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Although
this book can be read on its own, a better understanding of the
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Enjoy!
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 Prologue






Seven moons ago






Lost in
thought, Erin Ville almost bumped into the magician approaching her
with long strides.

“Erin?”

She
lifted her face to the familiar voice. “Lord Adrian,” she replied
in her musical voice. She bowed as was protocol when addressing a
magician.

He
waited until she stood upright again before he tucked the heavy
reddish-blonde hair behind her ear so that he could see her
face.

“What are you doing in this part of the city?”

She
smiled slightly. “I came to collect a book of music that I need for
school. I just left the shop to walk to the transport terminal
along a different route, that’s all.”

He
frowned again. “Is something wrong?”

She
stopped smiling and dropped her head, causing her hair to cover her
face. He put his fingers under her chin. “Please tell me,” he
demanded gently.

She
looked up again and turned slightly to point towards a shop down
the block. “I saw two wolf dragons, but the shopkeeper said that I
am not allowed to purchase them because I need a special permit. He
does not know they are mated, and he already sold the female.” Her
shoulders dropped.

Adrian
frowned. He knew she could talk to the wolf dragons. As a magician,
he couldn’t understand them; they could only communicate with
someone with the gift of perception.


Suddenly, he put his hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go and talk
to the man.”

“Really? You would do that?”

He
winked at her and started towards the shop. She followed him,
needing to run a few paces to catch up to his long
strides.

Inside
the shop, she pointed to the two cages. Adrian’s eyebrows shot up.
They were black wolf dragons, and had the reputation of being
aggressive towards people. He approached the shopkeeper as Erin
knelt down beside the cages to talk to the dragons. Erin reached
with her hands through the wires of the two cages and gently
touched their black furry heads.

Adrian
nodded as the shopkeeper explained about the permit.

“Erin?”

She
looked over her shoulder.

“Your father will need to sign a form to give you permission
to purchase the dragons.”

She
looked back at the dragons. “It will be too late by the time that I
can come back. Mister Saret has already sold the female, so it
won’t matter if my father does give the necessary permission,
Adrian.” She sighed and with a last stroke to their ears got to her
feet. “But thank you for trying anyway.”

Before
she could leave, Adrian put his hand on her shoulder. “Are you sure
they are mated?” he asked.

The
shopkeeper’s eyes widened. Wolf dragons were difficult to find and
very expensive. If they were mated, separating them would be a very
bad idea. They could become depressed and die; then his customers
would demand their money back.

She
nodded. “Dragons mate for life. Wolf dragons do not possess magic
power, so they live in family groups where they depend on each
other for their survival.”

“How come you know so much about them?” Gustav Saret
asked.

She
smiled at the shopkeeper. “I have always wanted wolf
dragons.”

As soon
as she stopped talking, the shopkeeper reached out to the wall
behind him to connect a call.

Adrian
took out his mobile link and called the head office of the security
service. He still had his hand on her shoulder and was absently
stroking her soft skin with his thumb.

“Special permits, please.”

Erin
felt her skin tingle where he touched her. Her dress only had thin
straps across the shoulder, leaving most of her skin exposed to his
touch.

“Could you send the permission form immediately to the office
of the Peace Ambassador?”

After
disconnecting, he found another number before connecting the call.
“This is Senior Detective Adrian Crea. I am with the ambassador’s
daughter, and I need to talk to him,” he said to her father’s
assistant.

“Adrian?” she heard Stefan’s voice. He sounded concerned. “Is
Erin alright?”

She
smiled slightly at the metallic tone in the link when her father
raised his voice.

“Good afternoon, Stefan. Erin is fine. The security service is
going to send you a form that you need to sign and validate, and
then forward it to Saret’s Animal World. Since Erin is still in
school, she needs your permission to purchase two wolf
dragons.”

“Wolf dragons? Not again. She wanted two when she was just
seven, and her mother flat out refused.” Stefan sighed. “Aren’t
they dangerous?”

Erin
smiled inwardly at the hopeful note in her father’s
voice.

“They won’t be, not to her,” Adrian replied.

Erin
didn’t pay any more attention to his conversation with her father.
His hand on her bare skin was a distraction.

She
licked her drying lips. Her skin became more sensitive, and she
could sense his pleasure as he touched her, making her heart beat
faster.

She
needed to break the contact with his hand, but she couldn’t get her
legs to move. She dropped her head to one side to hide her agony
behind her hair.

She had
had a crush on this warrior magician since she was a young girl.
Now she was fifteen and she still felt the same, with the exception
that it was no longer a girl’s body reacting to his touch, but
woman’s. Whether it was still only a crush, she seriously doubted.
Many of her classmates had moved on from their own childish
feelings; her best friends were already promised to each other to
be joined.

Her
heart often ached when she thought of the too real possibility that
Adrian might never return her feelings.

She
heard him disconnecting the call, but didn’t turn around, keeping
her lowered gaze on the dragons who were watching them with
interest.

Adrian
smiled when Mister Saret told him that the person who bought the
female wolf dragon changed her mind about buying her since she
didn’t have the space available for both dragons.

“Erin?”

She
sighed softly and turned her head to lift her gaze to his. Her
heart ached when he removed his hand as if he had been
burnt.

The
shop’s computer in the wall interrupted their silent communication
to tell the shopkeeper that her father had given his
permission.

She
looked away, praying that he would ignore her. Having him see the
way she felt, was bad enough.

She
simply handed her money disk to the shopkeeper and went to open the
cages of the dragons. They were the size of large wolves and came
towards her as she knelt on the floor. They both rubbed their faces
against hers and then nuzzled each other.

He is your mate? It was the mind
voice of the female, Briána.

She
shook her head. “No. I am too young,” she explained
softly.

The
dragons tilted their heads to the side as they sat and waited for
the transaction to be completed, their long tails swishing to and
fro on the floor.

Maybe he wants to be your mate.

Erin felt her heart jump, but she didn’t look at Adrian. He
had already seen too much in her eyes. She gently touched the
dragons, stroking their ears. I want him
to be, but I cannot force him.

He touched you. He wants to be your mate.

Not
knowing how to respond to the observations of the wolf dragons,
Erin only smiled. Once the transaction was completed, she got to
her feet. She took the money disk and put it back in her purse. The
shopkeeper handed her the permit and explained that she could not
sell them again without the proper permit first being issued to the
new owner. She smiled at the shopkeeper and then looked down at the
dragons.

“They are my friends, Mister Saret. One does not sell your
friends,” she replied softly as she collected her school bag and
waved to them to follow her.

Adrian
waited until she left with the dragons before he followed them
outside.

“I have finished my business here and will see you home. I
suppose it wouldn’t hurt to have a supporting voice with your
mother,” he added with a wry smile. “Erin?”

“Yes?” she answered warily. She had sensed his feeling guilty
about inadvertently touching her and it wasn’t helping to make her
feel better.

“Why did you buy the dragons?”

She wasn’t in the habit of telling lies, but her limited life
experience had taught her that people were inherently afraid of her
other ‘gift’.

Erin
looked down at the dragons at her feet. She had sensed them when
she passed the shop, but when she touched them, she could see their
future. Cursed or blessed with second sight, she decided to buy
them and change the future she had seen.

Their
transport arrived and they climbed inside with the dragons who sat
on the floor together at their feet. She turned her gaze back to
Adrian.

“I lied to you at the shop,” she murmured, mentally crossing
her fingers. “They are not mated. She is still too young.” She
blushed under his scrutiny and turned her head away. “They just
want to be together, that’s all,” she whispered.

He
frowned a little as he considered what she had just committed
herself to. Wolf dragons were not pets, and yet she still wanted to
help them.

At home,
she momentarily forgot her anxiety about her feelings and offered
him a genuine smile. “Thank you for helping me.” She glanced down
at the smiling wolf dragons. Their happiness was evident to her.
“And them.”

“Anytime,” he replied.







 Chapter 1






Erin sat
on the grass, leaning against a tree in a quiet corner on the
estate of the home of the Peace Ambassador. She was reading her
journal of the past sun cycle. Just as she turned to the entry of
the day she found the wolf dragons, Briána sat down next to her.
The dragon smiled at her. Erin stroked the soft fur of the dragon
as she lay down with her head on her lap.

“Where is Vésic?”

He is charming your mother again.

Erin
grinned. The male was doing it on purpose because he knew that Alia
was still afraid of them. Despite several attempts to reassure
Alia, her mother refused to believe that he was trying to charm
her. But then the smile of a wolf dragon was difficult to
distinguish from a showing of teeth as a sign of
aggression.

Just as
she decided to rescue her mother from the dragon, he strolled up
with a huge grin on his face and three blue apples in one of his
front claws. After handing one each to Erin and his mate, he sat
next to Erin and ate his apple.

She
started laughing. “I take it my mother is no longer afraid of you,”
she said, shaking her head.

No.

She
touched his shoulder. “I am glad.”

At the next rising of the suns, you are old enough to take a
mate?

Erin stopped smiling when she heard Briána’s question. She glanced down at the page in front of her. It
was well read, probably the only page she had read several times
since starting a journal when she learnt to read and write. She
nodded to Briána. “I will be,” she replied quietly. The seven moons
since she wrote that entry only made her realise that she wanted to
be with Adrian even more than ever before. Despite her parents'
encouragement, she never showed any interest in the boys who went
to school with her. She sighed as she ran her fingers over the
words recorded of that day. Adrian was so much older than
her, twenty-one suns to be exact, that he probably would never see her as
anything more than a little girl.

The few
times she had seen him since that day, he had been careful not to
touch her in any way. She stroked the soft fur of both dragons now
lying with their heads on her lap.

She refrained from touching people, since her gift of second
sight caused her severe distress. She could ‘see’ what their future might be and
many times she saw the death of the person she touched. The only
people whose future she could not see were those of her
uncle Géra and his mate
T'ara,
and that of her dad’s cousin Elizabeth and her
mate Randall. Elizabeth told her once
that the couples were bonded with magic and that it was the bond
that prevented her from ‘seeing’ not the fact that they all had
magic power.If someone touched her, she did not experience the same
thing; that was why she stood still and allowed herself the
pleasure of Adrian’s touch in the shop that day. She feared
touching him, even though she dreamt of it constantly. He was a
warrior and many times their deaths were violent, and she couldn’t
stand knowing what would happen to him. She clenched her hands in
the fur of the dragons. Sometimes she hated the gift of second
sight.

Your mother is calling you.

Erin
nodded and closed the journal. The dragons had much better hearing
than her, so she got up and dusted herself off, and made her way to
the house. She was met in the main room by both her parents. She
frowned; something was wrong.

“Hey, Dad,” she greeted Stefan. “What’s wrong?”

He motioned to her to take a seat before he also sat down
next to Alia. “I have been asked to go to Kryane to
help to set up diplomatic relations with them.”

Erin
looked from her father to her mother. “And?”

Alia
sighed softly. “We are going to be away for an extended period of
time, honey,” she explained gently.

Erin
felt her heart lurch. “Am I going as well?” she asked softly, as a
feeling of panic suddenly took hold of her.

Stefan
got up and took his daughter’s hands, kissing them softly. “No,
honey, you can’t. These are your last moons in school, and we don’t
want it to be disrupted. So we asked Géra and T'ara if you could
stay with them until you graduate.”

“What about Vésic and Briána? The twins are afraid of them and
the dragons don’t like being around them anyway. Please don’t make
me give them away. Please, Dad, don’t make me,” she pleaded with
him.

He looked at Alia, who raised her eyebrows.
‘I told
you,’ her gaze
said to him. He sighed and looked back at his daughter. “Honey,
there is no one else with enough space around for them.”

“How about Grandmother Edia? There is loads of
space at the estate, and school is a little closer than here.
Please. Can we ask her?”

Stefan
looked at the pleading face of his daughter. She grew up alone, and
he knew she had very few friends aside from Elizabeth and the
dragons. He never really understood her reluctance to make friends
with young people her own age, and neither did Alia.

He
smiled a little. “Alright, I will ask her,” he relented and got to
his feet to go to his study.

The
smiling face of his mother appeared. “Hello, Stefan. How are you?
And Alia and Erin?” she asked all in one breath.

He
smiled at Edia. “Hey Mum, they are well. We are all very well,
actually.” He paused as his mate and daughter joined him. They
waved to Edia and replied in the same positive tone when she asked
how they were.

“We have a slight problem,” he began and Edia turned her
attention back to him.

“Alia and I are going to Kryane for at least six moons and we
asked Géra if Erin could stay with them, since she has to finish
school. But the twins and the dragons don’t get along, so we
wondered if Erin and the dragons could stay with you?”

Edia
looked at Erin. “We still have livestock on the estate, Erin. Will
they be a threat to them?”

Erin
felt tears well up in her eyes as she nodded. “They are dragons,
Grandmother. They eat what we do and they sometimes hunt large
animals in the wild, so they will probably scare the livestock,”
she whispered.

She
turned away from the computer screen and walked outside, tears
running down her face. Sitting down on the stairs, she dropped her
head in her hands.

Briána
growled at Vésic to stop teasing her when she saw Erin. He frowned
at his mate, but he also became concerned when he heard Erin
crying. They both touched her arm with their noses.

Why are you crying?

My parents have to go away. I cannot go with them, but there
is nowhere for me to stay where I can also take you with
me.

The two
dragons looked at each other. Once they were mated, they became
inseparable, but they loved Erin and didn’t want to be away from
her either. The two wolf dragons sat down next to her, not knowing
what else they could say or do to comfort her.

“Erin!”

Rubbing
the back of her hands over her eyes, she turned at the voice. The
dragons watched as she slowly got to her feet and went into the
house. Her parents were still in Stefan’s study. “Yes,
Mum?”

They
were smiling and she sensed that something had changed. Alia waved
her over to stand with her in front of the computer screen again.
“Hello, Erin,” she heard the voice and saw the face of Elizabeth
Storm.

“Hey, Elizabeth,” she replied, not sure about the sudden
change in her parents.

“I sensed your distress, so I called and talked to your
parents, and they told me about your dragons. May I offer a
suggestion?”

Erin
nodded, wiping the last of her tears from her cheeks.

“You can stay with us. I know we live in Sera,
but I know of a safe place where Briána and Vésic can stay when we
work, and when we go to Akan on our rest days,
you can see them. So it is perhaps not the ideal solution, but you
don’t have to say goodbye to them this way,” she
explained.

Erin
smiled widely. “Where will they be staying?”


Elizabeth shook her head. “I am sorry, I cannot tell you now,
but I can vow to you that they will be safe.”

“I understand. Thank you so much,” she responded.

Stefan
smiled at his daughter. “One more thing. If you do not do your
school work properly, or if you upset Elizabeth or Randall, I give
Elizabeth my fullest cooperation for whatever punishment she
decides to administer, young lady,” he said sternly.

Erin nodded. Even though she sensed that he was serious, she
knew they were both upset about leaving her behind on
Xa'an.
She hugged both her parents before waving to
Elizabeth and running outside. She almost knocked the dragons over
as she ran down the stairs and wrapped her arms around them.
Quickly, she told them what Elizabeth said. They smiled
apprehensively. Even though they were glad to stay close to her,
they were afraid of Randall Storm, since he was a dragon warrior.
Among dragons, he was known as a blood dragon. The times when
Elizabeth and Randall came to visit them at the house, the two wolf
dragons kept their distance.

Erin sat
down with them, understanding their concern. “There is no reason to
fear him. Elizabeth is his master, and the only time he gets really
upset is when someone is trying to hurt her. Otherwise, he is a
very nice man and a very good friend.”

Briána
tilted her head to one side.

He is the friend of the man who wants to be your
mate?

Erin had
given up trying to explain that Adrian’s touching her did not mean
that he wanted to be her mate. Sighing, she nodded. “Yes, he is
Adrian’s friend.”

Her excitement about the celebration the next day was
returning. Aside from her two school friends, she asked that Alia
only invite the family and their closest adult friends, including
Adrian. Her school friends had their sixteenth birthdays earlier in
the sun cycle, and they were promised to each
other.She smiled to herself. The day the
three of them met in the first level at school, she knew they were
going to fall in love. It was one of the things of having second
sight that she enjoyed. She had learnt that what she sees is not
absolute, since things can change, so she never tells people what
she sees. Although when she sees people falling in love or being
joined, or sometimes sharing pleasure, it is not too difficult to
ensure that they meet or spend time together.


Elizabeth was the only one who really knew about the extent
of her visions and the dread she felt when she accidentally touched
someone. Extremely gifted with the sense of perception, Elizabeth
was the only one who really understood the extent of her fear. She
has learnt from Elizabeth that people fear the future just as much
as she feared touching them, so she kept many things to herself,
only talking to Elizabeth if she needed to talk to
someone.

She went
back into the house to see if Alia needed her to help with the
preparations for the next day.






* *
*






Erin
woke up to her parents' smiling faces. After wishing her a blessed
birthday, Alia handed her a small gift-wrapped box. Erin frowned.
With all the commotion yesterday, she had forgotten to try and
sense what they were planning on giving her. It was going to be a
real surprise this time.

“Come on, open it,” Stefan urged.

Ripping
the paper away, she gasped when she opened the box. It held a pair
of earrings and a gold necklace, set with aquamarines the exact
same colour as her eyes. She jumped out of bed. “Wow,” she
exclaimed. “This is gorgeous. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” she
said running to the mirror on her dressing table.

Alia
smiled as Stefan followed her to put the necklace around her neck.
Gently tucking the heavy hair behind her ear, he smiled at her
image. “Perfect,” he said as she spun around and hugged him, and
almost knocked Alia over when she hugged her as well.

She ran
back to the mirror. “Can I wear them tonight?”

Alia
also came to stand behind her daughter. “They will go perfectly
with your dress for the celebration.”

Erin
frowned. “The green dress is too dark, Mum. I don’t think it will
work,” she said, still turning this way and that to watch the stone
around her neck sparkle in the light.

Alia
pointed to the closet behind her. “Open the door,
honey.”

Erin
obeyed and then felt her knees wobble at the sight of the beautiful
dress that greeted her. It was pure white, and she reverently
touched the lace bodice on the ball gown. She turned around to look
at her parents. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

Alia put
her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “You are no longer a girl,
but a young woman, and people will see that when you wear this
dress. You better get ready for breakfast, as the hairdresser will
soon be here to do our hair for tonight,” she told her
smilingly.

After
hugging her parents again, Erin made for her bathroom. She stared
at herself in the small mirror above the wash basin. Aside from her
unusual eye colour, she had never thought of herself as a beauty.
Her eyes were large and very expressive. Too expressive, she
thought grimly, thinking back to Adrian’s reaction.

She
tucked the reddish blond hair behind her left ear as she turned her
face this way and that. She had smooth skin, thankfully spared from
the typical teenager skin problems, and high cheekbones with full
lips. She pursed them as she looked at herself. Her parents called
her a classic beauty, but she couldn’t see why.

Pulling
herself to her full height, which wasn’t that much, she turned to
peek at her profile. 'Not too bad,' she thought. She had a good
figure, and the only thing she wished for was to be taller. Like
T'ara and Elizabeth. They were both so graceful. Sighing, she
grabbed her toothbrush when Alia called to her to hurry
up.






* *
*






Erin
rubbed her hands together, making the gloves twist and untwist
around her fingers. Was he coming? She greeted everyone as they
entered the ballroom, but her eyes kept straying towards the
entrance.

It was
futile to keep her hopes up. All her friends reminded her that he
was older than her. He was hardly going to bother since he had
known her as a child, but still she couldn’t help it.

It might
be her only chance to be in his arms. She sighed inwardly. Everyone
knew how she felt, but she couldn’t stop her feelings just because
her head told her everyone was right.

Even
that more than embarrassing moment in the pet shop didn’t change
anything.

The next
moment, her breath stopped even as her heart started
racing.

Randall
and Elizabeth Storm entered the room, drawing the attention of
everyone as they usually did. They were a striking couple, and
wearing robes with dragons only added to the mystery of their
relationship. But their inner circle, assembled here for Erin’s
birthday, only waved and greeted them as they removed their
magician robes to reveal their lovely evening attire.

No, it
wasn’t the Storms that held her attention. He came. Following in
their tracks, Adrian entered the room, already holding out his dark
red robe to one of the staff.

From her
position in the receiving line, standing next to her mother, she
knew he would have to notice her. Would he see that she was no
longer a child? That she, like her two school friends, was old
enough to be mated?

She
minded her manners when Elizabeth enquired after her health, but
her eyes flicked to Adrian. Heat infused her cheeks, but she
managed to keep the nervousness wanting to explode in giggles under
control. It would not help her case if she acted like an
empty-headed fool.

“Adrian,” she acknowledged his greeting. “Thank you for
coming.”

If he
stared at her too long, nobody noticed, but she felt it. Was he
going to say anything?

“Save a dance for me, birthday girl,” was all he said before
moving away to let her grandmother Edia talk to her.


Swallowing hard at the knot in her throat, she hoped her
smile looked real and did not reveal her shock at his words. It was
bad enough that he was aware of her feelings; it wouldn’t do if
everyone else noticed as well. The mortification.

The look
Edia and then Alia gave her told her that she was only partially
successful, but by then everyone was getting distracted by the
first bell announcing the evening meal. Since she had helped with
the place settings, Erin made her way to the end of the long formal
dining table. Seated with her school friends and the Storms, she
relaxed a little.

Music
drifted across the ballroom when the small chamber orchestra struck
up the background to the evening meal conversation.

After
the first course, Stefan got to his feet.

“I promised Erin that I wasn’t going to make a long speech to
embarrass her in front of her friends,” he started making everyone
laugh, including Erin.

Alia
just shook her head at the comments the men threw back at
Stefan.

“That would be a first,” a voice chirped.

“For a diplomat,” another voice added.

Amid
more comments and laughter, Stefan managed to thank everyone for
coming, and wished Erin a happy and blessed birthday.

“Hear, hear!”

“To Erin!”

After
the toast, people resumed their seats and their conversations over
the second course.

Although
Stefan was the Peace Ambassador, Erin never mingled with people in
his professional life thanks to Alia. Her life had been as normal
as she could expect given her curse.

The meal
was excellent and the company more than enjoyable. She couldn’t
have wished for a more perfect party. The only times she felt sad
was when her eyes searched for Adrian, who sat on the opposite side
of the table, four chairs down. Too far to make conversation
necessary, and yet too close for her aching heart.

He
didn’t earn his reputation as the bachelor warrior for no reason.
It also reminded her that he wouldn’t even look at her as anything
more than a child, or worse a family friend.

Sunk in
her own morose thoughts, she didn’t notice that the third course
was served. Neither did she notice when her untouched plate was
replaced with the dessert course.

Only
when a warm hand landed on her shoulder did she blink and look
up.

Like
other magicians, except her aunt T'ara, Adrian wore black lenses to
protect non-magic folk from the power radiating from their
eyes.

She
blinked again when she noticed his other hand held out towards her,
palm up.

“Dance with me,” he said softly.

She bit
her lip and after a long moment, pulled on her discarded gloves
before taking his hand.


Following him towards the open area of the ballroom, she had
to wonder if this was such a good idea. But her heart was urging
her to enjoy at least one opportunity to be held in his arms, even
if it was a fleeting few minutes in view of many other
people.

Her ears
registered the fading of the song before another started up. It was
a long waltz. These lasted more than a few minutes and were usually
played during mating ceremonies to allow a couple to be together
for a while until they were separated to dance with other
people.

Her feet
followed his lead in the slow steps of the old fashioned music. She
was careful, however, to avoid his eyes. Since he was so much
taller, it wasn’t that difficult.

“Erin? Look at me,” he said, apparently not going to let her
nurse her pain in private.

She
glanced up expecting pity, but finding none in his expression. In
fact, his expression was so carefully bland that it only made her
feel worse.

When he
opened his mouth, she shook her head. “Don’t. Please. Just don’t. I
don’t want to hear about meeting someone my own age, or anything
else in a similar vein. It is bad enough that everyone feels sorry
for me. Let’s just finish the dance without making an issue about
it.”

Adrian’s
lips pressed together with displeasure.

Thinking
that his silence meant that he agreed, she dropped her gaze to his
chest and tried hard not to cry. It was torture to be close to him,
and yet she keenly felt the distance between them. How much longer
was this dance going to be?

“Erin,” he said quietly, “chin up. Don’t give people the
chance to pity you. No matter how you feel, don’t let people tell
you what is right for you.”

Her eyes
grew wide, but there was no teasing smirk on his lips. He might not
return her feelings, probably never would, but he wasn’t making
light of her situation.

She
blinked the threatening tears away and set her chin. “Thank
you.”

They
spent the rest of the dance making small talk, interspersed with
long silences, but she never allowed herself to show her feelings
again. It was hard keeping up the pretence that everything was
alright, but she managed even though her throat felt raw by the
time the dance ended.

At the
end, they bowed almost with a reluctance now that the torture was
actually over.

He took
her hand, and put a small gift-wrapped box in her palm. “Have a
blessed birthday, little one,” he said before leaning closer to
press a soft kiss to her cheek. The next moment he was
gone.

By the
time she recovered her senses, she knew he had left the house, not
only the ballroom.

“That was intense.”

‘You have no idea,’
she thought bitterly, but turned around to face
her friends with some semblance of a smile. Her face felt ready to
crack, so she pressed her lips together and clutched the gift so
hard it bit into her palm. Giving the pain its due, it hurt less
than her heart. She took a deep breath. But it wasn’t enough. Would
never be enough.

“I need some fresh air. Please excuse me for a few
minutes.”

A
concerned hand touched her arm. “Are you alright?”

Erin
nodded. “I am fine. Really,” she replied turning towards the
doorway, not allowing them the opportunity to see the lie in her
eyes.






* *
*






Outside,
the stars winked and twinkled as they always did. The night was
fragrant with the early season flowers. Erin didn’t notice the
pleasantness surrounding her. Her feet followed a well-trodden path
to a small pond at the end of the garden.

Two
sleepy wolf dragons watched her, but she told them to go back to
sleep. There wasn’t any comfort to be found in their company
tonight.

The moon
slid from behind a cloud as she reached the place where she
normally found some peace from the turmoil in her soul. She stood
there, staring at the ripples on the surface of the pond. Only when
she started to lose any feeling in her fingers did she relax her
hand around the gift.

Taking a
moment to flex the blood circulation back into her digits, she
pulled at the ribbon that held the lid of the tiny box in
place.

While it
was customary to give a girl jewellery for her sixteenth birthday,
the aquamarines glinting in the moonlight made her gasp for a
heartbeat before the tears escaped their prison. Lifting the silver
bracelet from its protective nest, sobs broke through the silence
of the night.






* *
*






Standing
in the shadows, Adrian knew he had made the biggest mistake of his
life when he gave her that bracelet. When he bought it, the day she
got the wolf dragons, he thought that it would please her since the
gemstones were the exact colour of her eyes.

Later in
the pet shop, he thought it was only a youthful infatuation on her
part, and the bracelet seemed like a good idea to soothe
her.

But
seeing the way her heart shattered when she opened the box, almost
broke him. He had never made any kind of promise to a woman, but
then he had never been this cruel either.

Movement
caught his eyes.

“Sweetie?”

Erin
tried to dry her eyes with the gloves, but it made no difference to
the sobs escaping from her chest.

“Come here.”

Alia
wrapped her daughter in her arms and held her tight as more tears
came.

“Not all love is meant to be,” he heard her words drift over
the water.

Erin
lifted her head to look at her mother’s face. “But does it have to
hurt so much?”

Alia
cupped her cheeks. “Sometimes it does, sweetie. Remember when I
told you about your birth?”

Erin
nodded. “Yes. You said that you were happy Dad brought me home,
even if you didn’t give birth to me.”

Alia
smiled. “It is still true you know. But that love hurt too, because
I felt like a failure that your Dad had to be with another woman
when we were together.”

Erin
sniffed, although she wasn’t crying anymore. “It’s not the
same.”

Alia
sighed and wrapped one arm around Erin’s shoulders. “You are right,
of course. My point is just that love can hurt no matter how good
his intentions were. Adrian didn’t mean to hurt you, sweetheart. He
may not be the one for you, and only time will tell who your mate
will be someday. Will you promise me something?”

“What?”

“Promise me that you will not make him feel bad about
this.”

Erin
nodded, looking down at the delicate chain resting in her palm. “I
promise.”

“And another thing...promise me you will not let another
chance at love pass you by, no matter how much it may hurt to let
this one go.”

Adrian
watched Erin bite her lip. “I don’t know,” she replied
softly.

“Just think about it.”

“Alright.”

Alia
hugged Erin before taking her hand. “Good. Now, chin up. Let’s go
fix your face. Chef made those little truffles you like so much to
serve with coffee, and we shouldn’t miss that.”


Impulsively, Erin stepped forward and hugged Alia.

“Love you, Mum.”

Alia
smiled and surreptitiously wiped a tear from her own cheek. “Love
you too, sweetheart. With all my heart.”

Erin
pulled back with a grin. “Except with the part that belongs to
Dad.”

Alia laughed as they fell into step back towards the house.
“Sometimes, I think I love you
with that part too.”






* *
*






Adrian’s
smile faded as the women’s voices faded into the night.

With
slow steps he followed, but turned away from the house towards the
exit of the estate. It would have been awkward to go back
inside.

At the
transport terminal, he remembered that he left his robe behind. It
didn’t matter, since he wore his shields and he had another at
home.

Inside
the transport, he picked a seat far away from the late-night
commuters.

He
rubbed his eyes. How could he have been so stupid? As a detective
with the security service, it was his job to observe people, so how
did he miss the depth of Erin’s feelings?

All he
knew was that he didn’t return her feelings. Maybe it was just an
infatuation after all. She was still so young, and could easily
meet someone else and forget about him.

He
rubbed his neck and got to his feet when the transport reached the
main terminal in Ikea.

He
enjoyed women, and had no intention of settling down anytime soon,
if ever. His footsteps echoed on the empty street before he turned
into his building.

Alia had
that part right; it was not his intention to hurt Erin. He hoped
she would eventually look upon the gift as a sweet memory and
nothing more.

He
stripped and stepped into the shower. He still felt bad about what
he had done, but there was no point dwelling on it any more. He
removed his lenses and got down to the business of
bathing.



 Chapter 2


The days
following the party, Erin went to school and helped her parents
pack the things they would need for their stay on Kryane. She also
packed her own clothes and school books and two new journals she
had bought. But since her birthday, she had no desire to write in
her journal; unable to forget what happened at the
party.

Since
she also studied music at school, her electronic piano was the only
thing that had to be specially packed for shipping to Sera. She
would practise on workdays, so she could go with Elizabeth and
Randall to Akan on their rest days to visit the wolf dragons. She
was going to miss seeing them every day.

The soft
glint of her birthday gifts caught her eye. Her school allowed
girls to wear pieces of jewellery like this, but it was hard. Even
the pieces from her parents reminded her of Adrian. With a sigh,
she returned to sorting through the things she needed to take with
her.

Ten days
after her birthday, her dreams changed. They were no longer the
sweet dreams of a girl in love. Instead they became the nightmares
of war.

For the
ninth night in a row, Erin woke soaked in sweat with tears rolling
down her cheeks. She had always known she was different, but this
went beyond her wildest imagination.

“What if these dreams are real?” she whispered into the dark
room, wiping at her cheeks.

A tiny
glow appeared on her bed, making her eyes go wide. The glow faded
until a tiny human with wings, no less, stood there watching her
with a smile.

Erin
frowned and leant closer. “Are you real?”

The tiny being smiled and nodded. His — or was it her? ― lips were moving,
but Erin couldn’t hear anything, despite the quiet of the night.
When the tiny being reached a hand out, Erin didn’t hesitate to do
the same.

When the
being touched her, she had the oddest sensation, but it was over so
fast, she couldn’t define the feeling.

The next
moment, a full-sized human, with wings, was standing on her
bed.

Erin
scooted back a bit.

“Oops!” the stranger said as the unstable surface moved to
make her lose her balance. Luckily, she caught herself and landed
on the bed instead of the floor.

Erin
couldn’t help the giggle that escaped her. A soft laugh joined her.
Then Erin’s eyes went saucer-wide and she reached for the bed side
lamp.

“Aunt Emlé?”

The
older woman nodded as she adjusted her clothing after the
semi-fall. “Yes, it’s me.”

“But what are you doing here? And why do you have wings? And
why...?”

Emlé
held up her hand to stop the barrage of questions. “It is a long
story, but one that I need to tell you.”

Erin
shook her head and then nodded. She frowned slightly when an
unknown awareness, a knowing, filtered through her mind. “I don’t
have a choice, do I?”

Emlé
took Erin’s hand between hers. “We always have a choice, but you
have never been one to shirk her duty.”

The young woman pressed her lips together. Even though she
had known Emlé as the mate of Uncle Adasius, the leader of the
ancient Magicians’ Order on Xa'an, Erin sensed another level of connection with
the older woman.

“Duty?”

Emlé
nodded.

“Alright,” Erin conceded, sitting back, but eyeing Emlé with
rapt attention. “Please tell me. What is going on?”

Shifting
to a more comfortable position, Emlé settled in to start her
tale.


* *
*


“So I can see the future, but I cannot explain it to someone
because that somehow distorts the vision. Since what I see is real,
I need to relay the vision and for that to work, I have to touch
someone of the planet where I am living; I assume Xa'an in this
case.

“The touching will then activate the visions in a way that the
person I am touching can interpret what I see. I will bond with him
or her, making them my Protector,” Erin summarised what Emlé told
her.

Emlé
nodded.

“Can I pick anyone to touch?”

“Unfortunately not. The choice is made for you, but deep down
you know who the person will be. There are prophecies that people
use to help them believe ―”

“Prophecies? How?”

Emlé
smiled. “In truth, they were visions written down by another such
as you. She loved poetry and wrote them down in rhyme.”

“What do you mean another like me? Am I not human?”

Emlé
took Erin’s hands in hers. “You are human and you are not. I know
it sounds odd, but I will explain. Later.”

She let
go and got to her feet; on the floor this time. “You need to rest
and give your brain a chance to assimilate everything I told you. I
will come back tomorrow night and then we can talk some
more.”

Erin
frowned. “Why not tell me everything right now? I am not
tired.”

Emlé
rested a hand on her shoulder. “I am here purely to help your mind
to start remembering things it already knows. If I tell you
everything, it will not help your memories. Your brain works better
when you sleep, and your body needs rest to function properly.
Don’t worry, I will be back. Sleep well.”

Before
Erin could find another argument, Emlé put her fingertips together
on her forehead and vanished into the night.

She
slipped down under the covers again, convinced that she wouldn’t be
able to sleep after that bombshell. But her brain and body knew
better, and it wasn’t long before she slipped into a deep dreamless
sleep.


* *
*


The next
night Emlé returned as she had promised. Since Erin expected her to
return, the surprise was not as great. Once the size of a human,
wings notwithstanding, Emlé made herself comfortable on the
bed.

“Tonight, I will tell you about the
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