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      It starts with a request.

      

      Reaching out to the Azure family is difficult, but I’m not sure what else to do. My kingdom is under threat from a traitor. One of my lakes is dying and with it, the magic. I’m alone ruling this land with no family to help.

      

      When Elliott arrives to offer his assistance instead of his brother, it throws me off balance. I haven’t forgotten my previous encounter with the handsome prince. Now he’s in my home, his bedroom next to mine. Temptation right on my doorstep.

      

      I’ve ruled this land—my home—for years. I’m one of the most powerful women in the realm. Yet, I can’t stop what’s happening here on my own.

      

      Elliott may not have been who I expected, but I’m grateful he’s here. He’s a strong knight who will stop at nothing to keep me safe.

      

      Our connection grows every day. But as with everything in my life, nothing comes easily.

      

      Lives are lost. Hearts are shattered.

      

      In the darkest hour, fate proves that everything does happen for a reason.
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      Elliott

      "And if I refuse to go?"

      "You aren't allowed to refuse," Dad says to me in a hard tone. "I know this isn't what you wanted to do today, but I think you'll enjoy it."

      "Enjoy hunting with Sage? Never."

      "You need to catch the fix who has been destroying our berries. There are hardly any left.”

      I grumble and stomp off toward the stable. This is ridiculous. Oliver Sage is going to hunt with me. Of all people, it had to be the knight I've always considered an enemy. Sure, he married my sister and is now part of our family, but I still haven't warmed up to him the way my brothers have. Luke acts like he's a long-lost friend every time he sees him. Maybe it's because he's relieved by the fact that he will never pursue his wife, Alison, again. Whatever the case may be, it should be Luke out here with Sage, not me. I have a feeling my sister had something to do with this. Addison is always looking for ways to get me to bond with her husband. It hasn't worked in the past. I have no idea why it would now.

      When I reach the stable, the scent of hay and sweet feed drifts to me. My boots clack over the grey stone floor as I walk toward my steed. The doors to each stall are made of a heavy wood and slide effortlessly to the side when pushed. My horse neighs and paws her hoof on the ground, ready to come out and have some fun. She's a beautiful golden-coated mare with a white mane. She's almost identical to Addi's horse, but mine has a white spot between her eyes. She's already tacked and ready to go. Putting my foot in the stirrup, I lift myself and swing my other leg over her back. Once I'm settled with the reins in my hands, we start the slow trot to the front of the castle.

      Guards are stationed on either side of the heavy gate, which is raised. The only time it comes down is when we are under immediate threat or if we are fighting a war.

      The horse's hooves clop over the stone bridge that crosses high above the water surrounding the castle. When I reach the end of the bridge, Oliver is waiting for me. His back is straight, and his hunter green shirt matches the trees in the distance, which separate our lands. His bay horse rears up as we approach. Oliver pats his neck to calm him. Addison is already inside the castle. She’ll spend time with our family while we’re out.

      "Are you sure you're up for this, Sage?" I call out to Oliver.

      "My bow is ready, and my quiver is stocked with arrows. The question is, are you?"

      "It's a fix or two. It didn’t require you to ride here from Pine to assist me."

      He laughs. "We both know this has nothing to do with you needing help taking out a few fix."

      "You're right." I continue past him on my way toward the woods, which lie at the far end of the Azure land.

      Oliver doesn't move from his spot. Turning, I halt my horse and glare at him. "Are you coming? I don't mind leaving you here. In fact, I prefer it. You can catch up with Wesley. I hear he's been itching to have a conversation with you."

      Wes was my sister's love interest until Oliver came along, and they started sharing dreams or whatever it is they do. I honestly don't understand it. Luke and Alison were able to share dreams, but it was minimal at best. Oliver and Addison are more in tune with one another and able to visit each other’s dreams easily. Maybe it's because there isn't a woman in my life who I've shared such a strong connection with. Either way, I have no desire to find out. I'm content being on my own.

      I’m second-in-command of our Elite and army. Our Elite is a group of ten men, Luke and me included, who serve to protect the royal family. Yes, Luke and I are part of that family. We happily protect them. Family is very important to us. We are also the strongest and bravest men we have fighting for our kingdom. We train daily, and our skills are unmatched. Though, if anyone were to ask Sage, he'd say he's of the same caliber as us. I haven't fought him in war, but others have and said he was quite capable. At least he has the skills to help protect my sister since they reside under Reid’s rule in the Pine Kingdom.

      A slow grin spreads over Oliver's face. "You said I was right. I’m not sure those words have ever left your mouth before, pertaining to me. We really are making progress, young Azure."

      I scowl at him and turn toward the forest. What I wouldn't give to nock one of these arrows on my back and let it fly toward him. Or better yet, if I had my sword with me... Too bad I had to leave it back at the castle. There will be no catching a fix with a sword.

      Our horses traverse through the forest. Downed trees are scattered about, covered in moss. Sticks crunch under the horse’s hooves. Wephals, with their rich, brown fur and bushy tails, skitter about the forest floor. They are bitty creatures, no bigger than the palm of my hand, and they can run fast. We aren't hunting for them, however. We are after a fix or two. I'm not sure how many are out here pilfering from our land, but they need to be taken care of. We can't afford to lose more of our precious fruit. We count on it to trade with other kingdoms and feed our people.

      With the peace treaties in place with all the kingdoms in the realm, we have to ensure we stay on good terms with the people we trade with. The lives of those in our kingdom depend on it. And these fix are not helping.

      A flash of red goes by my left side. I immediately take off after it, my horse easily maneuvering through the trees. Oliver is keeping pace directly behind me. Using my legs, I grip the sides of the horse and pull my bow and an arrow from my back. I catch glimpses of the fix’s short, stubby tail as it runs.

      The fix darts from left to right, heading toward the towering trees of the Pine Kingdom. I assume, with Oliver behind me, I'm free to cross into their land to hunt. We’re on very good terms with King Pine since he’s Alison’s brother. Plus, with Addison marrying Oliver, the head of their army, our kingdoms are quickly mending any issues we’ve had in the past. My problem isn’t with Reid or anyone else except Oliver. It’s only him who causes my blood to boil.

      Oliver takes off to the right as well, as we work without talking, hoping to trap the fix between us. The fix slips into an empty log just inside the Pine boundaries. Oliver and I dismount, bows in hand with arrows nocked. We try to be silent as we approach the hollowed-out tree, Oliver at one end, me at the other. We stand still and wait. Nothing happens. No sound is made. The air is still. Bending down, I peer into the log, noticing it's empty. There's a hole in the bottom of it. The fix escaped through a tunnel.

      I stand in time to see the fix pop its head out of a stump a short distance away. Its emerald eyes focused on us, pointed ears twitching. It ducks down as we approach but then rushes out one end of the log. It's nothing but a blur of red as Oliver and I let our arrows fly toward it, neither of us hitting the mark. I toss my bow on the ground as Oliver laughs.

      "You have a lot to learn, young Azure. Namely, how to keep calm and not lose your temper over a fix."

      I turn and level him with a hard stare. "That fix has been eating our fruit. It needs to be dealt with."

      "And it will return to your land to eat more. Nowhere else in Pine or Azure can it eat like it can in your fields. What you should do is find yourself a perch near the berries and stay there through the night until it shows. Then it will be easy to hit, especially with the moon lighting the land for you."

      I bend to pick up my bow then spin on my heel. Why didn't I think of that? He gets under my skin. If he were anyone else, I'd thank him for the helpful tip and hunting with me today. But I won’t. And he's still a pain to be around.

      He laughs behind me and mounts his steed. "It's always good to see you, Elliott. If nothing else, you provided me with a laugh."

      "Glad I could entertain you,” I mumble with my feet back in the stirrups. “Maybe next time I'll miss the fix and hit a much bigger target.” My horse starts the journey back through the woods to the Azure side.

      "Your ego sure could use the hit," Oliver calls out behind me.

      Insufferable knight. At least he lives in his own kingdom with my sister and not in Azure. I do miss her greatly, but I’m thankful they didn't decide to live in Azure where I would have to see him daily. Then maybe perching in the trees next to the fields would sound more exciting.

      When we are within the castle walls, men take our horses. Mine will return to its stable, and Oliver's will be kept nearby until he's ready to return to Pine. Inside the tower house, Addi is waiting for him. She insisted on coming today. Beside her in the dining room are her two personal guards: Selatore, who is one of the Pine knights, and Sam, who used to be one of our Elite. He now resides in the Pine Kingdom. They both swore their lives and loyalty to her. Not everyone in Pine was happy she wed Oliver. I, for one, feel much better knowing someone is watching out for her at all times. One of them being Sam.

      One day while we went to confront Oliver and his men on the border of our land, we found out Sam had a son with one of the Pine women. He had also made her his wife without any of us knowing. Right then and there, Oliver invited him to live in his kingdom. I didn't get a chance to extend the same invitation. Though, if I'm honest with myself, I'm not sure I would have. The level of disdain I had for everyone in Pine was at an all-time high. I’ve relaxed a lot. Not toward Oliver but the kingdom as a whole. Their army was only doing the same thing ours did—defending their land and people.

      We lost so many men. Men who were my friends. I'm not going to pretend I haven't killed Pine men as well. I have. I still have the nightmares to prove it. I hope they will one day go away, but I'm not sure if they ever will. Some wounds tend to stick, regardless of the passing time since the event happened. For me, it seems they are a permanent fixture in my life. I wake up drenched in sweat and panting hard. I've lost hope of ever having that part of me be calm and accepting of what I've had to do in time of war. My kingdom always comes first, and I will do whatever it takes to ensure everyone who resides here is safe.

      My dad is sitting at the head of the table smiling at us as we enter. His dark beard covers most of his features, but I immediately recognize the slight lift of his beard when his lips rise upward. "How did it go, my son? Did you catch the fix who has been depleting our berries?"

      "I wish I had a better response for you, but no. The fix eluded us."

      Oliver chuckles beside me. I turn and give him a heated glare. "Something you'd like to add, Sage?" His eyes find Addi's and she brightens with a smile. "I hate that you two can speak with your minds. Do you know how infuriating it is to realize you're talking about me, and I can't hear anything you're saying?"

      Oliver puts his hand on my shoulder, which I quickly shake off. "Calm down, young Azure. I was simply relaying to my wife how much fun I had with you."

      I narrow my eyes but say nothing more. Dad cuts in and talks to Oliver and Addi, while I take a seat and start to pile food on my plate. I forgot to eat this morning, wanting to get this hunt with Oliver over. Now that I'm back, my stomach rumbles at the rich scents in the air.
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      Elliott

      Once Oliver, Addi, Sel, and Sam leave, only Dad and I remain. We eat in silence for a bit until my mom walks in. Her dark blonde hair is still kept short like she had it when she lived outside of our realm, in Alison's world. She takes a seat opposite me, beside my father, and settles her hazel eyes on me—eyes the same color as my own. In our family, my mom, the queen, sits beside my dad, not at the opposite end of the table as most queens do. My dad likes to keep her close after being apart from her for so many years.

      Her eyes hold mine and I cock an eyebrow in response. She's not only my mom, but she's one of the two seers in our kingdom. She remains silent.

      "Is there something you'd like to tell me?" I ask.

      Instead of her speaking, my dad does. His rich, baritone voice fills the dining room, bouncing off the stone walls. "Elliott, I have something I need you to do. There have been some problems in the Fuchsia Lakes and the queen there needs assistance in figuring out who the traitor is within her kingdom." My blood immediately heats, remembering the queen when she last visited for Addi and Oliver's engagement party. I asked her to dance but never got the chance. After she met with my parents, I didn't see her again.

      "I need you to go to her kingdom," he continues, "and help her. She's unsure who she can trust and who she can't. As of right now, she's isolated herself from most and is trying to rule the best she can." The thought of Queen Fuchsia locked away in a room, afraid to leave the castle, has me dropping my fork to my plate and immediately standing.

      "When do I leave?" I ask in a hard yet rushed tone.

      My mother smiles while my dad urges me back to my chair. "Would you sit down? We have more to discuss before you can run off. There are a few things you need to know about the young queen. First, she isn't defenseless. She has very strong magical abilities, though I'm not privy to what they are exactly. I've only heard rumblings of what she can do. The only thing she's told me is that she can take care of herself. While this may be true, she is worried for her kingdom. You see, one of her lakes is dying."

      I cock my head to the side. "How can a lake die?"

      "What I'm about to tell you can't leave this room. Addison and Ryland don’t know, nor does anyone else in the kingdom. It needs to stay that way." I nod. "The four lakes in Fuchsia hold magical powers. Anyone who comes in contact with the water can be healed from wounds. But they cannot bring someone back from death. At least, not that I've heard."

      "That's fascinating. I had no idea."

      "No one does. When Fuchsia entered into the peace treaties and traded with other kingdoms, the prior king and queen refused to do business with anyone but the kings and queens of other kingdoms. Right now, only the top royalty knows of Fuchsia's Lakes. They provide vital water from their lakes to all the kingdoms in return for the items we can send. No other land is as powerful or holds as much at stake as Fuchsia."

      "You mean, the salve comes from there?" We have a salve that, when applied, accelerates the healing process of wounds. It's remarkable, but something I never questioned since it's always been available.

      He nods. "Our healer takes the water and creates various medicinal salves, drinks, and anything you can think of to help us heal. The healers in the kingdoms know they have powerful water, but they think a magic user enchants it. Not that it’s harvested from a lake. Even the stitches we receive when we have deep cuts are coated in the magical water. But we don't get a lot of it, so we must use what we have sparingly. The lakes need time to replenish and continue to create more of their powerful water. If we took too much, the lakes would dry, and we'd be left with only basic medical supplies to keep us healthy."

      "The dying lake?" I ask.

      "One of the lakes has changed color. What once had brilliant pinkish-purple hues is now a dark grey. Someone has tainted the water and made the entire lake unusable. Not only that, the homes, which lie on the banks of the lake, had to be evacuated. The people who resided in them became sick and had to be treated. The land around the lake has also started to die. Queen Fuchsia isn't sure what happened, but she thinks it's directly related to the deaths inside her walls."

      "Deaths? As in her knights?"

      My dad nods. "She's only lost two so far, but it's enough that she's afraid. She's young, Elliott. Only twenty-seven. She hasn't ruled for many years like I have because she was thrust into the role when her parents died."

      I had heard of her parents' death four years ago. They were out for a walk through their kingdom when four trelktik—large, savage creatures—found them. They didn't see them coming, and therefore, didn't have the chance to fight them off. Karis became queen immediately and, while mourning the deaths of her parents, she was pushed into ruling the kingdom, though she wasn't ready.

      If anything happened to my parents, the only one of us ready to rule would be Ryland. He's the one who has been learning as much as he can from our father. The rest of us would be lost if we had to rule, though I think Luke would be the best bet after Ry. Now that he's married and settled down, he seems to be more serious about the kingdom as a whole and not just preparing the Elite and the Azure Army for battle. With the peace treaties in place, there is no one left for us to war with.

      "So, I'm to go to her kingdom to help protect her and find out who the traitor is?" I ask, ready to leap from my seat again and get moving.

      "Yes. She sent a messenger to us. If she were to leave, she's afraid of what would happen since there are no other family members who could rule in her stead. The queen asked for Lucas to come assist her, but with Alison taking a tumble off Storm and injuring her leg, Luke will not leave her side, nor will he move her to Fuchsia where there is dissent.” Storm is Ali’s dragon. He’s still young and learning as he grows. “The queen became close with your brother and Alison when they visited after their wedding. As second-in-command of our Elite and army, you are the next one in line to help the queen. I don't trust anyone outside our family to do it."

      "I will go at once."

      "You will only be able to take as much as Obsidian can carry. We can't send anything else by ground. Nor do I know when you will be able to return. You could be there for quite some time trying to solve what is going on. The queen is alone. She needs someone she can trust. Do not let me, nor our kingdom, down."

      "I will do everything in my power to keep the queen safe and rid her kingdom of the person who is out to do her and her people harm."

      "If those lakes all die, or something happens to the queen," he pauses, "I shudder to think what will happen to all of us without their magical water. Also, you must tell no one of your departure. Luke knows and so does Ali, but no one else. You need to leave here in the darkness of night, when you are least likely to be detected. You are to fly straight through until you reach the lakes. The queen expected someone last night, but after what happened with Ali, I haven’t had time to send a messenger to her. The journey isn’t short by horse. Luke was packed and ready to leave when Ali was hurt. It's on you, my son. Go and do your family proud."

      I stand. "I will."

      "Oh, and Elliott," my mom adds, that hint of a smile curving her lips. "Be kind to the queen. Her life hasn't been easy, and she'll need someone she can confide in."

      My eyes narrow. "What do you know?"

      She waves me off. "You know better than asking me for information. I have no doubt in your ability to protect her life and lakes, but there is more at stake here."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You'll find out in due time. Now go. You have to get ready to leave. And be sure to wear your armor. It would be almost impossible to carry it with you in a large bag. You'll need to keep your other clothes in one." I stare at her a moment longer before turning and opening the door to leave the room. My mom’s soft voice reaches me as she whispers something to my father. I turn and notice her hand on his as she speaks quietly to him, both of them smiling. She can be so cryptic at times.

      I don't stop to talk to anyone as I make my way through the courtyard full of vendors toward my home. Once inside, I shut the door and lock it before leaning heavily against it. Not only is this a mission vital to the survival of all the realm's people, but also the one woman who I haven't been able to stop thinking about since I first met her. She has plagued my waking thoughts. For a while, I thought maybe I would dream about her, like Luke and Ali or Oliver and Addi did. Then I'd know she was meant for me. But I haven't had one dream of her. What's even odder is that I haven't had any dreams whatsoever since I met her. And if I have, I don't remember any of them. I wake up in the morning and all I remember is getting a solid night's sleep. My sheets aren't askew when I wake, proving I never tossed or turned while I slept.

      Striding through my living area, I take the stairs leading to my bedroom—the only bedroom in my home within the castle. Each of us were given our own space. Nothing luxurious, but I wasn’t brought up in a way where we thought we were better than everyone. In the wardrobe, I find a large cloth bag and begin putting clothes in it. I also grab a toothbrush and a comb. I'm a simple man. I don't need much to live. Well, except all the knives I plan on strapping to my legs before I put on my armor and the longsword, which I’ll sheathe on my back.

      With everything packed and ready to go, I wait in my home until the sun sets. Then I wait a little longer to be sure most of our people who live within the castle walls are home for the night. If they see me walking around dressed in armor, I might alert them to something being wrong, and I don't want to cause unnecessary panic.

      With my bag by the front door, I slip on my armor and take comfort in its strength. The steel blue metal molds to my body like a tough, second skin. It took years of developing it to get it just right. The signature Azure eagle is on the breastplate with its talons spread wide and feathers sticking out on either side. On the right arm is a lion head, which signals me as one of the Elite. I had already strapped my knives to my legs and now secure my longsword to my back.

      Bag in hand, I open my front door and check both ways before making the quick walk to the building we keep the dragons in. Luckily, I don't run in to anyone on my way there, but the guards on either side of the door stiffen when they see me in my armor.

      "Nothing to worry about. I'm just testing out some new things with Obsidian."

      They visibly relax and bow, but I don't miss one of them eyeing the bag in my hand. It is what it is, at this point. I don't have to explain myself to them—ever. Though they might think something is up when I don't return anytime soon. At least it’s a guard and one of the other people who reside here. Luke can deal with it if they question my leaving and not returning.
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      Elliott

      The last time I traveled this far from Azure, it was to get away for a bit. Every once in a while, I have enough of training and want to relax on the shores of one of the other kingdoms in the realm. Fortunately, my dad is in good standing with other dignitaries, and I've been afforded the luxury to camp on their shores when I like.

      Obsidian doesn't tire easily in the air. His neck remains relaxed as we coast through the night sky which, given his midnight coloring, he blends in easily. I stretch my legs and back, thankful I’m on my dragon and not a horse. The ride would have been much longer had I been. I rub a hand down his side as we near the Fuchsia Lakes. His head turns to look at me and I give him a reassuring nod. Both of us notice the way the air changes as we approach. Magic pricks my skin and causes my senses to go on alert. It's only the shield covering the lakes, however. They have to conceal the area to keep others away.

      We circle above as the moonlight bounces off the air below us. It shimmers ever so slightly, and if I wasn’t looking, I would have missed it. To anyone else, the area looks like one big, ordinary lake. Any commoner can step through the barrier, but they aren't afforded access to the lakes. They simply think they are at the plain lake they saw: nothing special about it, no fish within.

      I tap Obsidian on the right side and lean forward, telling him to bank right and head down to land. We touch down just outside the shield with a graceful thump on the ground as his feet walk us to a stop. I've only flown over the land before, never actually visiting. I think the only ones in our family who have stayed here are Luke and Ali. My parents have visited but did not stay long. My dad was the one who told me where to land and that there would be two guards waiting just beyond the grove of trees to my right.

      Sure enough, after Obsidian touches down and I jump off his back, two men in very deep purple armor come forward. If not for the light of the moon, I would have thought their armor ordinary, but I catch hints of color on it. The breastplate of their armor has a snake on it, coiled at the bottom with its head held high, facing the guard's left arm.

      I don't step forward but drop my bag and keep my hands by my side, while my sword remains at my back. Either of these men could be the traitor to the kingdom, so I need to be careful. "I am Prince Elliott Azure, and I'm here at Queen Fuchsia's request."

      "Wait here," one of the guards says, while the other keeps his eyes on me.

      I ignore him and instead turn to take in my surroundings. Obsidian is behind me, covering my back. He won't let anyone in between us. There are small groups of trees scattered around the fake lake. But overall, this place looks as plain as can be. The moon is still shining high in the sky. No hint of the rising sun yet.

      After a short wait, the other guard returns. He bows. "Follow me, and please bring your dragon." I lift my bag.

      Instead of walking toward the lake, we step into the small grove of trees. Obsidian keeps his head low and stays by my side. He doesn't need to be told what to do. He relies solely on my body language and any commands I give him. We continue forward, and the little group of trees becomes a full-grown forest with trees towering well above Obsidian's head.

      The guard stops and raises his hands. He seems to drag his palms over the air in front of him, like you would feel the grain of wood on a door, but his touch does something to the air around us. Before I know it, the forest disappears, and there is an enormous building in front of us. Guards stand outside it. The doors are large enough to welcome dragons inside.

      "We've made room at the front for your dragon. The others in the clan have been moved toward the back to give yours ample room. We want to ensure safety for all of them. However, we will have to walk past them when we enter," the first guard says.

      As we stride by the other dragons, some with their eyes narrowed on us as their tails swish from side to side, Obsidian closes in on me—keeping me shielded from the other dragons. A low rumble is heard deep in Obsidian’s throat as he perceives the others as a possible threat. He lets them know I'm his and he protects me.

      We reach the final stall near the front door of the building where the owners of the dragons come in. The guard opens a light pink, stall door and welcomes us inside. I walk in with Obsidian by my side. He spins around me then settles on the floor in the back.

      Leaning down, I rest my forehead on his snout, careful to avoid the two horns at the top of his head. Luckily, they point away from me, toward his back. "You have to behave while we're here. We are guests of the queen, and we are not here to fight." Then I lift my head and hold his honey-colored eyes with mine. "We don't know anyone. Be careful. If you need me, I'll be only steps away. Call and I'll be here." Whether or not he understands everything I'm saying remains to be seen, but it’s worth the shot talking to him. Addi used to communicate with Obsidian for me. I think it helped
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