.

“Now that we are all gathered, perhaps we should discuss the most pressing matter?” The Vampire King stood, gripping the edge of the table. His wings were on full display, an obsidian crown rested on his brow, and an air of darkness surrounded him. “What shall be done about the Dragon Queen?”

I stiffened. It seemed we were jumping right into things. Daegal had told me Saena was still alive, along with several Winged Soldiers who’d been captured with her.

A chorus of replies rose from the table.

“Kill her!” a Spirit of the Flames shouted.

“She should burn for her sins,” came from a werewolf a few seats down from me.

“Death would be too good for her. She deserves to be tortured until she Fades,” was someone else’s suggestion from across the table.

A sneer from a witch on my right. “Tear her body apart with dragonsbane and spread her limbs across the Four Kingdoms.”

More and more suggestions rose, each one worse than the last. Shivers ran down my spine in a continuous circuit.

Some wished for vengeance, which was understandable, but others seemed to simply desire blood.

The shouts rose until they were all I could hear. Everyone added their opinions on the best way to repay the Dragon Queen for the problems she’d caused.

Everyone except me, Daegal, Aileana, and Xander. The four of us sat in silence, staring at each other from around the table.

Hadn’t there been enough death and destruction?

Eventually, I couldn’t take the shouting anymore.

I pushed back my chair, standing. I whispered, “Enough.”

It didn’t matter that my voice was quiet. The command echoed through the room as one by one, the other voices dropped off. Dozens of eyes turned to look at me, their gazes heavy.

“Enough,” I repeated, more loudly this time. “Hasn’t there been enough death?”

A weighted silence swept over the group, but then, someone dared say, “No, there hasn’t. Aren’t you a Death Elf? Shouldn’t you be rooting for the scaly bitch to die?”

I turned to look at them. The speaker was a shifter, wearing the emblem of the Western Kingdom.

“Perhaps I believe there is such thing as too much death,” I said quietly.

The speaker’s eyes widened a fraction before hardening. “We lost hundreds of soldiers in this battle. Our people are dying because their crops aren’t growing. If it’s the queen’s fault, she should pay the ultimate price for what she’d done.”

Murmurs rose around the room as others agreed with him.

I tilted my head. “What’s your name?” I asked the shifter.

He blinked, but after a moment, he said, “Lord Hailnight.” He paused, then added as an afterthought, “My lady.”

I held his gaze. “Do you enjoy death, Lord Hailnight?”

His mouth opened and closed. At another time, I might have found it comical.

Now, I just sighed. A hand brushed my arm, and I glanced at Daegal. He gave me an encouraging smile, and our bond hummed.

Raising my eyes to the assembled council, I asked, “Does anyone here enjoy death?”

Several people shifted in their seats, but they did not respond.

I shook my head. “That’s what I thought. I, too, do not enjoy ending lives. And there has been far too much of it lately.”

“Then what do you propose we do?” This question came from an elf with long white hair that flowed to her waist. Pale pink butterfly wings fluttered from her back, and I recognized her as Lady Orlaith, a Fortune Elf from western Ithenmyr. “The Dragon Queen has proven herself to be extremely dangerous. Should we just let her saunter all over the Four Kingdoms?”

“No.” Another chair creaked, and Aileana stood. She commanded attention, her presence strong as she looked over the crowd. “The High Lady of Death is right. There has been enough bloodshed to last a lifetime.”

“What do you propose we do?” Orlaith asked.

Aileana and Xander exchanged a weighted glance. “Saena is dangerous, it’s true, but we are fairly certain the draken is the one forcing her to do these things. She’s… broken.”

“So?” Lord Hailnight said. “What does that have to do with anything?”

My respect for this lord was going downhill fast.

“Her brokenness needs to be taken into consideration,” Aileana said firmly, pinning the lord with a glare that made him wilt. “We have a plan that we’d like to share. Are there any objections?”

There were none. Probably because Aileana’s presence was strong and she always had an air of violence.

“Good.” The Earth Elf reclaimed her seat. “What we propose…”

The next hour passed as Aileana and Xander detailed their plan. When she was done, she opened the floor for questions.

Predictably, Lord Hailnight was the first to speak. “Fine. We’ll do it your way. But if this goes poorly, don’t come crying to the Council of Lords in Ipotha. We won’t hear your pleas.”

He shoved back his chair and stormed out of the room. The doors clanged shut behind him, and an awkward silence settled on the space.

Aileana just blinked. “Does anyone else have anything they’d like to say?”

“I do.” Myhhena, the Eldest Spirit of the Woods, had barely spoken during the meeting. She pushed back her chair, her leafy form rustling as she raised her hands. “I believe I speak for all the Spirits when I say that we are pleased the balance has been restored. Already, the Four Kingdoms are returning to how they were meant to be.”

A round of agreement came from the other Spirits.

“We don’t usually interfere with matters of state,” Myhhena said. “But in this case, we feel as though there is one item left that should be addressed. Would the High Ladies please join me?”

My eyes widened, and a knot of apprehension twisted in my stomach. After Aileana had begun talking, most of the attention had shifted off me, but now it was back. I wanted to melt into the floor.

Daegal ran a calming hand down my arm and leaned toward me. “You’ve got this, love.”

His encouragement was a soothing balm as it pulsed through our mating bond.

I pushed back my chair, holding my head up high as I joined Aileana. The Spirit of the Woods took my left hand, doing the same to Aileana’s on the other side. Myhhena held up our hands, and our sleeves fell, revealing the markings running down our hands.

The room was so quiet that my heartbeat was like a roll of thunder in my ears.

“Many years ago, prior to the shattering of the balance, before most of you were even born, the Four Kingdoms were governed not by kings and queens but through a council,” Myhhena said.

The Vampire Queen leaned forward in her seat, her eyes sparkling. “Is that so?”

The Spirit nodded. “It is our proposal that a new council should be formed—one of balance, of Life and Death—to help forge unity through the Four Kingdoms.”

An air of thoughtfulness settled upon the group as Myhhena’s words sunk in.

One of the Ipothan Lords rapped his knuckles on the table. “Are you asking us to give up control of our countries? Just because the Ithenmyrian and Drahanian thrones are empty doesn’t mean the other two countries are up for grabs.”

A grumble ran through the room as more than one person voiced their discontent with that suggestion.

“Not at all,” Myhhena said smoothly. “Too much change at once will be overwhelming for the kingdoms. We are simply suggesting the council restore things the way they once were.”

She pointedly looked at Aileana’s marked arm, then mine. “Life and Death are now balanced. The High Ladies have been restored. Our recommendation is to keep that in mind when deciding what to do next.”

Myhhena dropped her arms. It must have been a signal, because the other Spirits stood as well. They took their leave, but unfortunately, the meeting wasn’t over.

It stretched well into the early hours of the next morning before it was decided: a Council of Balance would be formed to govern Ithenmyr and Drahan. Aileana and I would hold seats on the Ithenmyrian Council as the High Ladies, as would our mates. Several others would be picked to join the council using a careful selection process. Ipotha’s government already functioned in a similar manner, and their Council of Lords would be a blueprint for the others.

A third council, one that consisted of representatives from all four kingdoms, would come together to work on uniting the continent.

The entire affair was exhausting, but eventually, it ended.

That night, as I curled up next to Daegal, I couldn’t help but smile. The future was bright, and for the first time in years, I couldn’t wait to see what the next days would bring.


Judgment is Passed
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XANDER


This is the right thing to do, the dragon reminded me as I paced on the moonlit rocky shore of the Indigo Ocean.

I know, I growled.

That knowledge didn’t help calm the storm within me, though. Ever since the council meeting a week ago, I’d barely eaten or slept. How could I, with my sister in a cage?

Even so, I knew we’d chosen the right path. Saena’s draken was a creature of death that needed to be dealt with. The Winged Soldiers who’d been caught with her had been executed after the council meeting, including the one that had broken Aileana’s wrist during her imprisonment.

Now, my sister was the last loose end.

After this, we could live in peace.

But before that I would have to live through the hardest night of my life. I rubbed my chest, as if that would help ease the horrible ache in my heart.

It didn’t.

I barely noticed the large crowd, even though I’d never seen so many different species gathered all at once—there were vampires, merfolk, elves of all kinds, shifters, witches, werewolves, and even a few humans.

All I could focus on was the large cage made of prohiberis and the blue draken crouched within its dragonsbane-laced walls.

The dragonsbane hadn’t stopped me from attempting to reason with my sister, though. I’d spent countless hours over the past week trying to get Saena to break the draken’s hold, even for a moment. Unfortunately, no matter how many times I tried to get her to acknowledge me, there hadn’t even been a flicker of recognition in her eyes.

And that led us to this moment. This was worse than the battle. Worse than killing hundreds of faceless Winged Soldiers.

But this had to be done. Judgment had already been passed. The acts of war had already been committed.

A splash came from the water, dragging me out of my morose thoughts.

Mareena, the High Queen of the Seven Seas, raised her arm. “Galahad is coming.”

Sure enough, a head of black hair broke the surface moments later. An elderly mermale swam to the shore the shore. He was wrinkled and marked by age, and there was a powerful aura about him.

“Greetings, Your Majesty.” Galahad dipped his head. “I’m prepared to take the draken’s essence to the bottom of the sea and bury it in the ocean’s dark depths.”

“Good,” she said. “Then we can begin.”

A knot twisted in my stomach, and a hush fell over the assembled crowd. Everyone’s attention turned to the cage.

Aileana’s hand brushed against mine, her touch giving me strength. I had tried to argue that she didn’t need to be here for this—with the pregnancy, she needed more rest now than ever—but she’d insisted she was coming. I wouldn’t lie, her presence gave me strength.

Between her and our friends, who had all come to support me tonight, I would make it through this. I had to. Daegal, Ryllae, and Maiela all stood nearby silently. Kysha walked around the cage, conversing in quiet tones with Odette and Beaufort, two witches who’d come highly recommended by the vampire royals. The trio was integral to our plan.

Every single minute that passed felt like an hour. Others were talking, but it was as though they were speaking underwater. I heard them, but none of their words made sense.

My heart pounded in my chest, and a roaring filled my ears as the witches stepped forward.

The oldest one, Beaufort, said something, but I didn’t hear him. Galahad, the sea witch, handed him a black box that reeked of magic.

One of the vampire royals spoke. Their words washed over my ears.

The draken roared, the sound shaking the earth.

The only thing keeping me grounded was my mate. Our bond was strong, and our connection was unmovable.

I gripped Aileana’s hand as the witches began to chant. I held onto her like she was a lifeline as blue and violet ribbons swirled around the cage.

My heart broke within me as I watched and waited with dread in my soul.

Everyone gathered here tonight knew something terrible was about to happen, but none of them truly understood what they were witnessing. Not really.

How could they? No one else had a dragon living beneath their skin. Our creatures were part of us, but they also were us.

I was my dragon, and my dragon was me. I was in charge, but we were together. We’d been born together and were meant to remain that way until the day we Faded.

But Saena had allowed her dragon to go too far. She’d given over to it and allowed the beast to become what we all feared.

And now, she was paying the ultimate price.

The moment the first ribbon slipped through the bars and touched my sister’s flank, the draken released an unnatural shriek that shook me to my core. It was a excruciating sound that spoke of suffering beyond anything I could imagine, and it caused every part of me to tense.

The witches didn’t stop.

More magic flooded the cage. More ribbons slammed into the draken.

The others watched in morbid silence as the witches carried out Saena’s punishment.

Minutes slipped by. Maybe hours. I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that the draken’s cries eventually evolved into agony-filled cries of pain.

And then it started.

The draken’s wing cracked. The beast roared, the sound guttural and laced with torment.

Still, the witches worked.

Her other wing curled up on itself. Her talons shrunk, and her legs shriveled up.

My own dragon watched through my eyes as the witches forced Saena to shift despite the dragonsbane.

It wasn’t natural, what they were making her do, and it hurt every single part of me.

And what would come next…

Don’t watch, Elyxander, Aileana whispered through our connection.

But I did watch. I had to. This was my sister, and I owed it to her to see this through. To give her the mercy of my presence and my attention. Even if this would give me nightmares for centuries to come.

So I watched even as my heart broke.

Working together, the witches dragged the draken’s essence out of Saena, bit by bit. Forcing a shift was unkind, but this…

This was torture.

Beaufort held the sea witch’s container, and through a force of unnatural power, he fed bits of the draken’s essence into it.

Little by little, minute by minute, hour by hour, they ripped the draken’s murderous essence from my sister’s body.

By the time the last thread of magic dissolved into darkness, an awful silence had descended upon the group. The constant lapping of water against the rocks was the only sound as we all stared at the cage in horror.

The draken was gone, and in its place was Saena’s unconscious, nude form. She was curled in the bottom of the cage that was far too big for her. Her skin was taut against her frame, her long hair covered most of her body, and evidence of tears tracked down her cheeks.

A lid slammed shut. Beaufort approached the shore, holding the midnight box far in front of him.

“It is done,” he said, his voice betraying his exhaustion. “What was one is now two.”

Odette and Kysha looked equally tired. Both swayed, barely able to stand.

Galahad accepted the box containing Saena’s draken. With a splash, the sea witch disappeared into the Indigo Ocean. I stared at the dark surface until even the ripples were gone.

My attention turned back to my sister. She was so frail and broken, curled up in the bottom of that cage. I approached the bars, careful not to touch them, and I crouched before my sister.

“Hey, Saena-bug,” I whispered.

She didn’t move.

“I know you’re hurting right now. I can’t imagine the pain you’re feeling.” My own dragon roared at the thought of being ripped from my flesh like that. “It might not seem like this was the right thing to do, but they wanted to kill you. This was… a compromise.”

She didn’t respond, but her chest moved ever so slightly. She was still there, still alive, still my sister.

I reached between the bars, taking her fingers in mine. Her skin was like ice. Gone was the dragon fire running in her veins. Gone was the beast that had shared her flesh. She was just… a human now. Or close to one. This had never been done before. No one was able to tell me if she’d lived for decades or centuries, but at least she’d live.

I felt like I had to tell Saena why I let them do it. Holding her hand gently, I rubbed her frigid flesh. “I just… I couldn’t let that happen. Not after everything. It didn’t seem… right.”

Saena had done horrible things, yes, but it was the draken making her do them. Her pain was deep, her grief over the loss of her child a chasm within her.

A tear ran down my cheek, and time slipped on as I held her hand. “When you wake up, I hope you’ll forgive me.”

Elyxander, they’re here, Aileana murmured through our bond.

It was time.

Extricating my arm from the cage, I blatantly noticed the sun had risen. The vampires were nowhere to be seen, of course, and the crowd had dwindled to just over a dozen people. Aileana remained behind, along with Daegal and Ryllae. Maiela must have taken her wife home to rest.

Standing, I ignored the cramping in my legs as I turned around. Two Nightwings stood a few feet away, their sympathetic gazes locked on the cage.

This is the one you mentioned? Gabri asked after a moment.

It is.

The Nightwing clicked, raising a black-feathered wing. Her aura is filled with pain.

His words were like knives in my flesh, but they only confirmed what I already knew.

Will you be able to keep her safe? I asked.

It was Elnor, the smaller Nightwing, who stepped forward. The Broken One will be protected from harm with us. She will live out her days in solitude.

The other dragons had left Carinoc in the wake of the Battle of Balance, leaving the Nightwings’ refuge empty. Before the council meeting last week, Bastian had shadowed me to the grove, and I’d confirmed with Gabri that they would be willing to keep Saena safe if the others agreed.

I exhaled, rubbing my face. Thank you.

At least this way, Saena would still be alive. Maybe after a time, she would realize that this was for the best. With the draken’s essence removed, she had a chance of regaining some of her former life.

Soldiers unlocked the cage, and someone handed me a cloak. I walked inside, ignoring the terrible effects of the dragonsbane and prohiberis, as I scooped up my frail sister and wrapped her in the garment.

Saena was so light that I could carry her with one arm. I cradled her against my chest, holding her one last time.

A human soldier stepped forward, bearing two black cuffs. This had been one of the council’s stipulations. Saena would be alone with the Nightwings, and she would wear prohiberis every day for the rest of her life.

But she’d be alive, and I’d be able to visit her. Maybe one day she could meet her nephew and get to know him.

“I’ll do it.” I reached out for the black cuffs.

They were heavy, and tears pricked behind my eyes as I snapped the cuffs around Saena’s wrists. She was still unconscious. That was probably for the best.

Aileana’s hand was a brand against my back, a reminder of her strength even now. I’m here, she whispered.

And I was so grateful for that.

Brushing my lips against Saena’s icy forehead, I tightened my hold on her. “I love you.”

And the truth was, even now, I did love her. She had broken my heart, shattered it beyond repair, but she was also broken. So broken.

And I couldn’t forget that.

Sometimes, the best remedy for a broken person was time.

Time to heal. Time to mend broken wounds. Time to forgive.

Maybe, in time, my sister would see this was the best thing for her.

Maybe, one day, she would see this for the act of love it was.


The Future was Bright, Indeed
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DAEGAL


Light flooded the silver planes, illuminating the many paths of the future. I stood where my magic had deposited me, letting the peaceful state of my magic seep into me. A rightness was in this place.

A month had passed since the Battle of Balance. A month of peace, of council meetings, of laws being overturned. A month of planning and preparations.

Xander had somehow convinced Aileana to rest, which was a feat in and of itself. He’d sent a message yesterday informing us of their plans to marry in three weeks.

I was thrilled for our friends. Life was continuing, and the darkness that had loomed over us for so long was gone.

Every morning since the battle, I’d woken up with Ryllae in my arms. We weren’t in a cave or hiking to one place or another, but in a bed. We’d left Kaerndal Castle soon after the first council meeting, instead choosing to spend some time in a cabin near Vlarone. It was quiet here, and orchards and fields surrounded us. This was the perfect place for my bonded mate, and she finally seemed at peace.

For the first two weeks, we drank copious amounts of tea—Ryllae’s favorite beverage—and we talked for hours at a time. I loved her more now than ever before.

Still, a part of me couldn’t believe it was all over. That’s why I was here. Ryllae was napping, but I needed to See the future.

Inhaling deeply, I dropped to my knees. There were hundreds of paths all around me. I picked up the first one, part of me still expecting to See the death and darkness that had become second nature over the past few months.

Instead, light washed through me. I Saw happiness. Laughter. Cheerfulness.

Placing that path back, I picked up the next one. I Saw a variation on the same thing. Nothing dangerous. Nothing dark. Just people happily living their lives.

It was so normal that I had trouble believing it was real.

Time had no meaning as I checked every single path. I kept going until I felt a stirring in my soul.

Ryllae was waking up.

Releasing my hold on my silver magic, I returned to myself.

I opened my eyes just as she stretched on the worn sofa across from me. Like a cat, she stretched her arms toward the ceiling. As soon as her gaze landed on mine, the most beautiful smile stretched across her face.

She had done that a lot during the past month. Smiling. Be happy. She’d had less nightmares, and her aura had settled. It was a calm force around her, the crimson bright but not at all unpleasant.

I stood, kissing her softly. “How was your nap?”

She played with the edges of the blanket on her lap. “Restful.”

“Good, I’m glad. While you were sleeping, I Looked ahead.”

Her eyes widened and she looked up. “Oh? What did you See?”

Standing, I went to the fireplace, where a kettle of tea hung over the burning logs. I poured Ryllae a cup before rejoining her on the couch.

“The future is bright,” I said as she sipped her tea. “Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Part of me thought…”

“That it’s too good to be true?” Her voice was soft, but the words she spoke echoed in my soul.

Putting my arm over her shoulder, I drew her towards me. She sighed contentedly, and I brushed a lock of her hair away from her face.

“Yes,” I admitted. I worried that we had missed something, that the balance would fracture once again. That it would all be for nothing. “I’ve never been so grateful to find out that I was wrong.”

“Me too,” she whispered, staring into her mug. “It feels like things are… good right now.”

She finished her tea, and I studied her in silence, basking in my beautiful, courageous mate’s presence.

When she was done, I asked, “Have you given any thought to the council’s request?”

Ryllae’s hand trembled just a little as she placed the porcelain cap on the nearby coffee table. “The offer to have us move to Ocheka?”

“Yes.” Prince Remington, her half-brother and the bastard who’d been engaged to Aileana, had been the Lord of Ocheka. The province was on the western edge of Ithenmyr, far from Vlarone. “That and to give you the Opal Scepter.”

Both the land and the scepter were hers by birthright. They had been stolen from her when her father had thrown her into prison all those years ago. Ryllae had long since assumed they were gone, but over the past month, we’d learned that many Ithenmyrians remembered my beautiful mate. She was not as forgotten as Edgar wanted her to be. Others recognized her for who she was—the princess of this land.

Ryllae twisted her hands together. “I don’t know. I just… I’m not sure if I’m the right person for it. I want to be, but what if they deserve someone who is—”

I put my hand on her lips, silencing her. “My love, you are everything. They wouldn’t have offered this to you if they didn’t think you could do this.”

Her lips parted and her gaze swept over mine. “Do you really believe that?”

“Yes,” I replied without even a moment of hesitation.

Ryllae had trouble seeing herself in the same way I did—the same way everyone else did—but it was my life’s mission now to rectify that. I would remain by her side every day, from now until the moment we Faded, reminding her that she was magnificent, beautiful, and strong.

“Would you be alright if we took it? Would you mind living in Ocheka?” she asked.

“Love, I don’t care where we live.” I pulled her onto my lap, hugging her tightly. “We could stay here, or travel the Four Kingdoms, or go see the Fae across the ocean. As long as I’m with you, I’ll be the happiest male alive.”

Her cheeks reddened, matching her lovely aura. “You know how to say all the right things, Daegal.”

“Only for you.” I kissed her, loving the way she melted against me. “I will follow you to the ends of the world.”

A long moment passed, and her eyes sparked as she weighed all her options. Watching her think was fascinating. I didn’t push her at all, content to wait until she was ready.

Eventually, she exhaled. She squared her shoulders and straightened her back. “Alright, I want to accept their offer. It’s a fresh start for us both.”

I couldn’t imagine a better way to begin our new, balanced life than this. I told Ryllae as much, and she laughed. The sound was everything I ever needed, and I drank it in.

As I stood, carrying Ryllae to our bedroom so I could show her just how much I loved her, I couldn’t help but grin.

The future was bright, indeed.


Bad Luck, Lovely Gestures, and Sacred Vows
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AILEANA


Warm lips crazed my forehead, the barely-there kiss pulling me out of sleep.

“Wake up, Sunshine,” Xander said gruffly.

I blinked as his amber eyes came into focus. “What time is it?” I asked sleepily.

It felt like we had just gone to bed minutes ago.

“Early.” He glanced out the window, where the sky was still dark. “But I didn’t want to leave without seeing you.”

“Leave?”

He kissed my nose. “Aileana, it’s bad luck for grooms to see their brides on their wedding day.”

I groaned. “I don’t think that’s true.”

Besides, what was the worst thing that could happen? The balance would break, again? We’d already dealt with that and come out on the other side.

“Neither do I, but apparently, traditions are important. At least, that’s what Kysha insisted,” he said.

When Kysha had heard what we planned for our wedding—which, admittedly, was not much—she’d insisted that she take over the planning process. During that time, she’d proven that in addition to being an incredibly powerful witch, she was also skilled at planning events.

That was good because I had no idea what to expect at a wedding, let alone to plan one.

Which brought us to today.

Xander rolled out of bed. He was naked, his preferred way to sleep, and even in the dim morning light, his toned and sculpted body was visible. I traced every line of his muscles and scars with my eyes, enjoying the view. His back rippled as he bent, picking up a tunic from the nearby chair.

He dressed quickly—too quickly, for my tastes—before crossing over to my side of the bed. “Take care of yourself today, Aileana. Try not to stab anyone.”

I smirked. “No guarantees.”

From what I’d been told, brides often experienced a slew of emotions on their wedding day. I wasn’t sure how today would go.

Xander chuckled darkly, leaning in to kiss me before placing a hand on my swollen belly. It was growing larger by the day, and the witches we’d consulted seemed to think I would give birth in a matter of a few months. Thank the gods, I wouldn’t be pregnant for another year.

“I love you,” he said.

The words were quiet, but they echoed in my soul. We were closer than ever, he and I, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“You’re mine,” I said, repeating our mating words.

He said them back before turning to my stomach. “And you,” he addressed my bump. “Be good for your mama today. She has a big day ahead and needs you to behave.”

There was no response, of course, but he bent and kissed my stomach.

The act tickled me, and I laughed. Laughed. What a foreign concept after what we’d been through. And yet, we could laugh now.

Each day was better than the last. I fed my magic into the land daily, and the earth was in balance. Spring had returned, giving way to summer. Crops were flourishing. Trees were growing. Reports came from the Indigo Ocean that their waters were clear.

The world was righting itself.

A knock came on the door. “Coming, Xan?”

Daegal and Ryllae had spent a little over a week at Ivy Keep in Ocheka, their new home, but they’d returned for our wedding. After much deliberation, Xander and I decided to get married at Nonna’s. The cottage was still standing after her death, and it felt like the perfect way to honor her memory.

The attending crowd would be small, just our friends, but it suited us perfectly.

With one final kiss—the male couldn’t seem to keep his hands or lips off me, not that I was complaining—Xander slipped out the door.

Not long after that, the call of my bladder forced me to abandon the warm bed. Being pregnant was a real pain, and I would be happy when this part of my life was over. It was not easy, and I definitely didn’t love it. Taking care of my personal needs, I wrapped a warm robe around myself and slipped out the door.

Voices filtered through the cottage. Ryllae, Kysha, and Maiela were speaking quietly in the main living quarters. A pang of sadness flitted through me as I passed Nonna’s door. I placed my hand on the wood, sending a quick prayer to Thelrena for her the grandmotherly witch. Wherever she was, I prayed she would be at peace.

Seconds later, a delighted squeal came from the kitchen. “She’s awake!”

My eyes widened. I glanced behind me, assessing my escape route. Could I make it back to our room before they found me?

It turned out, no. Kysha burst out of the kitchen with a teacup in hand.

“There you are.” She grinned from ear to ear. “Happy wedding day!”

Ryllae and Maiela walked out of the kitchen after the halfling. The former smiled shyly, sipping her own cup of tea, while Maiela smirked and leaned against the doorjamb.

“My wife is very excited about today. I’m pretty sure she wasn’t even this excited for our own wedding. She’s been up for hours waiting for you. Good luck.” The Fortune Elf winked. “You’ll need it.”

“Here,” Kysha said to me, ignoring her wife. “Take this.”

She handed me the teacup. It was warm but not hot, and I thanked her before sipping the herbal liquid.

“Of course,” the halfling grinned. “Mai, will you grab some breakfast for Aileana? She needs to get ready.”

I blinked. Already? The sun wasn’t even up. “But the wedding isn’t until this afternoon. Can’t I just pull on a tunic and leggings and go?”

Kysha’s eyes bulged and she choked on air. “A tunic and leggings?” The words dripped with horror. “No, that certainly won’t do.”

“I—”

She gave me a gentle push towards the bathing room. “Don’t worry. The three of us will take care of you.”
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Who knew getting ready for a wedding was such a long and tedious affair?

I was already exhausted, and the event hadn’t even started yet. Kysha hadn’t been kidding when she said they would take care of me. I’d been pampered in every way possible, which had been overwhelming but also enjoyable. Sort of. I would still pick hand-to-hand combat over being the center of attention while others fawned over me, but it was nice.

Kysha and Maiela had gone ahead to make sure everything was ready, leaving me and Ryllae in the cottage. The Death Elf was studying the mural over the fireplace, leaving me staring at a floor-length mirror someone had brought in. Next to it stood a massive bouquet of night-blooming roses, along with a lovely card from the vampire royals. They wished us the best and invited Xander and me for a visit next month.

It was a lovely gesture, and I was certain we would enjoy ourselves.

But first… a wedding.

My wedding.

I was the bride.

My red hair flowed down my shoulders like burning flames, adorned by a simple crown of flowers. The dress Kysha had chosen for me was lovely—and I hated dresses. It was unlike anything I’d ever worn. The gown was sleeveless, held up by two thin straps across my shoulders. The neckline was low, showing off my cleavage. Shimmering emerald fabric flowed like water down to my bare feet.

Kysha had brought shoes, but I’d insisted on going without them. I wanted to be connected to the earth. A dagger was sheathed on my thigh, and the markings of both my Maturation and my mating bond were on full display.

This was it.

Exhaling, I stepped closer to the mirror. Trailing my fingers down my face, I stared into my eyes.

“You’re a bride,” I whispered to myself.

The words settled upon me. I thought I would feel a flicker of fear or apprehension when I heard them. I had sworn up and down that I would never do this, that this would never be me, that I would never marry anyone.

For Thelrena’s sake, this was the reason I had escaped my tower in the first place. I had refused to let Remington make me his bride after his father had made me his pet.

But this was not that.

I was not that elf anymore. The king’s pet was dead. Remington’s bride was no longer. Fear, hurt, and panic had no place here.

I was powerful, and independent… and I knew firsthand the strength that a partner could bring.

That’s what today was. I wasn’t getting married to submit to anyone—instead, I was simply declaring something I already knew in my soul.

Xander was mine. Mind, body, and spirit, we were two halves of the same whole.

A profound peace, unlike anything I’d ever felt, permeated every single part of me.

Today, I was not getting married because the king forced me into this. I was not being brought into a union as a breeder. I was not being sold into this marriage.

Today, I was getting married because it was the beginning of my future. I was getting married because I couldn’t imagine my life without Xander.

And I was… happy.

I hadn’t known it was possible to be this happy.

My vision blurred, and I rubbed a finger beneath my eye, catching a stray tear that escaped. I would not cry, I vowed.

Ryllae turned from the mantle, straightening her crimson gown. “Daegal’s coming.”

Sure enough, moments later, there was a knock on the door.

“It’s time,” came the Fortune Elf’s low rumble. “Are you ready, Aileana?”

I searched myself for any signs of fear or trepidation, but there were none. “I am,” I said confidently.

The door opened, and a whistle filled the cottage. Blood rushed to my cheeks, and I bit my lip. Raising my gaze to Daegal’s, butterflies suddenly exploded in my stomach. “Do you think he’ll like it?”

He laughed. “Yes, Aileana. He’ll like it very much.” He crossed the room, kissing my cheek. “You’re beautiful.”

Daegal extended his elbow, and I hooked my hand through his arm. Ryllae did the same on the other.

“You’re stunning as well, Princess,” he murmured, quickly kissing his mate.

Then, we were walking. I barely remembered leaving the cottage or stepping onto the stones. The breeze carried the faint rustle of leaves rubbing together, their song a backdrop to the joy in my heart. Even my magic seemed to recognize the importance of today. The earth sang beneath my feet, and the land hummed. The baby had started moving a few weeks ago, and now, it leaped joyfully within me.

When I saw the vine-covered arch set in the middle of a clearing, my heart stopped. Ryllae stepped to the side, joining our friends, as Daegal escorted me to the front.

Standing behind the arch was Myhhena. Thelrena’s priestesses had all died in High King Edgar’s purge twenty years ago, along with the Earth Elves. The Spirit had agreed to step in and marry us.

The moment my gaze met Xander’s, I barely saw or heard anything else. His golden gaze darkened, and a flicker of green passed through it. He wore a white tunic embroidered with green and gold thread along the sleeves, and his trousers matched. His hair was a little longer now, dusting the edges of his ears. He was ruggedly handsome, this mate of mine, and he was about to be my husband.

You look incredible, Sunshine. His voice caressed my mind and bore more than a little hint of possessiveness.

I loved that.

You don’t look so bad yourself, I told him as Daegal stopped a few feet from the dais.

The Fortune Elf handed me off to Xander, who took my hand in his and drew me towards him. Together, we faced Myhhena.

The Spirit’s mossy eyes gleamed with something akin to emotion as she looked over us. “Does anyone here have any reason why these two should not be married?”

There was no response, which was good. I was fairly certain Xander had warned them I might hurt them if they objected. He wasn’t entirely wrong. We had gone through so much to get here.

“We made it,” I whispered.

Xander squeezed my hand. “We did.”

Golden ribbons of magic slid from Myhhena’s palms, swirling around Xander and me. They wrapped around our joined hands, tying us together. The magic tingled but didn’t hurt.

“Children of Ithenmyr,” Myhhena began. “It is my greatest pleasure to be with you today…”

She continued speaking, her voice echoing through the clearing as she led us through the ceremony.

The entire time, Xander held my gaze. That connection between us remained open, and his voice flowed through my mind. He reminded me of all the reasons he loved me, listing them out as Myhhena led us through ancient prayers.

By the time the Spirit of the Woods instructed us to speak our vows, my vision was blurry with tears.

“Aileana, you go first,” Myhhena instructed.

I squeezed Xander’s fingers, stepping as close to him as I could manage with my stomach in the way. I lowered my voice—our vows belonged to us, and us alone. “Elyxander, I love you so much. I am honored to be here with you, standing in front of our friends and sharing this moment with them. When we first met, I never would’ve imagined us ending up here. You are broody, frustrating, and so incredibly vexing.”

He chuckled, interrupting me. “Is this your version of a wedding vow? I think you’re missing the tender portion.”

I glared at him. “As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted,”—I paused as our friends laughed. Even Myhhena choked out something resembling a chuckle—“I never imagined we could make it work. When we first met, I didn’t know you would complete me. You bring me life, Xander. You balance me and bring me joy. And even on those days when I want to stab you, I still love you.”

His golden eyes softened as they swept over me. “Aileana,” he breathed, his voice deep and rough. “I love you so much. More than anything else. More than the stars and the moon and the fire in my veins. You are stubborn, fierce, and violent.”

I scoffed, but before I could say anything, he continued, “And I love all those qualities deeply.”

He lifted my hand and kissed the back of my palm. “Aileana, I knew from the first moment you stabbed me that you would always keep me on my toes. There is never a dull moment when you’re around. With every argument, every sharp word, every time you threaten me with violence, you give me life. I will never stop loving you from this day until the moment I Fade. I love you.”

Gods. Tears flowed freely down my cheeks, and my heart thumped in my chest, overwhelmed by his love.

We didn’t have rings—we didn’t need them; the markings of our bonding were evident on our bodies—so Myhhena moved right to the end of the ceremony.

“Aileana of the House of Corellon, Protectress of the Woods, Keeper of the Earth, and High Lady of Life, do you take this dragon to be your lawful husband?” she asked.

“I do,” I whispered, locking eyes with Xander.

The corner of his lips twitched as Myhhena turned to him. “Elyxander of the House of Ignis, dragon shifter and Bonded Mate of the High Lady of Life, do you take this elf as your lawful wife?”

His golden eyes darkened to a deep amber. “I do.”

“Wonderful.” Myhhena grinned. “It is my pleasure to declare you husband and wife. May Thelrena’s blessing pour over your union. You may kiss.”

Xander pulled me towards him, and his lips crashed into mine.

Cheers came from behind us, but I barely heard them. This kiss was deep and passionate as his lips moved over mine. Sparks ran between us as I tasted the smoke and pine that was him.

That rightness that had been present all day solidified deep within me.

Eventually, Xander broke our kiss. He tugged my hand, and as we walked down the aisle back towards the cottage, the land rumbled beneath our feet. Without thinking, I released tendrils of magic towards the ground. My bare feet dug into the dirt, and I felt the earth’s joy.

Balance has been restored to the Four Kingdoms, it sang. The High Ladies have returned. Life and Death are aligned.

The earth continued its song, its melody a backdrop to the love swelling in my heart.

I was married and alive and happy.

We slipped into the cottage, and Xander spun me in his arms.

“This dress is beautiful, just like you.” Tucking his finger beneath a strap, he tugged it down.

“Xander, the others are coming soon.”

His gaze trailed down my bare skin, and his voice deepened. “I really wish we’d told them to leave.”

I laughed. “Is that regret you’re feeling, husband?”

“Yes,” he growled. The hunger in his eyes had nothing to do with food. “I would devour you right now they weren’t coming.”

Standing on my tiptoes, I kissed him. “I want you, too. But you can make it up to me tonight.”

He nipped my lip. “I intend to, wife.”

That word. I shivered, but it was not out of fear. As his lips descended upon mine again, I relished the warmth of our embrace. Fire and love were twin flames running through me, dancing with the earth magic deep within me.

Pure, unfiltered joy ran through me. The balance was restored. Our fight was over.

Xander was mine, and I was his.

Forever.


Epilogue
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XANDER


Afew months later

A scream ripped through the night, pulling me from my sleep. I instantly jolted awake, my dragon roaring as I sought the threat.

I reached over for Aileana. We were in Nonna’s cottage, having decided to stay here for a while now that everything was calm.

My wife’s side of the bed was warm, but she wasn’t there.

“Sunshine?” I called for her just as another cry shattered the darkness.

I stumbled out of bed, cursing, when my foot slammed into the nightstand. Whose idea was it to put these in here? They were just impeding my progress.

“Xander,” she moaned from behind the door.

Her cry hurt more than any blades ever could. My heart raced as I burst through the door. “What’s wrong?”

She was curled on the tile floor, sweat pouring down her forehead. She looked up, her emerald eyes filled with pain. “The baby is coming.”

“Now?” I looked at her as panic flared within me. “The witches said you shouldn’t be going into labor for at least another week.”

We were going to travel to Ivy Keep in Ocheka tomorrow. Ryllae and Daegal were there. They had midwives on call. Witches to help with births. They were prepared for this. I was not. Nothing in my life had ever readied me for this.

This was too soon.

“They. Were. Wrong,” she said through gritted teeth. “Obviously.”

Panic was a churning, rolling knot in me. What was I supposed to do? We’d had meetings with midwives, but I’d assumed one of them would be with us for this.

I couldn’t leave her to get help.

Focus! the dragon snarled. Why don’t you start by helping her off the floor?

That was a good idea. I could do that.

Shoving down the panic, I picked Aileana up off the floor. Her nightgown was slick with sweat, and I peeled it off her as she moaned in my arms.

Damn it all. This wasn’t supposed to happen this way.

“It hurts,” she said through tears.

I hated that she was crying because of me.

As gently as I possibly could, I put her on the bed. “I’m going to get some hot water, alright?”

She stared at me. “Don’t leave.”

“I won’t. I’ll never leave you.”

Another contraction hit. She screamed, and her back arched.

I raced into the kitchen, throwing a kettle of water over the fire before gathering everything I thought we might need. Tea, snacks, clean cloths.

No knives, though.

By the time I made it back to our room, Aileana had shifted positions. She was kneeling on the bed, and sweat dripped down her forehead as her belly swelled.

“We don’t have long,” she moaned.

I reached for her.

“Don’t touch me!” she snapped. “Don’t ever touch me again.”

I blinked. I hoped that was the labor talking and not her real feelings.

Recognizing that this probably wasn’t the time to ask, I grabbed a cloth and wiped her dripping forehead. I had no real idea of what to do in this situation, but between me and my dragon, I hoped we could figure it out.

Thank the gods, Aileana quickly decided I could, in fact, touch her. Less than an hour later, she begged me to hold her close as contractions ripped through her.

The next few hours were the longest of my entire life. The only thing worse than hearing my wife in pain was knowing there was nothing I could do about it.

Then, the most incredible thing happened.

New life entered the world. I caught the baby, wrapping him in a clean towel before handing him to Aileana. She stared in wonder at the small redheaded bundle in her arms.

“He’s beautiful,” she said, sniffling as tears ran down her cheeks. “And he looks just like you.”

I frowned, eyeing the small child. I didn’t see the resemblance. He was tiny, his ears were pointed like Aileana’s, and his face was scrunched. “Do you think so?”

She laughed. “Yes, absolutely. Look at his eyes. They’re golden, just like yours.”

“So they are,” I breathed.

Love, unlike anything I’d ever felt, swelled in my chest. Aileana brought our son to her breast, and he latched on right away. The happy sounds of suckling filled the cabin, and for a long moment, we both stared at him.

“What should we call him?” she asked.

We’d talked about names ever since the Battle of Balance, but nothing had felt right. Until now.

We looked at each other, and at the same time, we said, “Evrand.”

The moment I heard it, I knew it was right.

Leaning over Aileana, I kissed his head. “Welcome to the world, little one. You’re very loved.”
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One month later

“Do you want to hold him, Ryllae?” Aileana asked. She wore a tunic and leggings, and Evrand was sleeping in a green sling wrapped around her chest.

I drank in the sight of the two of them together. They were mine—my family. My loves. My world.

Ryllae’s eyes widened, and she stared at the baby as if he were a foreign creature. “I… don’t know. What if I break him?”

“You won’t, my love,” Daegal said. His arm was slung around his mate.

The pair had just finished showing us around Ivy Keep. It was a beautiful four-story structure set on a hill in Ocheka. There were twenty bedrooms, several indoor bathing rooms, a ballroom, and three staterooms. Ryllae and Daegal were settling in nicely, or so it seemed. The Death Elf appeared more relaxed than I’d ever seen her.

She bit her lip. “Alright, I’ll hold him.”

Aileana reached into the sling, sliding Evrand out. He yawned, but his eyes were still closed. His red hair remained just as bright as his mother’s, and it was easy to see the resemblance on his face.

He was ours.

Our arrival at the keep was a few weeks later than planned. With Evrand’s early birth, I hadn’t felt safe flying with Aileana and the baby, so we traveled on horseback across Ithenmyr.

Aileana was decidedly unhappy about my decision. She’d reminded me several times that surely a half-elf, half-dragon shifter would be fine riding a dragon who was also his father, but I hadn’t agreed. She’d called me a bossy, overprotective alpha male under her breath at least once a day on the journey.

She could be grumpy, but both she and our son were safe. That was the most important thing.

“Just be careful with his head,” Aileana instructed, handing our child to the Death Elf. “Hold it… There you go.”

Ryllae stared at the baby in her arms. “He’s so small,” she whispered.

“He is,” Aileana murmured. “Though I suspect he’ll be big like his dad when he’s older.”

She glanced at me, winking.

Daegal clapped me on the back. “You truly are blessed, Xan.”

“I am.” Meeting my old friend’s gaze, I tilted my head. “Can we talk?”

“Of course.” Kissing his mate’s forehead, Daegal followed me to the other side of the Great Hall. “What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. That’s the problem. It feels too… good. I’ve been on edge since Evrand’s birth, wondering when the next thing will happen. I was hoping—”

“Say no more.” He nodded. “I’ll Look ahead, set your mind at peace.”

I hoped so. “Thank you.”

Silver overtook Daegal’s eyes as he retreated into his magic. While I waited, I watched as Aileana and Ryllae fawned over Evrand.

Daegal wasn’t gone long. “The future is clear, my friend. I know it’s hard to believe, but the darkness is gone. Peace is here, and the balance has been restored.”

Hope swelled in my chest, but I had to confirm, “So this isn’t just a brief reprieve?”

“No. There will be difficulties, of course, but nothing like what we’ve experienced. At least, not for many, many years to come.”

I exhaled. “Thank all the gods.”

A weight lifted off my shoulders. I looked back across the room, drinking in the sight of my wife and child.

My family.

My future.

I crossed the room in a few long strides and drew Aileana into my arms.

I love you, I murmured through our connection.

She hummed, leaning against me. Even if I think you’re bossy?

I claimed a kiss. Especially then.

The dragon purred within me, and our mating bond hummed with approval for our closeness. This was right. I felt it deep in my soul.

Right then and there, I vowed to hold Aileana every day, from now until the moment we Faded. I would remind her of our past, of the many obstacles we’d overcome, and the future we’d built. I would be with her, no matter what, because my family was my life.

And it was good.

The End


A Game of Love and Betrayal
COMING MARCH 2024- THIS ENEMIES TO LOVERS FAE/VAMPIRE FANTASY ROMANCE TAKES PLACE IN THE FUTURE OF THE FOUR KINGDOMS.
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He requires a wife. She needs to kill him. All’s fair in pursuit of love and revenge.

What’s a vampire to do when the fae who made her an orphan is searching for a wife?

Make him choose her and end his life on their wedding night, of course.

Brynleigh has been carefully planning this for years. Her plan is simple: date Ryker Waterborn, the Fae Representative’s son, make him fall in love with her, and kill him after they say, “I do.”

Unfortunately, it isn’t going to be that easy. She won’t be the only one going after Ryker’s hand. Far from it. Two dozen men and women from around the Republic of Balance are competing in The Choosing in the search of their perfect partner. The catch? It’s a blind selection process, and contestants won’t see each other until they have selected their partner.

Nothing will stand between Brynleigh and her revenge, not even a competition for love.

A Game of Love and Betrayal is the first book in The Choosing Chronicles, a captivating enemies-to-lovers, new adult urban high fantasy romance.
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