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Prologue
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A heavy golden fog enveloped the entire area.

I had lost sight of everyone I loved. This was happening! I was going to lose everyone and everything I’d grown to love. I prepared myself to arrive back in Oregon. I didn’t want to go back. I wanted to stay here with Cassius.

“Aurora!” The first shout came from Cassius. His voice will forever be imprinted in my heart. My eyes stung from my need to see him. His voice was quickly followed by Evver, Kabex, Shia, Reber, and even Areit.

I wanted to answer them, but my voice was frozen in the thick gold fog. I couldn’t move— couldn’t speak its tendrils had wrapped themselves around me. The same way an octopus squeezes the life out of their prey. 

It was slowly killing me.

Shouts continued, their levels of distress rising. 

When I thought my sanity wouldn’t survive it any longer, the fog started to dissipate. The air was starting to clear. Hundreds of drops of golden goo still clung to my skin. The evergreen trees were streaked with the golden sap creating a shimmering effect. Its beauty should have stolen my attention, but the reality was... I was still in Paradan.

How?

My confusion didn’t matter...my gaze was glued to Cassius and his red-rimmed eyes. At first, he was frozen in place; disbelief weighed heavy on his features. 

Then when his beautiful eyes met mine, it was as if his legs couldn’t move toward me quickly enough. Slipping several times on the golden goo, he scrambled to close the distance between us. I remained frozen in place. 

Was this just a dream?

If it was, I didn’t want to wake up. Reaching me at record speed, “You’re here? I don’t understand.” Tears fell down his perfect face. “You’re here.” He repeated in disbelief. “You wished to go home. You’re supposed to be at— home.”

I laughed gently.

“Silly boy, I’m already home.” He raised his eyebrows in confusion. “Haven’t you figured it out by now? Wherever you are, is my home.”

He made a noise—it was as if his entire being sighed in relief. Sweeping me in his arms our lips met and I knew I was truly home.
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Chapter 1
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​We all made the return journey back to the castle, together.

Cassius and I decided to ride Darant back to Paradan with the others, instead of flying, so we could all enter our home together. 

United as a family. 

Evver’s arms were entwined securely around my waist, and she wasn’t going to let go of me anytime soon. It felt strange walking in on Cassius’ arm. Strange, yet wonderful. On our way in, I noticed new details I had overlooked before. The cobblestone walkways had grass growing up between the cracks. For a brief second, it reminded me of the Wishing Well. In the real world, the moss overtook the crumbling bricks, destroying the foundation. 

While here it only added to the beauty.  

Evver was on the other side of me. Her grip hadn’t loosened once, since the moment her tiny feet had reached me. We were surrounded by our friends and his family. Watching everyone bow to him was chilling and exhilarating at the same time. 

I made my choice. Paradan was my home now. 

When I had been looking into the well, about to make my impossible wish, I knew I could never leave those I loved here.  

What would my life be like here? I wasn’t sure.

All I was sure of, was that I wanted Cassius and Evver to be part of my life.

Forever.

I would do anything to ensure this, even if I had to scrub the castle floors just to be near them— I would do it. As we walked the cobblestone walkways leading to the looming castle, I was surprised at the small changes I saw taking place. While it would have seemed insignificant to anyone else, it was heartwarming to me. There were giants in the town square laughing and talking with several humans. Near them were fairies flying around the local market. 

It reminded me of my dream. 

It was true; the residue of Tommit’s wicked shadow still clung to Paradan, but people were starting to emerge from the darkness. I couldn’t help it, I smiled.

“What is it?” Cassius asked with a smile of his own.

“I’m happy.”

Leaning down he kissed me gently. “Me too, my love.”
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When we arrived at the castle, we were welcomed with joyful tears and cheers of celebration. Things had already changed so much at the castle in just a short time; I was surprised at how busy it was becoming. 

​People were bustling in every hallway. They were prepping for the coronation that had been planned for Cassius, in two moons.  It was going to be followed by a huge feast for both kingdoms. The feast was also a way to cement the new relationship between Paradan and Fara. Many felt great relief knowing the two kingdoms were no longer feuding. Princess Aura had stayed behind and was relishing her time taking care of all the arrangements.
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Aura never had the chance to do anything for Cassius before today.

Now she felt a frantic need to make up for all the missed time. 

All the time she had spent staring at the pathway where her son spent his childhood years she never imagined life would bring her here. It was a dream, becoming a reality, to share these moments with her son.
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The castle was buzzing. Cassius upon learning his true heritage, gave the entire staff the option to stay or go. After the agony most endured with Tommit, he wanted them to serve at the castle because they wanted to. Not because they were being forced to—by a monster. Strangely, not a single member of the staff fled with his words of release. 

Even more volunteered. 

This didn’t surprise me, but it had shocked him. I knew anyone who had ever come in contact with him would line up to help Cassius rebuild the kingdom. It had gotten to the point where the castle was being overwhelmed with offers of help. My past insecurities weighed heavy on me, and I continued to feel like I was in the way. Cassius was spending many long hours with King Calan preparing to take the throne. He only had days to learn what he should have been learning his entire life. During this time, I spent endless hours getting to know his sister Ember. Thankfully, she was as easy to love as, Evver, and just as much of a spitfire. 

Sadly, there was still no word about their missing mother. 

This made all of us a little anxious. 

Over the past few days, many who had been previously thought dead appeared at the castle. While some families were reunited, there were still others hoping and praying to be blessed by the same miracle. Life was trying to resume to pre-Tommit days. Homes were being rebuilt all over the kingdom. Everyone was returning to their previous neighborhoods. Building was going quickly. It reminded me of the days when people used to gather and build a barn in a matter of hours. Here the only difference was they were being built by giants, trolls, dwarves, fairies, and humans. King Calan had many from his kingdom offer to stay behind to help with the rebuilding.

The work went quickly and smoothly.
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There was so much to do. Sadly, word returned to the castle, that most of those in hiding didn’t believe Tommit had fallen. 

They were certain it was a ruse to lure them out of their safely constructed hide-a-ways. No amount of pleading or promises of a new freedom could change their minds. 

We were all hopeful it would change—soon.

As for the task of feeding, clothing, and housing the displaced—it was daunting. King Calan offered any resources within his grasp. Cassius was grateful to have him to look to. He remained unsure about how he felt towards Princess Aura. Thankfully, she wasn’t pushing him. Right now, there were too many things rushing through his mind. Trying to focus on the possibilities of their relationship was inconceivable at this time. 
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Lote was scrambling. She spent the past few days hiding out in one of the storage rooms. She was terrified; she was still uncertain if anyone had discovered her link to Drayben and Tommit.  Never, would she have guessed, that the stable boy would turn out to be the rightful king. She planned to ingratiate herself with the new power. Soon she would prove herself indispensable. Maybe, she would even have more power than before. The thought had her salivating. Was there a possibility she could even fly out in the open again?

Euphoria flooded her body, while she envisioned her new future.
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Princess Aura made her way toward Cassius and Calan.

They were waiting for an update on the final preparations for the upcoming feast and coronation. The thought of her son gaining the role of king warmed her. She wished Windom would have lived to see this day. Part of her heart longed for her lost love. 

So much of her life had been lost, to the pain, the sorrow she had cocooned herself in after losing Cassius and Windom. Desperation rushed through her veins; she didn’t want to waste another moment of her life. After all of these wasted years— she had her son back.

It was true, the relationship was new and uneasy.

​It would take time for Cassius to forgive her. Love would come later. She was all right with that. It was time she would use to get to know him and earn his trust, his love. It was evident she was going to have to earn Aurora’s trust and love as well. It wouldn’t be proper for her not to get along with Cassius’ future bride. Her heart warmed when she entered the room and saw the two men she loved more than her own life ensconced in conversation. Each bowed out of respect as she approached.

“Aura,” Calan said with a smile.

“I’ve brought an update on the preparations.” She offered timidly.

“How are things going?” Fara’s king asked.

“Wonderful. We are ahead of schedule. I believe we will be ready before daybreak.” Aura responded proudly.

“I am certain it is due to your kind hand.” Aura felt her face flush. She was unaccustomed to receiving compliments from anyone other than her brother. However, to hear the words of kindness coming from her own child, had her heart swelling. She wondered if her ribcage could contain it.

“Thank you, Cassius.”

“Now is there anything else we need to go over before we adjourn?” Calan asked differing to his nephew.
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“I believe you may have already guessed, but I intend to make Aurora my wife.” A knowing smile passed between Calan and Aura. “I was hoping to propose before the coronation. This way, we will have even more reasons for Paradan to celebrate.” 

“Congratulations, Cassius. Aurora is a lovely young woman.” Aura said with a warm smile.

“Wonderful!” Calan bellowed as he slapped his nephew on the back.
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“Great. Why don’t we meet back here just after dinner? We can take care of any problems then.” Nodding in agreement they all went off to finish their mounting lists of things needing to be taken care of. 

Cassius rushed off, anxious to find Aurora.
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Chapter 2
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I was busy in the kitchen. 

​While everyone seemed to have plenty to keep them active, I was growing weary of doing nothing. So I made my way, to the warmth of the heart of the castle—the kitchen. Shia and the others were busy making alonet bread. It reminded me of twisted cinnamon bread, but as far as I knew, they didn’t have cinnamon here. 

The whole place smelled heavenly. 

Today they were doing over one hundred loaves. It was an enormous undertaking. There didn’t seem to be enough hands available in the kitchen.  I jumped to help and was currently covered in flour. My hair was a wreck, but I was having fun. The room was filled with laughter, and it felt wonderful. While it was true the staff had been reacting strongly toward Cassius, I was still only Aurora, their friend. Their equal.

Simit was making his idea of jokes.

I personally didn’t get any of them. 

Yet, I laughed right along with the others. Any remaining tension was magically released from my knotted shoulders. It was nice to feel normal for a change— human even. I laughed at the thought, as I was surrounded in a tiny room by people, and I was the only human. My hands were elbow-deep in dough kneading when Cassius entered the room. 

The laughter froze.

Suddenly, everyone was busying themselves with mundane tasks. A loud burst of laughter broke the moment. We all turned toward the contagious deep sound. 

Cassius got a good look at me. I felt my skin flush in the all-familiar manner. My first instinct was to reach up and fix my haphazard hair. When I reached my face it dawned on me, that I’d forgotten my hands were covered in dough. Now my face was also covered in dough.

Cassius made his way toward me.

His eyes were blazing. I felt self-conscious having him look at me like this in front of so many; especially where I was currently covered in dough. He dropped down on both of his knees, it seemed strange to me, but there were gasps from the room. I looked around to see tears starting to form in my friend’s eyes. ​Some were hunched over in anticipation; others held their hands together as if they were offering up a sudden prayer.

My gaze turned back toward Cassius.

His eyes were burning with a fierce fire I had only seen once before. 

Love filled his face.

“Aurora. I have known, from the minute you walked into this room, that very first night we met, that our paths would be intertwined. My heart was yours for the taking, the moment my eyes touched yours. I would have never guessed the journey that would bring us to this very moment.” My body was trembling. I suddenly knew why everyone was so caught up in the moment. 

How was it they knew before I did?

“Aurora, I love you. With all that I am, my heart beats for you and only you, I only breathe because I know you are in my world. I would be lost without you—marry me? Join me at the Wishing Tree?”

My heart stopped.

For the second time in weeks, I was being asked to be the queen of Paradan, but this time was nothing like when Tommit informed me of my choice. The man I loved was kneeling before me, offering me his heart and all of his love. I had made my choice when I made my wish, Paradan, never to return to Oregon and my normal life. 

Now it was time to start living this life. 

Never in my wildest dreams, would I have entertained the idea of marriage at the age of seventeen, in the real world, but life was different here.

I was different.  

My thoughts rushed through my mind in a blink of an eye. Only I noticed my pause; Cassius' eyes were glistening with tears. I nodded my head not trusting my swelling throat. 

The entire room erupted in cheers. I couldn’t hear any of them, because Cassius chose that moment to lift me in the air and whisper the words “I love you” in my ear.

Then with the utmost tenderness, he leaned down, and his lips found mine.
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​I was thankful, that Cassius had given me the chance to change and clean up before we spread the word of our engagement. He told me he planned on proposing later tonight, but couldn’t help himself when he saw me covered in dough. 

I didn’t think that part was very funny. 

Neither of us could wait to share the news with Evver and Ember. I only hoped they wouldn’t be upset for missing watching it unfold. Both of us had sworn the staff to secrecy before leaving the kitchen.

It was hard to understand most of their promises, considering most of them were still crying over the news. They couldn’t wait to share it with the others. Cassius did his best to threaten them, but it was hard to take him too seriously when he was grinning like the Cheshire cat. 

Evver and Ember were given adjoining rooms not far from mine. Now I was clean and wearing a deep emerald-green dress.

It was the same color as the cloak Evver had made for me. It was simple yet, lovely. A scoop neckline led to my covered shoulders. I was happy about that. Then my sleeves were fitted to my elbows and then opened up and V-shapes. A belt made out of the same fabric was fastened around my waist.  A cutout in a V-shape began at my waist and led to my floor. In the cut-out was golden embroidered fabric. The fabric was so soft, and I loved it. 

I wondered who had made it; it was so different from the other dresses I had been forced to wear for Tommit. My hair was down and fell free.  

When I stepped out of my room, Cassius was there waiting for me. His eyes flashed with heat when he saw me. 

It caused a back draft of flames cascading through my heart. I tried to look away to hide my growing red cheeks, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from his face. He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around my waist. With his trembling lips, he pressed his lips to my forehead. Ragged breaths brushed against my skin sending chills dancing along my spine. No words were needed. Cassius reached down and took my quivering hand. Then he led me down the hallway. 

I could feel the joy flowing off of him.

I wanted to bottle this moment.

​In my lifetime, I never thought that this sort of happiness was a possibility for me, especially when I thought my future was—Tommit. We arrived at their doorway. He turned and smiled at me, then used his free hand to brush the hair from my face.

“Ready?” I nodded still not trusting my voice.

Cassius reached up and knocked on the heavy door. I could hear giggling coming from the other side. It was so nice to be able to hear the sounds of Evver finally being happy. She was safe and with her family, I couldn’t ask for more. 

The laughter ended and the door slowly opened. When she saw it was the two of us, she squealed. Taking her tiny arms and wrapping them around us.

“How’s my little birdie?” Cassius asked, and she grinned at his words.

“Wonderful. We are having the best time. Did you know they even put new clothes for us in our rooms?” Cassius turned and gave me a sideways glance. I would be willing to bet he had done all he could to make his sisters happy. 

Another reason I loved him. I turned to see Ember twirling in a beautiful gold dress. Her smile was contagious. 

“You both look wonderful.” Cassius’ voice was rough with emotion.

“Come in.” Evver grabbed my hand and pulled us into her new room. Ember rushed to us and pulled us up into another hug. Evver followed suit and we all stood there for a few minutes just happy to be together. We pulled apart and stood silent for the briefest of seconds.

“We have news.” I loved how Cassius said “we”. Ember and Evver looked at each other and for a second I could see fear flash across their features. 

“It’s good news.” My words had their tension melting from their features.

“Good?” Cassius asked playing offended. “It’s wonderful news. No more bad news allowed in Paradan anymore, after all, I am the king.” 

He stood tall, his shoulders strong. His smirk caused us all to laugh. Ever smiled her hands clenched in anticipation.

“SO?”

Cassius reached down and took one of my hands in both of his. Then with a soft smile, he spoke. “We’re...engaged.”

I knew there would be yelling, but the squeals of delight threatened to burst my throbbing eardrums. They both threw themselves at us; tears of joy flowed freely from us all. Ember grabbed my left hand, in search of the ring, I assumed. 

It was empty, of course.

“Where is it?” She asked annoyance ringing heavily in her voice. A flash of guilt passed Cassius' face.

“Well, I haven’t got that far yet.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a simple wooden ring. Both girls were awed at its simple appearance. “This is our mother’s ring. Our father carved it out of a small piece of the Wishing tree.”

My eyes widened at the mention of the mystical tree. 

It was stunning! 

Almost ebony in color with intricate flower carvings that wrapped around the entire ring. I thought of the hours it must have taken Cassius’ father to carve something so delicate. Tears blurred my view. I felt Cassius’ warm hands hold my trembling fingers still. 

Sliding on the ring, he leaned closer to me and then kissed me gently.
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Chapter 4
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​I couldn’t remember being happier than I am right now.

Was it possible to be this happy? My chest burned with love for my new family. We were sitting in the throne room. Cassius still didn’t sit on the throne yet. He eyed it warily. Waiting for King Calan, we sat enjoying the peace. Ember and Evver rushed off to share the news with all of their friends. I was fine with them being the ones to share the news. 

I still wondered how their friends and family would accept me. After all, it was only days ago that I was preparing to marry Tommit. My hand rested in Cassius’. His fingers drawing invisible patterns over and over on my warm skin. Just the simple touch of his fingers had me flushed. I wanted to kiss him but felt it would be out of place with others watching us.

Guards were mingling in the room waiting with us.

I wished we didn’t have an audience.

King Calan entered the room; he had only one other man with him. He reminded me of someone. I couldn’t place it, and knew it was going to bother me until I placed his face. Calan looked defeated. I didn’t understand his demeanor. He walked slowly, each step taking longer and longer to reach us. It reminded me of when I had walked down the hallways with Drayben, on my way to marry a monster. 

My stomach sank. Something was wrong—very wrong. 

I felt like I was going to be sick. The next few moments the world around me moved into slow motion. 

Evver and Ember skipped through one of the closed doors. Their joy was overwhelming. They giggled as they made their way toward us. This only caused King Calan to slow further.

Cassius sensed my muscles tighten. 

He looked at me, questions dancing in his icy blue eyes.

“What?” Was the only word he uttered before we were encircled by his giddy sisters.

“Everyone is thrilled! Can we start planning now?” Ember glowed as she spoke.

​“I want to help make your dress!” Evver offered. Tears fought against the backside of my eyes. Ember started speaking again, but all I could focus on was King Calan’s face. Everything else was white noise. Cassius laughed at his over-eager sisters. 

“Whoa!” Put his hands up to stave off their giddy advance. “There is plenty of time to make all of those decisions. Give Aurora a day to breathe” He laughed. Had he not noticed the tension in his uncle’s frame? How could he miss it? Calan stopped walking only steps from us. 

“Alright, but you have to promise we get to help!” Evver pleaded. Turning to her I forced a smile.

“Of course, you will help. I promise.” My words were forced, and I could feel the tension building in Cassius’ muscular arms. His gaze turned to my face, searching for the location of my new stress. I glanced toward Calan. For the first time, he could see the tightened muscles, the forced smile, and the pain in his eyes. Turning toward him, he took a breath before speaking.

“What’s wrong?”

It was a simple question. I was certain his answer would be anything other than easy for any of us. Calan paused, perhaps to find the best way to tell us. The man behind him had an uneasy smirk. I didn’t like him already. Just as he opened his mouth to speak, Areit entered the throne room with Princess Aura. They were speaking in hushed tones and didn’t seem upset.

Maybe it wasn’t so bad?

Aura smiled when she saw us. I was slowly getting to know her—I liked her. It was obvious she had suffered a great deal in her life. I hoped her suffering was over. Areit smiled at me and then glowered at the man behind King Calan. He didn’t approve of him being here. It was easy to read his obvious dislike for the new observer. If Areit didn’t like him, I was guessing I wasn’t going to like him much either. Areit seemed to be able to read people. He could see their true intent, easily. 

Something I hated, but could appreciate if it warned me of the bad guys.

“How are you, son?” Aura said, stumbling over the word son. She had only called Cassius’ son one other time, and it was
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