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      Himika

      

      I didn’t want to see the look on Aurekdel’s face. But there was no hiding what had happened.

      Aurekdel was my husband. Aurekdel had been crowned the king of the dragons. He was the one who was supposed to lift the curse of my fragile bones with his blood.

      Now we all knew why it had failed.

      “I suppose we have to tell him,” Seron said. His face was pale, with a resolve I couldn’t quite read.

      “Seron…um…shouldn’t we talk about this?” I asked. “You healed me. You’re the true king.”

      Oszin, the head of my guard, scratched his head. “Do you mean to say that you and King Aurekdel were switched at birth? Really?”

      “I think we should wait to discuss this until Aurek gets here,” Seron said. He suddenly walked away from both of us, and crouched by the pool of water inside the rocky cave.

      Oszin looked at me. I looked back at him with my eyebrows raised.

      “What the hell?” Oszin whispered. “Switched at birth? Aurek and Seron don’t even look a thing alike.”

      Truthfully, I didn’t know what to think. I had come to this strange underground world, of rock and crystal and shadow, under the pretense of marrying the man who would heal me. Aurekdel had ruled over the dragons since he was a little boy. His people adored him, and he was dedicated to his role, despite the blindness he had suffered as a child. At first I didn’t like him—he did have a whiff of arrogance, and on our wedding night, he had invited his loyal champion, Lord Seron, into the bedroom with us. Nevertheless, he proved to be a man who actually cared for my feelings and allowed me to choose a champion of my own as well. Oszin completed my trio of protective men.

      However, Aurekdel’s seed didn’t heal me like the prophecy said it would. I had remained fragile as glass, unable to fight or produce heirs.

      It was only now, when Seron and Oszin thought I was lost in the battle in the great swamp, that they lost control of themselves. They made love to me when Aurek wasn’t even here. This already seemed against protocol.

      The moment Seron lost himself inside me, my entire body grew warm, an ecstatic feeling flooding me as my body filled with strength. I was still buzzing on it.

      “Himika…” Oszin took my hand. “How do you feel, anyway? Are you really healed?”

      I would never forget that moment, or who had given that moment to me. “I feel amazing.” I looked at my hands.

      “Are you feeling any aches or pains? After effects?”

      “No!”

      He threw his arms around me. “Then, can I swing you around?”

      “Yes! And you never have to ask again. You can swing me anywhere.” I winked.

      He whirled me in a circle and the moment my feet touched the floor, I yanked on him, pulling him on top of me. My back pressed into a smooth rock, while patches of moss cushioned the ground. I suddenly felt like I could do anything. I kissed Oszin before glancing at Seron with concern. He was still crouched at the water, looking at his reflection.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I whispered to Oszin. “Should I talk to him?”

      “I already feel poorly equipped to deal with the business of kings,” Oszin said. “But he seems like he needs to think it over by himself. What about this other guy?” He glanced into the shadows where Ezeru, the rock dragon who kidnapped me, had gone to sleep alone. “Moth, you gave me such a scare. I was afraid you’d be killed or injured or worse.”

      “Worse than killed?”

      “Well…you know what I mean.” He gripped my arm. “I mean, if these traitor dragons assaulted you…”

      “You can stop worrying about that now,” I said. “I’m going to learn how to protect myself. And Ezeru isn’t so bad. He didn’t really want to kidnap me. He just had to find a way to escape his own people. When he says he’s going to help us, I believe him. I know I used to be naive; maybe I still am. But I saw how tenderly he treated the other rock dragons. Compassion isn’t easy to fake.”

      “Oh yeah? I hope not.” I knew Oszin would rather I not learn how to fight, but he didn’t say anything. He still looked a little worried. He was used to thinking of me as a fragile girl.

      Aurekdel was the one who gave me fighting lessons even though we both knew there wasn’t much I could do. He understood how I felt.

      Suddenly my stomach churned with worry over the whole situation. Aurekdel’s entire identity was wrapped around being the king, but he really wanted to be a warrior. His blindness weighed on him. He and Seron would never be able to switch places.

      Seron could become the king, but Aurekdel could never be the champion.

      Where would that leave my marriage? Aurekdel and Seron’s friendship? Or the dragon kingdom?

      

      Some hours later, the royal caravan caught up to us. We heard voices approaching in the caves, and lights appeared around the corner. I saw Aurekdel approach just behind the royal guard, and my handmaiden Raia patted his arm excitedly and waved at us.

      I was shaking with nerves.

      He looked vulnerable here, in this unfamiliar place. At the same time, he was the king. No one would doubt this. He carried himself regally, projecting calm confidence, shaking off Raia’s attempt to guide him and tapping his cane around the guards.

      “Himika!” he called.

      “Here, my lord.”

      He came straight to me and pulled me into a careful embrace, still mindful of my fragile bones. “Are you all right? What’s with this ‘my lord’ business? Who is with you? Seron…?” He turned his head to Seron, obviously aware of his precise location somehow or other. Maybe he knew Seron’s scent.

      Then he paused and gripped my arms with both of his hands. “Something’s different.”

      Before he said anything, I just knew he could sense that my bones were no longer made of crystal.

      Seron grabbed Aurekdel. “We need to talk immediately,” he said in a low voice.

      “Is my queen all right?”

      “She’s fine.”

      Aurekdel nodded, with a slight frown, and then turned to the other dragons who were crowding into the cavern. “Lord Seron and Guard Oszin have safely rescued the queen. We all need a rest now, so please make camp while Lord Seron and I have a private briefing. Do not disturb us. I need to understand how this happened.”

      Aurekdel, still gripping my hand, started off down the pitch dark passage where Ezeru had settled in for a rest.

      “Wait,” Seron said. “Not that way.”

      “Oh?” Aurekdel stopped. “Why not that way?”

      “There’s a better spot to talk over here.” Seron looked around. Clearly he wanted to talk about us before we got into the matter of Ezeru.

      We were in a medium-sized cavern where the rock surface, seeping moisture, sloped down to a fresh water pond that fed the aqueducts. The other dragons were already started to crowd in and set up camp, filling water jugs and laying down sleep mats, gathering some dead grasses to feed the campfire we had already started.

      We weren’t home. We weren’t even in one of the proper dragon holdings. We had no meeting room. We had no room at all.

      “Why not that way?” Aurekdel repeated.

      “Ezeru’s down there,” Seron said.

      “Ezeru.” Aurekdel repeated the name, each syllable sharp. “The Traitor King’s most dangerous pet. So he is here, then. And he didn’t harm Himika? What did he want with her? Just what happened here?”

      “That’s why I want to talk to you in private!” Seron snapped. “Trust me. I handled the situation. But I don’t want to bring him out until we’ve had a chance to talk. I’m going to tell the guards not to let anyone down that passage.”

      We moved to a tiny, dark corner of the cave. Seron shooed off a few children who ran over to see what we were doing.

      “There’s no easy way to say this…” Seron began. “When we found Himika, I—ah—”

      “You had sex with her,” Aurekdel prompted. “And you lost control. And somehow, it healed her.”

      Seron looked annoyed. “How did you know?”

      “As I touched her, I could sense that her bones had changed. Her very step has more confidence. I knew by some baffling circumstance, she had been healed. The rest, I can only presume because of the way you’re stammering with embarrassment. It isn’t like you to lose yourself in amorous intent, is it, Seron?” He smiled faintly. “So…is it true, my gem? Are you well and whole?”

      It was so dark I could barely see his expression. “Yes,” I said softly. “Seron…”

      “Your parents,” Seron said, “might have been Tiriana and Morlis.”

      Aurekdel breathed in sharply. “You are saying that you healed Himika because you are the true king?”

      Seron paused. “I don’t want anyone to know. I don’t think it matters. Blood doesn’t matter. You’re the king.”

      Aurekdel reached a hand out sideways until he found the wall, and his claws scraped against the rock. As the king, he was the only dragon in the court who kept his hands in their dragon form at all times. It was a mark of his royal blood. The simple crown of the dragon kings, made of shaped crystal, hooked around his horns and came to points on his forehead. “Our nurse…,” he said. “She…lied to the court? She took two children away from the court during the attack, and brought them back three years later with different names? Is this truly what you believe has happened? Why?”

      Seron lowered his head. “I think—”

      “Did she do it because I went blind?” Aurekdel’s voice was barely a whisper. “Because blind dragons are good for nothing but weaving baskets?”

      “No,” Seron said. “I think—”

      “Did she do it because she wanted power?” Aurekdel asked more fiercely. “I remember how the other women didn’t like her much. They said she was haughty.”

      “Listen to me!” Seron said. “Ezeru just told us that Tiriana didn’t die in the battle years ago. She was taken by the Traitor King. And when Morlis vanished, he wasn’t kidnapped. He was going to her. He gave himself willingly…and they both committed suicide.”

      “Suicide?”

      “They left a note. It says ‘long live King Aurekdel’. But before that, Morlis said some things to me I didn’t really understand. He told me that I was a gentle boy and that Tiriana didn’t want me to be your champion. He said…they were trying to protect me. It made no sense. I didn’t know what they were trying to protect me from. I think I understand. When we were kids, you were the natural leader. Your mother saw that, and she felt you would make a better king at a time when the country needed someone with confidence to stand in front of a crowd and bear the burden of the crown.” Seron swallowed. “That wasn’t me.”

      “You’re trying to protect me now,” Aurekdel said. “Seron, you are a good friend. You’ve been robbed of your birthright, and you’re telling me that my…conniving…mother…” He trailed off, speechless.

      “It is not an enviable job,” Seron said.

      I was having a hard time figuring out what they both thought on the inside. Especially Seron. I had seen a spark in him now and then that suggested otherwise.

      On the other hand, I knew that having the rule of a kingdom on your shoulders was a heavy burden. My brother had tried to run from it in various ways all his life.

      “So, Morlis left before the truth came out,” Aurek said. “We would have had no choice but to throw him in prison. Truthfully, by law, he should have been executed. Sticking a blind peasant on the throne and telling the true king to serve him!” His laugh was a little twisted.

      “I think he wanted to spare us that decision,” Seron said. “I think that’s why…”

      “Is this…really true?” Oszin was at my side but he hadn’t said a word until now. Neither of us knew that much about all of this business. “Wouldn’t people have noticed that you don’t look alike, even as babies?”

      “No,” Seron said. “We’re both winged crystal dragons. Like all crystal dragons, we were born colorless and took on pigment as we developed an affinity for certain types of crystal around our second year.”

      Oszin and I exchanged another brief glance of, That’s weird. Sometimes we both felt very human and very clueless.

      “I suppose there is no way she could have planned this crime in advance,” Aurekdel said. “Or was she in on the attack?”

      “No,” Seron said. “I don’t think that was it. I think that during our early exile, as she saw how you led and I followed, she did what she thought was best. When we returned to the fortress and you took the throne as a child, there is no way I could have managed that role the way you did. And you know that, Aurek. She was like a mother to both of us and she was trying to save the kingdom.”

      “You think she was a heroine?” Aurekdel demanded. “For lying to both of us?”

      Seron slowly dropped to one knee in front of Aurek. “My king…I think we must continue on as before. We’ll find a way to explain the queen’s recovery to the people and attribute it to you. I don’t want to take your place. And I don’t really want to speak of this ever again. Even if I wanted your position, the upheaval it would cause would play right into the Traitor King’s hands and put every dragon in the realm at risk, and neither of us want that.”

      Aurekdel’s mouth set. Even in the shadows I saw the pain in his expression. He cursed faintly. “Gods, Seron, you are…more noble than I deserve. You make me look bad.”

      “That’s not my intention.” Seron stared at the ground and I saw his eyes briefly blaze. “There is only one thing I want.” His hand moved to my waist, shifting the thin layers of fabric of my dress. I could feel the warmth and strength of his hand burning against my skin.

      “Yes?”

      “Himika…by rights…” He swallowed. “Himika is well now. She can have children, and no one would be able to tell the difference between my children and yours. I want the chance to have…her children.” He looked like this was very difficult for him to admit.

      My skin burned at this reminder that in the end, I belonged to the king of dragons. I was here to give him heirs, the same as every other royal marriage. As long as I was cursed, I was too fragile to bear children, but now that I was cured, everyone would expect it of me. The dragons as well as my people back home. Although my brother had not mentioned it, he was the emperor. His wife, the priestess Phoebe, had four other guardian-husbands and any one of them would make a good match for my children.

      The prophecy said this marriage would unite the land of the humans the dragons once again. What better way?

      I had never wanted children.

      Maybe it was because of what my father had done to me. I thought of childhood as a time of pain and suffering. A time when adults lied to you.

      But my feelings had shifted, the moment I saw Seron gently handing a toy lizard to a little boy to comfort him about the dangerous journey from the fortress Hemara to the palace of Irandal the court had to make every year.

      “You want her children,” Aurek repeated.

      “Yes…my lord. I do.”

      “In secret? Do you want to tell them that I am their father, then? The same way Tiriana and Morlis lied to us?”

      “I…” Seron’s hand scraped up a handful of his black hair. It was long, always tied back, but plenty of strands always worked their way free around his face. “I don’t think we would ever know for sure which were mine, and which were yours. But every time she bears an heir, I want to know it could be my own.”

      “Well, if they’re seven feet tall, I suppose we’ll know.” Aurek turned to me. “Does Himika want children?”

      “I’m a queen,” I said. “It isn’t something I can refuse.”

      “I suppose not. But we should at least pretend to talk it over.”

      “It’s something I have always desired and never thought I could have,” Seron said. “Unlike Morlis and Tiriana, you would make a good father, and at any rate, all of us would raise them. I realize it is presumptuous, but it’s the one thing I want. Not the crown. Just the thought of a woman I love bearing a child born of both of us, seeing that child grow and learn. I want that.” He said the last words softly. He seemed nervous. But his hand was still firm against my skin, and the longer that hand remained in place, the more my body heated for him. The more I wanted to feel him inside me again, and I started to feel a desire to see him as a father, and know that it was something we had shared.

      “It’s not presumptuous, if you’re the true king,” I said, just as softly. “I love all of you. If I could, I would have children with all three of you. I hardly know what to say now. It seems like a fair compromise for this very…unforeseen situation.”

      “Very well,” Aurek said. “That settles that.”

      Aurek seemed to be taking this very well.

      I already knew he was good at hiding his true feelings.

      There’s no way this actually settles it, I thought, with a bad feeling stirring up inside me. But then, Aurekdel and Seron seem to love each other as much as they love anyone. So maybe it really is that easy.

      “What about this other matter? Ezeru?” Aurek asked. “Tell me everything that happened, and then I want to meet him.”
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      Seron

      

      The moment I realized the truth, my very first fear was what Aurekdel would think. How hurt he might be. How to protect him from that pain.

      So it had always been. Aurekdel didn’t ask for me to protect him like that, all he asked was for my keen eyes and my ready blade like any champion. I was devoted to him because he was devoted to his people and we were closer than blood family. We’d always shared the same goals and dreams. We would do anything to restore the dragon kingdom to its former glory—but it couldn’t be denied that lately, we’d been disagreeing about how to do that.

      I wanted peace.

      Aurek wanted victory.

      I didn’t know what Ezeru’s presence meant for us yet, but I knew I had to tread lightly.

      “He did kidnap me,” Himika was saying. “Sort of. But once he explained, it made sense. He’s been the captive of the Traitor King and Queen all his life, and they asked him to kidnap me. So he had to at least pretend to do it, until he could get away from his own people. He had to buy some time to explain himself to me so that I could explain him to you, so you wouldn’t just kill him or something.”

      “And how do we know he’s not lying? He could be a spy. The Traitor King’s greatest weakness is that as far as we know, he hasn’t infiltrated our court,” Aurek said.

      “I don’t think he’s lying,” Himika said. “He’s a rock dragon. Well, a half breed, but definitely a real rock dragon. They used the magic of the mists to make him smart and strong like a high dragon. It’s really…kind of tragic, when you think about it. I mean, I would think it was a good thing to be intelligent. But when you’re so much more intelligent than the rest of your kind, it would actually be incredibly lonely. He has no one he can relate to.”

      Himika’s concern was so tender. She looked incredibly beautiful pleading the rock dragon’s case. And even though I had found release in her arms just hours ago, that felt like another lifetime. I was tormented by the thought of making love to her again, now that she was healed.

      She still didn’t feel like mine. She would never be my queen.

      I ground my teeth, shoving the thoughts aside. What was this jealousy that kept creeping in to my mind? Aurek had practically forced me to share their bed when I was reluctant, and how did I repay him? By asking to have her children? Why did I even care? Aurekdel’s children would be like my own, in any case. I should have kept my big mouth shut.

      “A rock dragon,” Aurek repeated. “With enough power to crush us all while we sleep, mind you.”

      “Okay,” Himika said, a little grumpily now. “Why don’t you just meet him before deciding that he was sent here to betray us?”

      “I’m jaded,” Aurekdel said. “That’s all. He’s killed a few of our people.”

      “Because the Traitor King forced him to!”

      He slipped a hand around her elbow. “Lead the way, my lady. I’ll reserve judgment.”

      “There’s another thing, too,” Himika said. “He said Guardian Niko’s mother is still there, with the Traitor King. The king cut out her tongue. Ezeru wants to save her.”

      “Cut out her tongue?” Aurek said. “The mist dragons really are barbarians.”

      I pilfered a lantern from one of my fellow soldiers along the way and walked just behind Himika and Aurek, into the dim passage where Ezeru had staked out a place to camp.

      The rock dragon was sitting in the darkness, obviously listening to the voices filling the larger cavern. Wisely, he had stayed put. It was going to take some diplomacy for my fellow dragons to accept him, no matter what how good intentions were. As much as I wanted peace, I had to be careful too.

      When he saw my lantern coming, he rose and then dropped to one knee. “Your Majesty.”

      “At least you do have manners…,” Aurek said. “Ezeru.”

      “I have caused trouble here,” Ezeru said. “I know you don’t have much reason to accept me, but we have the same goal. I want to see Dvaro and Izeria dead. I want to see the rock dragons set free. I will do anything to see their heads on pikes.”

      “Shining stones,” Aurek said. “When they said there was an intelligent rock dragon, I have to admit I still expected somewhat of a brute…”

      “Well, dreaming of heads on pikes satisfies that requirement,” I said drily. “We don’t really do that anymore.”

      “They do. Dvaro and Izeria tried their damnedest to raise me to be a killer,” Ezeru said. “So…it is only fair.” His dark eyes were so serious as they pointed down at the shadows cast by my lantern, that I really didn’t like the thought of having him around.

      “I can’t say I disapprove.” Aurek offered Ezeru a hand. “Well, Ezeru, as I’m sure you know, we are heading to the palace Irandal. If your story is true, your magic would be welcomed. You did hand the queen back to us safe and sound, but my ministers will want to question you to check your story.”

      “Understood,” Ezeru said.

      “I won’t bore you with an explanation of what will happen if you are not telling the truth.”

      “My only value in this world is to attempt to correct the evils Dvaro and Izeria have committed,” Ezeru said. “If you punish me, it will be your loss, but not mine.”

      “I guess I can’t argue with that…” Aurek turned to me. “I’m going to call an council meeting. I’ll tell the court not to bother you in the meantime. This will take some smoothing over…”

      Aurek didn’t miss a step when it came to ruling. Well, of course not. It was the only job he’d ever known. And this was the only job I’d ever known. So everything would go on as it had before, and that was very reassuring.

      I glanced back at Ezeru. We thought he would be an enemy, but instead he was an unlikely ally. A powerful one, too. The heavy sense of magic and the thirst for revenge hung around him like a cloak. The Traitor King would probably lose his shit when he found out he’d been betrayed by a man he’d basically created.

      Yes, the best I could hope for was to keep everything else as stable as possible, and forget the shocking truth that I had been born a king.
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      Himika

      

      Before long, the dragons had set up a pretty cozy camp. Ezeru slunk back off into the shadows as everyone stared at him. The kids were playing in the water while Oszin was fishing in one corner of the lake with some of the dragons. Even across the cavern, he noticed me looking at him and waved me over.

      The rest of the court wasn’t supposed to know I’d been cured. Aurek and Seron decided they would announce that I was healed as soon as we arrived in Iranda. But I felt amazing. It took some effort not to run to Oszin’s side, or jump in the water with the kids and splash around.

      Besides that, I was still thinking about last night. Oszin and Seron had actually made love to me together.

      As soon as Oszin saw the goofy grin on my face, he frowned. “Stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “You know.”

      “Do I?” I gave him a innocent look.

      “You’re way too happy about this,” he muttered. “Is this how all women are? Secretly dreaming about sleeping with three men at a time?”

      “It’s a lot better than having a secret lover on the side,” I said. “And you know that’s all you’d be. I’m just glad you were there when I was healed…” I put a hand over his. “It hardly seems real, that I’m…I’m not in pain. And I get to be with you.”

      He squeezed the hand back. “Me too. It’s just really embarrassing to enjoy it so much…”

      “You did enjoy it, didn’t you? Lord Seron is a good man.”

      “Yes. What a good man. That’s exactly what I was thinking while I watched him fill you with dragon dick.”

      We both started laughing hard but that was how I knew Oszin really was coming to terms with the arrangement. He wouldn’t make a joke if he didn’t plan on doing it again. My skin tingled at the thought. I trailed a hand down his sleeve, already dreaming of when we’d be back in a proper bed with proper privacy…and all three of my men, together…

      “Moth,” he said, serious again. “As much as I want to see you again tonight, I think you’d better give the king some attention. This situation worries me.”

      “Well—yes. I’m sure Aurek must be in shock, deep down. But Seron, too…I wonder if he’ll serve Aurekdel as well…now.” My jaw tightened. I could hardly imagine finding out my royal blood was a lie. “What would you think, if our positions were reversed?”

      “Us?” Oszin shook his head. “Well, that’s impossible.”

      “I know, but…would you want to be my guard even if you found out you were really a prince, and I was a nobody?”

      “Ah…” He rubbed his forehead. “I didn’t become your guard to serve you. I became your guard for the paycheck.”

      I crossed my arms in mock annoyance. “Oh, I see.”

      “Then I saw you,” he said. “And my reasons changed a bit…”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “In my mind, I didn’t belong to you. You belonged to me.”

      “You must be the cockiest peasant in town.”

      “Quite the opposite, in fact. I am the least cocky peasant ever.”

      “In the whole history of humanity?”

      He nodded. “Because you might belong to me, but I would do anything for you. I don’t care if you’re a princess or a queen or a farmer.”

      “You really lay it on thick once the flood gates are opened, huh?”

      “Well, I have some other thoughts on the matter. Ones you might not agree with as much…”

      I nudged him. “You mean those political things you’ve been reading?”

      “The trouble with monarchies is that a bad king can follow a good one. In the military, jobs go to the ones who perform them best. I mean…well…” His brow furrowed. “Sure, money and connections play a big part. But at least your chances are better because no one wants to lose a war. Why is your brother the emperor? I’m not saying he’s bad at it, but—he’s only on the throne because he was the only son of the king of Gaermon.”

      “I worry about him,” I admitted. “Rin’s good at a lot of things. I just don’t know if ruling the country is one of them. I do think he has enough help.”

      “I don’t know,” Oszin said. “The whole discussion just seems strange. The idea that Aurekdel was supposedly a great king yesterday, and now his whole rule is in question because he doesn’t have the right blood? That’s ridiculous.”

      “But Seron could be a good king, too,” I said. “It seems wrong that Aurekdel’s parents decided for the whole country when they were little kids.”

      “Do you think Seron should take the crown from Aurek?” Oszin asked me.

      I shuddered. “Don’t ask me that.”

      “What if you had to decide?”

      “Oszin!” I smacked his arm. “Just catch some fish and be quiet.”

      He looked out at the lake and whistled faintly. “Nothin’ much bitin’.”

      I looked at the calm waters. Yes, this was a painful question to consider. Did I think having royal blood actually meant anything at all? And if I thought Aurek should be the king even if he wasn’t the king at all, well, why were any of us here, then? It would undermine the very idea of hereditary rule. If I thought Seron should become king, it would undermine all the hard work Aurekdel had done. If I had to choose based purely on merit, I still wasn’t sure. Seron seemed to have a kinder heart than Aurek, but as I knew from my father, that could also get you killed.

      I guess I’d better just make sure Seron stays content right where he is.

      I was already worried about the issue of heirs. I shared different things with each of these three men. I was relaxed with Oszin; I could be my worst self if I wanted, and certainly my most ridiculous self, and know it wouldn’t change how he thought of me. Aurekdel was the one who most respected my desire for strength. Even now that I was healed, I would never forget that he was the one who trusted me with a weapon even when I was fragile.

      But I want to have Seron’s children. I rubbed my palms against my eyes like I could scrub the vision from my mind. I really think I do…

      Oszin draped an arm around me and handed me the fishing pole. “Want to try? Maybe you’ll have better luck.”

      “Yeah! What have you been using for bait, anyway?”

      We used to fish in a few spots around the castle when we were younger. It was one of the few sporting things that I was still allowed to do, even if Oszin had to help me actually bring in the catch. It felt comfortable just to sit here beside him, hip to hip, brushing hands, talking easily about nothing and everything. Once we actually caught a fish and had it flopping around on the rocks, all the winged cats got very interested and I had to swat them away.

      The only cat that wasn’t interested? My own silly kitten.

      “Where is Kajira?” I asked, suddenly feeling worried.
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      Ezeru

      

      I sat alone in the shadows of the secluded spot I’d staked out for myself.

      I had passed the first test. The high dragons believed me. One step closer to saving Peri. One step closer to revenge.

      Maybe even one step closer to saving my people. Although I had my doubts. No one cared for the fate of the rock dragons.

      Well, no matter. If Aurekdel believed that I wanted to see Dvaro dead as much as I did, we would make for good allies. I didn’t expect more than that. I knew that this was no place for me either. The high dragons were even more beautiful than the mist dragons, so varied in their appearance—the subtle hues of purple, golden, blue and pink in the skin and eyes of some of the crystal dragons, the calm perfection of the ice dragons, the fiery charm of the lava dragons, and the faint shimmer of the metal dragons that suggested how stunning their beastial forms would be: how must I seem to them?

      The moment I caught a woman looking at me with surprise and maybe a bit of interest, I could hardly get myself out of sight fast enough.

      I fully expected that while King Aurekdel might make use of me for a common goal, he wouldn’t take kindly to me looking at any of the women of his clan, the same as Dvaro. And while he might be blind, it was no wonder he had a fearsome reputation. The moment I entered his presence, I saw how dangerous Dvaro might be if he had more self control. If he listened, if he had patience, if he calculated his moves more carefully. And Aurekdel had an equally strong ally in Lord Seron.

      No wonder Dvaro can’t seem to win…

      But I didn’t trust any of them. And I never would. The shadows…alone. This was the only place a man like me could find any peace.

      I felt something brush my elbow and jumped, reaching for the nearest rock, fully expecting to feel the nip of a tunnel weasel.

      It was only the queen’s little cat.

      “Get out of here,” I hissed, scooping up the cat and putting it at arm’s length, pointed back out to the rest of the camp.

      She immediately turned around and flew onto my shoulder and then sat down, licking her paw. Like she belonged there.

      “No,” I said, picking her up and giving her a nudge away this time. “Return to your mistress.”

      Back onto my shoulder she went, like she’d never left. This time she sat, folding her wings. She blinked at me and I heard her purring away.

      I had no idea why this little thing was interested in me.

      “Kajira?” I heard Himika’s voice calling in the distance with concern.

      This was absurd and frankly, dangerous.

      I couldn’t have anything more to do with the queen. Her presence had an effect on me that was unexpected and very unwelcome. I was not easily terrified. Hell, I wasn’t even afraid to die, if I thought Peri would be all right. But the tingle of awareness and…interest…I felt when I was carrying Queen Himika through the tunnels?

      It felt like the fringe of the most dangerous emotion I had ever experienced.

      It might get me killed, but far worse, it might make me feel as if I cared. Even if it was just an animal impulse. If it was the “heat” that made rock dragons mate mindlessly.

      I can master this. But there’s no sense in tempting it.

      I plucked Kajira off my shoulder and walked her out, her little body wriggling in my grip. As soon as I emerged, everyone was staring at me again, including Himika.

      “Oh, there she is!” She walked over and took the cat back. “Was she bothering you?”

      “You’d better keep her away from me,” I said.

      “I mean…you’re not saying you’d hurt her,” Himika said, frowning at me. “She’s just curious.”

      “I would certainly not hurt her.” That wasn’t what I meant at all.

      Some of the other dragons in the vicinity were looking at me suspiciously, as if they would defend the queen almost before the situation truly warranted it.

      “I should stay away from you,” I said sharply.

      “Why?”

      “I can’t believe you would even ask why,” I said. “Surely the king doesn’t want me…mingling, particularly with the queen.”

      “He doesn’t tell me who to mingle with in my spare time,” she said, looking almost bemused now. “You kidnapped me earlier! I think if you were going to do anything, you would already have done it.”

      “I’m not here to make friends,” I said. “I’m here to get a job done.”

      “I see,” she said. “Well, I’m sorry my cat is such a nuisance.”

      She seemed disappointed in me now. But it was for the best if she didn’t like me. Actually, it was the only possible way I could share a castle with her, if my worst fears were true.

      I was relieved to return to the shadowed cave I had staked out for myself. I wasn’t used to anyone wanting to talk to me, and even Peri, being mute, was not that conversational. Although we could speak with our hands, we were just as often happier in silence.

      “You don’t like cats?”

      I heard the tap of his cane a second before he spoke and yet I still jumped at the calm voice in the darkness before my eyes adjusted from the bright light of the camp fires.

      “Your Majesty? I didn’t see you there.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry,” he said, walking up to me. “I’m afraid that I’m oblivious to which areas of the cavern are illuminated.” The way he said it, I wondered if that was even true. As a crystal dragon, he would know if the cavern was laced with light crystal, I thought. And he would feel the heat of the torch if I carried one. If he didn’t want to surprise me, he could have carried a light crystal himself.

      “Was there something else you wanted to speak to me about?”

      “Yes. I wanted a private moment with you. The council believes your story, by and large. I see no reason not to believe you either. You will be watched, and in Irandal, your rock powers will be diminished. The palace is largely constructed of crystal.”

      “I don’t blame you if you don’t trust me. I hope I’ll have a chance to prove my true loyalties sooner or later in battle.”

      “I hope…not,” Aurekdel said wryly. “Let’s reach our destination safely.”

      “I am not good with words, my lord.”

      “Did Dvaro give you much chance to speak?” the king asked. “Ezeru…my council feels that you wouldn’t have brought back Himika safely if you wanted to deceive us. Your story of how Queen Izeria ‘created’ you is surprising, but understandable. My gut suggests to me that you’re telling the truth. The hatred in your voice when you speak of them is one of the emotions that no one would fake. So…I do believe you. But they are still the only people you have known. You say that Guardian Niko’s mother is the only person you care about…but is that true? I don’t think that’s truly your only mission.”

      “I care about the other rock dragons,” I admitted. “I’m just afraid they’re beyond help. When they’re children, they cry, they resist…they still have some fight in them, but he quickly teaches them to fear him. And as adults, they are…slaves to him. They repeat what he says. They believe every word. They do as he asks.”

      “It isn’t just rock dragons who can fall prey to that sort of thing, you know, Ezeru,” Aurek said. “Well, what about the mist dragons?”

      “I don’t care for the life of any mist dragon but Peri…”

      “You don’t care,” he said. “If they all died. Every last one of them.”

      I hesitated for the briefest moment, because I thought of the girl who was kind to me now and then. I thought of the jovial boy who brought food down to the dungeons. I thought of old Karapu, who mopped the castle hallways all day, and always asked me if I was having a good morning, as if he was completely oblivious to all the castle’s dramas and even who I was.

      “War means sacrifice,” I said. “Your people haven’t kept rock dragons for a long time, and you never used them to fight. Not that you are especially kind to them. We just want to be left alone.”

      “Come with me,” Aurek said, as the cat settled on his shoulder.

      I didn’t want to leave the cave again, but for now, I would follow his command. He led the way around the camp, past high dragons settling in to rest, spreading their sleeping furs, amusing children, starting fires with a wave of their hand, sharpening swords, sewing beautiful cloth like the clothes Himika wore. As he walked by them, some of them greeted him but I also saw some of them shut their mouths and pull their children closer as they spotted me behind them.

      “King Aurekdel,” said an officer standing guard in front of a tent, off in a side passage of the caverns.

      “Yes, here we are,” Aurekdel said, pulling me back a few steps. “Ezeru…the captain of the ship that brought you in is here. He told us where to find you in the aqueducts. I told him that if we found the queen, we would let him go, but that was before I realized you were on our side.”

      My eyes shot to the guard, then back to the king. “What are you saying?”

      “He will know you betrayed him,” Aurek said. “Now he has that information to take back to Dvaro. And he called you a ‘fucking rock dragon freak’. So what do you think?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Is he an honorable man?”

      “Honorable? I wouldn’t call him that. I’m sure he would enjoy seeing my downfall, to be quite honest.”

      “What would you do with him now?”

      “If he gets back to Dvaro, he will immediately give them word to come after me.”

      “We have hard decisions to make,” Aurekdel said. “When we move back to Hemara Fortress in two months, it’s a lot of trouble to take a prisoner with us. We have to keep our caravan as light as possible. It’s already a struggle to carry enough supplies for our own people.” He raised an eyebrow.

      I understood now. This was another test of my loyalty, whether I was willing to see a mist dragon killed. An easy test, at that. I had no love for killing, but Captain Merudon wouldn’t have cared if I slaughtered all the high dragons. “This rock dragon freak is sure Captain Merudon was always prepared to die in the line of duty.”

      “What if we traded him for Peri?”

      A little hope rose in me at this unexpected kindness—before I thought it through. “Dvaro doesn’t know who Peri is,” I said. “He would be suspicious of such a request. If he knew how much I wanted to save her, he might either kill her, or torture her in order to get me back. I can’t risk that.”

      “I see…” Aurekdel nodded solemnly. “You have given me all the right answers, Ezeru…even if I don’t like them. We’ll find another way to get Peri back.”

      His voice was soft but confident. I had no inclination to like anyone who held onto power, but I was still a little astonished at how well he handled the situation. He didn’t show any fear of me, and he made no threats.

      “I don’t mind if you speak to the queen, by the way. I’m not possessive. Hearts are not won by the hand that grips them tightest. Himika can do what she likes.”

      “It isn’t personal,” I said. “I don’t want to speak to anyone.”

      Aurekdel laughed. “I’m so sorry that you’ve chosen me to be your king, then.”
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      Himika

      

      “I am glad to have you all to myself tonight…” Aurek put an arm around me and drew me toward our camp bed. We had a secluded corner of the caverns with a double layers of curtains around us, although it was still not nearly as private as I would like. “It sounds like your champions were quite the champions when I wasn’t around.” He started untying the sash at the back of my waist.

      I snorted. “Well, you’re taking it pretty well, considering…”

      “I don’t know how to take it,” Aurek said.

      “I don’t either, but you’re still taking it well.”

      “Sir?” a girl called outside. “I brought the wine and I found that anti-anxiety mist you asked for.”

      He shoved off the bed and snapped open the curtain. “I didn’t say anti-anxiety, I said relaxing.”

      “Oh.” She shrugged. “It’s the same thing, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not the same thing. I never have anxiety. I just like to relax.” He took a basket from her hands and shut the curtains, drawing them as far as they would go.

      “I am taking it well,” he said, holding up the basket.

      “I see,” I said. “That’s a lot of wine for two people.”

      “Two people? Who said any of this was for you?” But there were two cups, of course, and he poured some for both of us. He drained his first cup, wiped his mouth, and looked pensive.

      “Are you going to finish undressing me?”

      “Oh, yes,” he said. “I’ll be doing a lot more than that.”

      “Not in a camp tent!”

      “Yes in a camp tent.” Now he swept me down onto the furs, pinning down my hands, grinning a little before he kissed me. “You think you’ll escape, now that I can finally have my way with you?”

      My body arched toward him. I felt so good, so ready to feel his strength inside me. Even when Seron healed me, it was only after he had already reached his peak, so I had yet to truly experience a man making love to me when my body was healthy enough to handle all the things other women could. A little hum of excitement came out of me before I could help it, just from the feel of his body near mine, and the tender lips. I could feel how much he missed me, how scared he had been when he thought I was kidnapped, just from the way he gripped me and kissed me.

      “Himika…if this changes how you think of me, I won’t forgive you until you’ve been proven wrong. I am the king.”

      My skin tingled. “And Seron—”

      “He can have what he wants. What do I care if your children are yours or his? He’s like my brother. He doesn’t want the rest of this. He never has. The worst of it, really, is that strange old Morlis could be my father, but then…he was talented.” He suddenly paused.

      “What?”

      “That’s right. I meant to tell you earlier!” He sounded excited, taking my hands in his instead of pinning down my wrists. “It’s your bones. Seron didn’t say anything about it, did he?”

      “About what?”

      “I think he was a little distracted. I can still sense crystal in them. Tiny traces, all through you.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “It means, I know why the princesses of old swallowed the Dragon’s Tear. It didn’t quite make sense to me, that it would be to preserve your virginity or keep you from other men. Because, after all, a determined couple will always find a way…”

      “That’s true…I guess you sure showed me that Oszin and I could have had sex ages ago.”

      “You were both too polite,” he said. “But look how well you tended the garden of plants that grew from beds of crystal. No, my gem, I see it perfectly. You needed to absorb the essence of crystal to give you the power to adapt to this world.”

      “It made me more powerful?”

      “Potentially, yes—in this world. In your own world, it wouldn’t have much purpose. Perhaps my ancestors knew what—” He cut himself off. “Well, someone’s ancestors, anyway.” Now he settled beside me on the furs, idly tugging off my sash the rest of the way. “Now you’re strong, Himika. I hope you’re ready for the lessons I’ll throw at you now.”

      “More sword fighting?”

      “Yes, get ready for the thrust of my sword.”

      “Ohh, that kind of sword.”

      “Every kind of sword. In good time.” He wrapped his arms around me, and I kissed his mouth, warm and sweet with the dragon wine that was made from dark, rich berries.

      “I wonder how rough you want it now?” he whispered in my ear.

      “I’m afraid to answer…”

      He slid up my skirts, yanked down my underwear, and slipped two fingers between my legs, sliding easily into my wet sex and fucking me there. “That’s your answer,” he said. “You missed me as much as I missed you…didn’t you? Even when you had Seron and Oszin, none of them deliver quite like I do.” He threw off his own robe, the confidence in his smile and the golden hue of all his lean muscle in the candlelight rendering me speechless.

      Sometimes he looked especially dragon-ish, I thought, and now was one of those times, all sharp horns and fanged grin and his amber eyes with pupils that were not quite round, but slightly slitted and open just a little between a bronze fringe of lashes, a dragon’s eyes cracking open in the shadows, looking for prey. His unseeing eyes were still beautiful, but so strange.

      It was true.

      Aurekdel was my beast among men, always hungry and patient only in the way a predator can be, when he knows he won’t leave until he has caught what he wants.

      He drew me into a sitting position and finished taking off my clothes, gentle but brisk; no question about what he would have from me tonight. And I found myself tingling with increasing anticipation. His hands were in human form, his fingers deft with my buttons and layers. Once I was naked he grazed his fingers across my skin, up to my neck, turning my chin to kiss him.

      “Mm…it’s true. I did miss you,” I admitted.

      “Good.”

      Somewhere in all of this he had already taken off his own underwear, and he guided my hand to his cock. I felt the texture of the dragon scales under his skin; Seron didn’t have this feature and certainly, Oszin didn’t, so sex with Aurek was particularly stimulating. The skin over the scales was like velvet, but just underneath—it was thick. Rough. He’d always had to be so gentle with me before.

      He picked up his wine glass and took a sip, sighing, as I stroked him. Then he picked up the lantern and snuffed out the flame between his fingers.

      Now it was dark.

      “I’m the master of your pleasure now,” he purred in my ear. “And always…I’m as loyal to you as your champions, but…I am your only king.” His hand slipped around my throat, his grip gentle but very possessive. “My Himika.”

      If he was using me to bolster his own confidence, I can’t say I was complaining. This was who Aurekdel was. He knew just how to lead so that one was glad to follow.

      After holding me against his chest and kissing me for a moment, he pushed me back down onto the furs. “I don’t have to be careful anymore, do I?” he asked.

      “No,” I said. “I want you to be rough. I want you to prove to me that I won’t break, ever again.”

      “That’s exactly what I hoped you would say.”

      He thrust into me. Thick. Rough. But not too rough, just a sensation that left me delirious with pleasure. In the darkness, he took up all my senses at once. At first, I still remembered being fragile, the pain I would have felt before, but the thrust of him right against that place inside me that was raw and deep and tender, and crying to be touched…it demanded all my attention. He fucked me hard enough that the furs started bunching around my head, and then he grabbed my legs to keep me from hitting the edge of the tent. I whimpered around my clenched teeth, trying not to make too much noise.

      Now he pressed my wrists down again, kissing me—I never knew exactly when it was coming. It had never been like this before. I felt claimed, dominated, and it was exactly what I craved. The more I felt his hips crash into mine, his strength, the tension of his grip, the urgency of his kisses, the more it seemed to wipe away my old self.

      Maybe he had his own thoughts to wipe away. He was grunting, urgent and almost pained, as I felt like I was filled with his entire being. I had never felt so close to actually just merging with someone.

      His seed started filling me, hot and messy as he finished with deep, swift strokes. “Himika…Himika…”

      He slumped, breathing hard for a moment. I wished I’d been able to see his face. But he probably thought the same thing about me.

      His fingers trailed through my hair, and then to my breasts, lingering on my nipples, my skin hot and sensitive with my own satisfaction unfulfilled. His hand went between my legs again, coating his fingers in mingled wetness. My sex was so swollen, if he put his mouth there, I thought I might happily die.

      “You can handle all of us soon, can’t you?” he murmured.

      “Truly, I do dream of seeing you that way.”

      “You have a pretty dirty imagination,” I said, wagging one of his horns.

      “Well, how many escapes do I have in this world? Dreaming of you isn’t such a bad one, is it? The power is all yours,” he said. “We all love you. And you have the task of deciding if we all are equally worthy of you. I thought I had a greater claim to you than Seron. Now you know the truth as much as I do. The choice is yours and beyond my control.”

      “I want all of you. I already told you that. You just have to behave yourselves. Don’t let this king business get into your head. We’re not like the priestess and her guardians, you know. Magic doesn’t bind us together, so…jealousy could tear you and Seron apart.”

      “No one wants that,” he said. “If there is one person I would never want to hurt…it’s Seron. Even as a kid—the moment Tiriana brought me back here to become king…well, kids don’t always know what they’re in for, but I remember how worried I was about messing all this up. I felt the weight of that duty.”

      “I understand that.”

      “I could never be weak. I could never cry. To anyone, except him. Not that I cried to Seron, but I could have. I always felt as if I could. But so many times, he saved me from the temptation. If I embarrassed myself, whether it was saying the wrong thing or tripping on something I couldn’t see, he had this knack for covering for me. It always felt as if we were just the right people for the job.”

      “I saw that right away,” I said. “I see a similar thing as I had with my brother. But you might be even closer than that. So you don
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