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      Hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the soul - and sings the tunes without the words - and never stops at all.
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      The stench and sight of blood still lingered in her mind, fresh, and terrifying.

      Nothing will ever be the same.

      Those words repeated themselves within Elise’s mind as she watched the countryside fade into darkness below. Her homeland had faded from sight hours ago, and she was still left unsettled and filled with worry about what was to come.

      She had no idea where they were or how long it would take to reach Obscura, but she was grateful for her escape.

      For the first time, her life had been in actual danger—not just the perceived threat she’d felt from her father all of her life. The beast that had emerged from the crowd at her ball had sent terror into her soul, and she still couldn’t believe that Destan was more than a soldier.

      He was more than a simple human man.

      He was the spawn of a true god.

      Her hair whipped around her face as she and Destan soared through the clouds astride the crimson dragon.

      Scarlett flew with the grace of the most regal of birds, with her large wings outstretched onto either side of her slender, shimmering body. As they climbed higher above the clouds, Elise began to feel a freedom unlike anything she had ever experienced. The night air beat on her until it became calm. She was higher than she’d ever been, where the stillness between the moon and the scattered clouds fell silent.

      With her arms wrapped around Destan’s waist, she pressed her face to his back and wept tears of relief that were somehow mixed with pure and utter joy.

      She was free.

      It was something she’d always dreamed about, and had never imagined it would come in the form of a handsome demigod, and a dragon. Yet, that was exactly how it had come to be.

      She couldn’t have wished or prayed for a better way.

      Nonetheless, worry about her grandmother plagued her mind. She wiped her cheeks of the wetness that had streaked them, and peered downward at the darkness below.

      “My grandmother is a strong woman,” she said, more to herself than to Destan.

      He nodded, and she felt his muscles stretch beneath his shirt, as he straightened his back. Just having him so close unnerved her, but left her feeling better protected than she’d ever remembered feeling.

      She didn’t need to steady herself, but she held on tighter to his body and pressed her cheek to his back. Warmth and comfort filled her, and his masculine voice nearly soothed her to sleep.

      “That she is,” he said. “We won’t have to worry about her. I’m certain she has handled herself well.”

      “How can you be certain?” Elise asked, unable to resist being critical in the depths of her unease.

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      “Because, she is an Ocura. The beast that was set loose in your castle, is only a level 3 entity. Someone as powerful as her can handle at least a level 5 on her own.”

      She frowned. “What are these levels you speak of?”

      “Your grandmother didn’t teach you about them?”

      She shook her head, and pulled a strand of hair that clung to her lips. “She must have forgotten that part of my training.”

      “No matter,” he said. “I will teach you what you need to know once we reach Darth.”

      “Is it dangerous there?” Elise asked of the dark fairy territory. “Like the legends say?”

      He scoffed. “No more dangerous than Giran with the cutthroat nobles, greedy royalty, and ruthless pirates roaming your seas.”

      She lifted a brow. “You certainly have a strong opinion about my homeland.”

      “I do,” he said. “And, that’s why I’m going to help you take the throne.”

      Her heart sank into the pit of her stomach as the gravity of what he’d just said settled into her mind.

      “Take the throne?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I now know my purpose for being sent to this time, and this place. It is my destiny. You are my destiny, and I will not fail.”

      She breathed in, and held the breath as her eyes widened.

      She’d never thought that she had even the slightest chance of ruling Giran—not when her father was in good health, and her older brothers were eager and willing to take the king’s place.

      She leaned against him and closed her eyes.

      Give me strength, she whispered within to whoever would listen.

      Her old life had fallen beneath her, and a new—uncertain one awaited in the distance.

      Somehow, she knew she would be ready for whatever stood in her way.
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      Nevah tilted her head as she gazed at King Caden—such intensity in her eyes.

      She licked her lips. “I know my dear, old cousin. She means well, and has acted as I had predicted. But, she will no longer be an issue.”

      “You knew Seyena had the magic of your line, and failed to make it known to me,” he said. “The bloody whore nearly killed me.”

      “She would not have been able to kill you, Caden,” she said, tilting her head. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      “Dramatic? She bloody well tried,” he growled.

      “It is of no consequence. Whatever power flows through Elise, will only serve our lord in the end. Once she is claimed, we will use her power to make Titania ours.”

      “Then, we must advance our efforts and have her caged before she can cause any trouble.”

      “Do not worry yourself. All is under control.”

      Nevah wore a black gown that clung to her curves, and made her crimson hair seem to glisten against the velvet fabric. With skin as pale as snow, and dark eyes that seemed to peer into the depths of his soul, she was too sure of herself for his liking.

      He watched her, on edge, and seconds from snapping her neck with his two hands and sheer strength.

      True, she was an Ocura, but that meant nothing to the raging fire burning within his chest. Thus far, nothing had gone according to plan.

      Seyena as gone, Giran was at odds with the elves of The Vale, and—above all—Elise had gotten away.

      She was all that stood between him and his quest for dominance over the entire living world, and Nevah had allowed it to happen.

      She flickered a look to him, almost as if she’d read his thoughts. A smile came to her lips and she folded her hands before her.

      “Dear King Caden,” Nevah began. “We must work together to see results. You see, while you sit here in the comfort of your palace, the real warriors of Light and Dark are fighting a war in the shadows. I am a general in Drefen’s army, and as such, I see the entire board—the entire map laid out before me. You must trust me on these matters.”

      He lifted a brow, but didn’t speak, allowing her to continue.

      “While you sit there and sulk, and think that we’ve lost the one link that connects our desires with our reality, I see much further into the future,” she said.

      His brows furrowed as he sat up in his chair.

      “Elise escaped. Yes. But, all is the way it is meant to be. Have no doubts that we will find her and complete our part of the bargain with our master. She will flee, and she will flounder under the weight of her fate, and in the end, I will be there with arms outstretched, and offer her solace.”

      Her smile widened into a wicked grin that creased the corners of her eyes and darkened her once-pleasant gaze.

      “And, through her unyielding trust in me, I will take her to the gates of death, and offer her as a gift,” she said, her voice lowering into a menacing hiss that made even King Caden’s skin crawl as if a tiny spider with frozen legs had scurried across his skin.

      He settled back in his chair, second guessing his thought to kill this one.

      He watched as she walked across the room, all the while keeping direct eye-contact. Unwavering, she reached for his chalice, and drank the remaining contents of his wine. After she finished, she set the chalice onto the table and leaned across it until they were merely inches from one another.

      “And, you will be sucking my toes and worshipping me for my role in this,” she said, and ran her tongue across her teeth as her eyes lowered to his lips.

      They lingered there, and he nearly stirred in his chair beneath her unsettling gaze.

      She went on, and stroked his cheek. “Because I would have done what you could have never imagined, because not only are you a coward, but you cannot even stand to look at the little monster you have spawned.”

      For a moment, all he could do was stare into the pitch that reflected within her eyes.

      In that next second, he caught her by the throat and squeezed his fist as he stood from his chair and lifted her with him.

      An intense pleasure filled his body, and sent heat to his nether region as the squish and pulsating of her throat vibrated beneath his palm. Her eyes widened in terror that brought a smile to his lips. She reached for him, and he caught her hand with his, and forced it down to her side.

      While she fought, he leaned in closer, and sniffed the faint scent that wafted from her cleavage. He’d smelled fear before, and what he smelled coming from her wasn’t that.

      Dumbfounded, he glanced back up to her to see a smile resting on her face.

      Before his eyes, she dematerialized and became nothing more than a wavering image of herself.

      “King Caden,” she said, feigning innocence. “I am appalled by your lack of restraint.”

      His nostrils flared and he threw his table into the corner of the room, and stormed across the wooden floor to get to her.

      Nevah flew backward, unaffected, unafraid, and managed to enrage him even more.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” she said, shaking her head. “You must learn to control your temper.”

      She began to fade, and her body became translucent before him.

      “I’ve learned much about you in this meeting,” she said. “And, I advise you learn a bit of restraint, or I fear you will never truly align with what you desire.”

      He snarled as she vanished.

      Caden closed his eyes, and rubbed his temples as a piercing pain shot through his head. The Ocura’s words wouldn’t leave his head, and for once, he began to wonder if his temper would be his demise.

      For a moment, he stood there contemplating. The world before him began to waver, like a ripple in the water of a pond. He stiffened, expecting Nevah to return, and tensed further when he realized it was not the beautiful sorceress, but something feral.

      Something ancient.

      The wavering continued, until the silhouette of a man made of air appeared before him.

      “Caden,” the man whispered, filling Caden’s ears with the sound of a breeze. The air in the room grew colder, and seemed to move around him.

      “Arien,” Caden said, with a slight bow of his head to the king of the air elementals.

      “You lost her,” Arien said. “We are pleased.”

      King Caden sighed. He was not the only one who wanted Elise, it seemed.

      “If we find her first,” Arien added, floating closer to Caden. “She is ours.”

      His hands balled into fists, but he respected the elementals, even if he knew he could never defeat them in open combat. Instead, he sneered at the elemental and gave a nod.

      “Good luck,” he said, and was left with Arien’s hollow laughter as he vanished with the breeze.
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