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      Welcome back to the world of the Dragon Fey Saga. If you've read the first two books in the series, a lot of this information will be familiar. If you haven't, I suggest you do. Dragon’s Blood is a continuation of the story, and you might miss vital information if you haven’t read the other books.

      This series is my first foray into the world of pure fantasy. As a reader, I tend to skip past large chunks of world building in fantasy novels, choosing to go right for the story. That’s also how I write. So, if you’re like me and want the story but don’t care so much about how long a week is or who rules what kingdom unless it comes up in the story, you can still skip this. If you are interested in those details up front, or just want a bit of a refresher about what happened in Dragon’s Heart and Dragon‘s Soul, keep reading. It’s a little longer than before but, I’ll still try to be brief.
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        * * *

      

      King Mathias Rhys is the ruler of the human kingdom, Illedria. He has two children with his late wife, Princess Deliah. Suffering erratic health, the king has resorted to some questionable tactics to ensure that his son’s political marriage produces a legitimate heir to the throne.

      Killian is the eldest of Mathias’s and Deliah’s two children. Groomed to rule since he was a small boy, he is considered by many to be a hard-working, studious young man. Killian is an accomplished swordsman and regularly trains with a member of his personal guard, Captain Ryan. He is trapped in a loveless marriage to Katia Dennsmore though Serena Harlowe/NicArryan captured his heart years ago.

      Coleene is Killian’s younger sister. A charming and disarming young woman, she married Prince Devon of the Western Territories a few weeks after her seventeenth birthday and lives there with her husband. The royal couple is expecting their first child, and the marriage is said to be a happy one.
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        * * *

      

      Dark Fey are what remain of the Fey culture. These are twisted creatures of magic who desperately cling to their existence. They have forsaken the peace earned by their ancestors, choosing instead power and influence over a world that believes them to be nothing more than stories told to scare children. The Dark Fey have spies and infiltrators in all of the courts of the world working to promote chaos and further their kind’s lust for earthly power.

      The Dark Fey known to the humans as Lord Jeffery Dennsmore took over the young lord’s body when he was returning from the official celebration of Prince Killian’s birth. He was killed by Serena on a cliff overlooking a lake near the Dragon Fey keep.

      Katia Dennsmore’s persona was taken over by a Dark Fey when she was a young child. She rose in favor among the Illedrian court and married Prince Killian. Their union is not a happy one, and Katia has enlisted King Mathias to aid her quest to conceive a child, binding Killian to her irreversibly.
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        * * *

      

      Dragon Fey are an exceptionally long-lived race that legends claim was born out of a mating between the Fey and Dragons before both races disappeared from the world forever. Dragon Fey live a nomadic lifestyle, can appear human, and are able to transform into dragons. Most of the time, they appear human with dragon wings tucked on their backs.

      They are a matriarchal people and have been ruled by clan Arryan for seven generations. Queen Ellesandra, and her mate, Rafe, were killed along with their four sons and their retinue. The lone survivor of the massacre was the heir, Princess Serena. She was found by the Illedrian Princess Deliah and hidden among the humans for seventeen years before Lord Altus brought her home.

      Serena Harlowe/NicArryan is the only daughter of Ellesandra and Rafe and has taken her place as Queen of the Dragon Fey clans. Though her coronation was marred by an attempted coup, Serena and her allies among the younger Dragon Fey nobles ferreted out the traitors. One of her first acts as queen was to mete out punishment to several of her own councilors, including Altus.
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        * * *

      

      I think that catches you up with the major points you need to know for Dragon’s Blood. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.

      

      
        
        Michelle Rabe

        September 17, 2017

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Altus paced the confines of his tiny cell, certain he was wearing a path into the stone floor. He ignored the cot and small writing table; he was anything but tired and had no one he wanted to correspond with. He couldn’t stop turning his recent meeting with the queen over and over in his mind. Did I miss an opportunity? Could I have changed her mind? Convinced her that I have her best interests at heart? He frowned as his eyes fell on the scroll the guard had delivered with his evening meal.

      It wasn’t necessary to break the ornate royal seal. Altus knew it was the proclamation announcing the day, time, and place of his execution. He had underestimated the young queen. Believed the change in station and inheriting her mother’s crown would overwhelm her. Hadn’t accounted for the strength of the bond between the young queen and her human mate. Underestimated her ability to win the right allies to her side. In the end, Serena handled the coup with a deft hand and was now punishing the conspirators in a fair but firm manner. “It would seem I was wrong about the girl.”

      Frustrated, Altus sat on the edge of the cot, its frame groaning beneath even his slight weight. The former Dragon Fey lord closed his eyes and let his head fall back. Exhaustion, the realization that he’d failed and his life would be ending soon, dragged him down. He turned and stretched out on his back, his eyes tracing the patterns of cracks in the stone ceiling. He drifted off to the place on the border of wakefulness and sleep. Noise from the corridor filtered through in disjointed snatches of voice and sound.

      Has the queen moved up the executions? Does Her Majesty prefer to carry out our punishments in the dead of night when the majority of her subjects are sleeping? Bah, what does it matter? I lost control of the girl. Did I ever have it? What does it matter? She will order my death, and that will be that. The ultimate failure.

      He rolled onto his stomach and pulled the thin excuse for a pillow over his head. Then tugged it tight around his ears trying to block out the world

      If indeed this is a late night, secret execution, The queen’s lackeys are going to have to drag me from this cell. I swear I will cause a scene. Wake as many denizens of the keep and surrounding camps as I can. I will not go to a midnight death and my unmarked grave in the middle of nowhere without a fight. If they want a quiet death from me, they will not get it this way.

      The soft metallic clank of steel against steel filled the cell.

      The guards.

      A voice he couldn’t identify let loose a stream of vehement curses as the sound repeated.

      Not the guards.

      Instinct took over. Altus threw himself off the cot and sprang to his feet, ready to strike out with fist and claw. Darkness shrouded the room. Two deeper shadows moved through the space toward him. Something crunched under foot as he shifted his weight, prepared to fight.

      “She wants him alive.” A sibilant voice came from the one on the right.

      As though it was some cue, both shadows advanced on him.
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        * * *

      

      A crashing sound filled the room, snapping Serena out of a deep sleep.

      Her heart beat faster in her chest.

      She drew the dagger from the sheath on the side of her bed and pulled it close to her body, ready.

      Voices echoed. Orders given.

      Shaking off the last vestiges of sleep, the queen of the Dragon Fey sat up only to have someone push her back down with a firm but gentle hand. “Stay down, Your Majesty,” Siobhan hissed in her ear.

      Growling low in her throat, the young monarch fought her instinct to throw off the bodyguard. To see what was happening for herself. To stand and fight with those sworn to her protection.

      You promised Killian. Swore to him you would stay safe. You have to be smart. You have to think about your people. Your life is not wholly your own anymore. The voice in her mind was her mother’s offering advice and admonishment.

      “Report!” Zanna’s command rang out above the din of footfalls filling the adjoining rooms.

      A chorus of women and men called back, answering the bodyguard’s question. Each and every one responding that they had found nothing out of sorts.

      “Stand down.” The sounds of blades sliding into sheaths followed Zanna’s order.

      “Forgive the rude awakening, Your Majesty.” Siobhan stood back allowing the queen freedom to move. She grabbed her monarch’s robe from the bench at the end of the bed and held it out to Serena.

      “What happened?” The queen slipped out of bed. A tiny voice in the back of her mind screamed. What would her guards think of their queen sleeping in nothing more than a man’s shirt? She shrugged into the robe and tied the sash as she turned to face Zanna.

      “The traitors are gone, Majesty.”

      Serena frowned, uncertain if she’d heard what Zanna had said. “Gone?”

      Her guard nodded. “I am sorry, Majesty, but they have escaped the dungeon.”

      As Zanna spoke, Serena started moving. “Escaped? How is that possible?” She crossed to the dressing area, disappearing behind the privacy screen.

      “I am not certain, Majesty. Most of the traitors are no longer in their cells. Several were left behind, murdered by their fellows.”

      “How many are dead?” the queen demanded. Throwing off her robe and Killian’s shirt, she changed into her fighting clothes.

      “Six.”

      “Who is missing?” Serena asked as she did some quick figuring in her mind.

      “Several warriors who took part. Among the leaders included,” Zanna took a deep breath before continuing, “Altus and Helenna.”

      “The two most prominent and guilty ones.”

      “Yes, Majesty.”

      Serena cleared her throat and asked the obvious question. The one she didn’t want answered because no matter what, it wasn’t going to be an easy one. “Where were our guards?”

      “Several of them have been found dead. Three have disappeared.”

      Serena stepped out from behind the screen as she buckled her father’s sword around her waist. “We have even more traitors, and now, they’re among my own guards?”

      “So it would seem, Your Majesty.”

      The queen let out a slow breath, reining her temper back under control and set out for the dungeon, trusting the others would follow without being ordered. As they exited the royal chamber, the guards fanned out, surrounding the queen with a double wall of bodies for protection, and her two personal bodyguards. “What has been done?”

      “We have mobilized the palace guards, and they are conducting a room by room search of the keep as well as the outbuildings.”

      “What of the perimeter?”

      “It has been secured. Leaders of the clans in residence have been informed and are conducting searches among their people with the assistance of nobles and warriors we trust.”

      “We thought we had confidence that the palace guard had not been infiltrated.”

      “I know, Majesty.”

      “I want a soothsayer we trust to reach out to Lucca. Ask him to inform Killian and make certain my mate is well.”

      “Yes, Majesty,” Zanna answered. With a nod, she ordered one of her subordinates to carry out the queen’s wishes. “Beg your pardon, Majesty, where are we going?”

      “The dungeons. I want to see what happened. I need to know.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Yes. If men and women have died in my service, I owe it to them to witness the cause.”

      “As you wish.” Zanna quickened her pace and spoke with the soldiers in the lead.

      The group moved through the palace descending into the bowels of the keep. Rough-hewn walls and single torches replaced wood paneling and multi-candle laden chandeliers. Moisture filled the air and covered the wall in a thin layer as the stairs leveled out. The hall opened up, its width doubling. The queen couldn’t see beyond the guards in front of her until they fanned out, taking up positions along the hall to the end of the room.

      “What happened?” Serena’s voice was calm though Zanna saw the fire burning in her eyes. The men and women who were being held in the cells had presented themselves to the young queen as advisors. They had betrayed her trust and not only put Serena’s life at risk but also that of her mate, Killian.

      “We can’t be certain, Majesty. We can confirm that when the late and overnight shift of guards arrived, this is what they found.”

      “As you said, there are survivors and three missing?”

      “Yes, Majesty, we assume the missing ones conspired and escaped with the traitors.”

      Serena wandered down the hall, peering in every cell. The leaders of the conspirators had been separated, each housed in their own cell with no way to communicate with one another. She stopped in front of the cell where Altus had been held. The execution order she’d signed in the morning sat on the table, a tiny island of calm within a storm. She frowned. “Zanna?” she called out.

      “Yes, Majesty?” The other woman approached to stand at her monarch’s side.

      “Do you notice anything strange?”

      “The table.” The guard entered the cell. “It looks like it hasn’t been touched.”

      “Or it was righted once the cell was empty.”

      “That would mean someone broke the traitors out. More conspirators that we missed?”

      “Anything is possible,” Serena answered with a heavy sigh. “I need to see the rest.” The last was almost an afterthought. Without another word, the queen stepped back into the hall, making her way deeper into the dungeon.

      Zanna watched Serena’s tension grow when she came upon one of the rooms where a guard or prisoner had been left for dead. None of the inmates destined to the gallows had been killed, only ones with minor infractions. When she reached the end of the hall, her shoulders rose and fell three times. She turned to face her bodyguard. An ice-cold fire raged in the monarch’s eyes.

      “I want each and every one of them brought before me in chains or dead.” Serena’s voice held an edge of threat and the hint of a growl. “I do not care which. They will answer for their crimes. Tell our people not to take unnecessary risks. Bring the traitors back as corpses if there are no other options.”

      Zanna put a fist over her heart and bowed. “As you wish, Majesty.”

      “Inform Lucca and Bronwynn. Killian and Ryan need to know too. If there are more traitors, I would not put it past them to move against my mate or my former province.” She took a deep breath and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I feel as though I am missing something.”

      “Do you wish to inform our people?” Siobhan asked from where she knelt beside the corpse of a young warrior.

      Serena nodded. “I want to inform the mates and families of our dead. Then I will speak to the clans.”

      Siobhan grabbed the hilt of her sword and gave a half bow. “We will begin bringing the families to your study, Majesty.”

      “No.” Serena swallowed hard and shook her head. “I will go to them. Their loved ones gave their lives. It is the least I can do.”

      “That could put you at risk, Highness.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You are our queen…” Zanna interjected.

      “And have you not told me on more than one occasion that Dragon Fey queens rule from the front? That we do not just sit on our thrones and hide?”

      “This is diff…”

      “No, Lady Zanna, it is not.” Her voice was firm and held a note of subtle command. “My people have died. I must lead and be seen doing so.”

      The bodyguard bowed her head. “As you wish, Majesty.”

      Serena sighed, knowing Zanna was trying to carry out her duties and knew that in the other woman’s place she would have made the same arguments. “I would like a few minutes down here. Perhaps you can use the time to gather more of my elite guard to prepare.” Without giving her bodyguard the chance to respond, she walked down the hall and stepped back into what had been Altus’s cell.
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        * * *

      

      Mathias Rhys, King of Illedria, sat behind his desk, ignoring the several stacks of papers strewn across the surface. If all had gone well at the Dragon Fey court, Killian would return from the queen’s coronation in the next few days. His son’s reluctance to give up the girl and settle down with his wife was at the forefront of his mind. I’ve lost the strongest argument against his continuing entanglement with that girl, her supposed low birth. He rubbed the back of his neck before he took a sip of wine from his goblet.

      Shaking his head, he turned his attention back to the latest reports from the eastern kingdoms. As he read the missive, a smile crossed his features. Rumors were spreading that a royal pregnancy was soon to be announced. At least one child knows their duty and carries it out. If my daughter produces a son, the alliance will be set in stone and blood.

      “Your Majesty, we need to talk.” Katia, his son’s wife, said from the door.

      The king frowned. She shouldn’t have been allowed to enter the room without being announced. He would have to remind his valet of the penalty for his lapse. “About what?” He ignored every rule of propriety… didn’t rise, didn’t use her title, didn’t even offer polite greetings or a chair.

      “Your son.” She sauntered toward the desk, her dress swirling around her ankles with every step.

      “He has been away for almost three weeks.” He sighed, “What can you possibly wish to discuss?”

      “You want to free him from the clutches of the Dragon Fey queen?”

      “You have tried and failed. On more than one occasion.” He fought the urge to slam his fist on the desk. “I suggest you learn to accept that she will be in your life. There is nothing that can be done to sunder those two.”

      Katia laughed a light, melodious one and withdrew a vial of crimson liquid. “That is where you are wrong.” The words were followed by a longer pause than expected. “Your Majesty.”

      Mathias ignored the note of condescension in her use of his title. “I have heard this argument before. You swore once you were with child his attitude would change.” He paused. “You are in that situation, and he still wants the whelp.”

      She rolled her eyes and gave a very unladylike snort of annoyance. “I underestimated the bitch.”

      “You have your desire.” Mathias sighed and scrubbed his face with one hand. “Is it too much to ask that you allow him some peace?”

      “I need his loyalty.” She sat in one of the chairs across from him and rested her hand on her belly. “I need to know your son is not going to abandon our child once you are dead and he is king.”

      The king let his head fall into his hands. “Is there no other way?”

      “It must be this way.”

      “Why?” Mathias asked, staring at his daughter-in-law and the crystal vial balanced between her thumb and forefinger. “You have what you desired.” His gaze dropped to the hand she held over her growing stomach.

      “Yes. You, however, do not.” Her gaze drifted to his right hand, where the trembling increased. Not even gripping the armrest stilled the twitching muscles.

      “You promised me the cure.”

      “She gave you something to counteract my cure.”

      “You have not lived up to your end of the bargain.”

      “You drank something without knowing what it truly was. You are at fault. You should have been more careful. You have necessitated this turn of events. However, I promise you, after tonight, this one last time, your son will be free of the whelp.”

      “You have what you want.”

      “She has her claws dug deep into him. If your kingdom is going to survive, you need to separate them. You need to free your son and heir from her grasp.”

      “And this will do that?” Mathias asked eyeing the dark reddish brown liquid inside the vial. It’s rust-like color reminded the monarch of dried blood.

      “Yes. Slip it into his wine as has been done before.”

      He swallowed hard and placed the container on the desk between them.

      “If you do not,” Katia continued, pressing her advantage, “everything you have worked for will be lost. You will not get the cure. You will die. Your son will send his child and me away. Killian will leave us to starve in the streets. He will replace me with the Dragon Fey bitch. They will leave the kingdom in ruins. This is the only way.” As she spoke, magic threaded through Katia’s words, slithering into the king’s psyche, conjuring visions of the nightmares come to pass.

      Mathias stared into the distance, past his son’s wife. He saw his kingdom under siege while the military stood by and did nothing. Dragons of every color ran rampant through the countryside, burning fields, slaughtering livestock, and terrorizing his subjects.

      Though the vision faded, the nightmare wasn’t done with him. His palace loomed before his eyes, as though he stood on the plains surrounding Haven. Curling ribbons of smoke rose from countless places throughout the land. Dragons perched on roofs and walls, sending occasional gouts of flame into the night sky. Screams filled the air, the scent of blood and death permeating everything. Mathias closed his eyes, trying to block out the sights and sounds. It only enhanced the vision.

      When the king opened his eyes again, he was in the palace. Bodies dotted the corridor, forgotten where they’d fallen and drenched in pools of their own blood. Mathias picked his way through the fortress. Small knots of men and women in the provincial militia uniforms, even royal army and palace guards had fallen around the courtiers they died trying to protect. He stepped over two small corpses and into the throne room. Up on the dais, Serena and Killian danced over the bodies of his court, through rivers of blood, laughing like young lovers.

      The vision ended. He pulled air into his lungs, gasping. His right hand trembled. His head twisted from side to side. The king of Illedria whispered the word no over and over as if the simple denial could make what he’d seen disappear from memory.

      Katia let the vision go, smiling. She waited, giving the monarch time to process what she’d just shown him, letting him believe it would come to pass. His son would massacre his own people to be with the whore. The crown princess tiptoed over to the king and leaned in.

      “You have the power to stop it,” she whispered, her lips close enough to brush against the hair curling over his ear. “I can sunder the tie between them. Break their bond. Make her look the fool in front of her own court. Call the legitimacy of her reign into question.” She spoke fast, not allowing the monarch time to think. Katia needed him to agree. Needed to keep her marriage intact. To stop Killian from searching for the documents that would invalidate their union in the eyes of the church and court. Documents she knew existed but had not located. If he got free of her web, everything she’d worked for would come crashing down around her.

      She would be punished.

      Tortured.

      Left to languish in the black void, alone.

      “Give it to me.” Mathias’s voice was flat and dull, as were his eyes. Though he’d regained much of his vitality, the illness was visibly creeping in again.

      From the tremors, to recent borderline questionable decisions, whatever the Dragon Fey bitch had given him was counteracting the Dark Fey curative. He needed more, and that suited Katia just fine. She smiled and pressed the vial into the king’s trembling hand. “As before, he needs to drink the whole thing.”

      “And if he will not accept the drink from me?”

      “Find a way. Half will not be acceptable. Every. Last. Drop.”

      “How soon? He doesn’t trust me like he once did. I doubt our relationship will improve upon his return.”

      “Every day wasted is a day you lose.” She straightened, patted the monarch’s forearm, turned, and strolled out of the room. Her hands drifted over the small bump in her belly. The king would do her bidding because he was too afraid of death to ignore the cure she’d promised. Of course, that will mean a competent assassin when the time is right. Katia paused at the door, didn’t look back, and delivered her final barb. “Do you want there to be a question of succession? Do you wish to have grandchildren with wings? Ones who can become mindless, murderous beasts at will?” She opened the door before Mathias could answer, stepping through, leaving the monarch alone with his nightmares.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Killian Rhys rode at the head of his retinue, each plodding hoof beat taking him farther from the woman he loved… closer to his devious wife and conniving father. He wished with every fiber of his being that he could turn around, go back to Dragon’s Rest, and let the kingdom of Illedria rot. Ahead, one of the two scouts tasked with finding a suitable campsite for the night raced toward the group at near break neck speed. Fearing the worst, Killian tapped his heels against Shericort’s, sides. His mare tossed her head, snorted, and with a leap, broke into a fast trot. To his left, Lucca, the Dragon Fey lord and spy, matched pace on the stallion, Banidran. To the prince’s right rode Ryan, the captain of his guard who followed suit on the Dragon Fey-bred buckskin gifted by Serena.

      The trio drew up as the rider skidded to a halt a few feet in front of them. “Report,” Killian ordered, his heart jumping into his throat. Shericort danced beneath him, sensing her rider’s unease.

      “A Dragon Fey clan about a mile up the road, Highness.” The scout took a gulp of air before continuing. “They appear to have been attacked by bandits.”

      Killian turned in his saddle, locked eyes with the captain of his guard, and nodded, knowing Ryan would understand.

      The other man wheeled his mount around and kicked him into a canter headed straight for the other members of the prince’s guard.

      “Survivors?” Killian asked.

      “They didn’t appear to have suffered many losses, Highness. However, they were concerned another attack might come. Hart remained behind to lend what aid he could until we could reach them.” The scout blushed and rubbed the back of his neck, glancing at the ground. “We assumed since they are Her Majesty’s people, you would…”

      “You’ve done well.” The prince freed his waterskin and thrust it at the other man. “Drink. We need to push ahead with all haste.”

      The scout nodded. “Yes, Highness.”

      Killian turned to Lucca. “Can you inform your queen?”

      “I will let Her Majesty know when I contact her this evening.”

      “Good,” Killian said as Ryan rode up with his entire guard.

      “We would ask that Your Highness remain behind.”

      “No.”

      “Killian, we cannot ensure…”

      “Ryan, I’m through allowing others to face danger while I remain where it is safe. If there is combat, I will keep to the fringes. However, I will not remain in the rear.”

      The captain of his guard regarded his future monarch for a long moment before he nodded. “Serena is having a good influence on you, if you do not mind my saying so.”

      “I do not.” Killian smiled and touched the braided leather band around his wrist. A simple love token from his beloved. “Is everything prepared, Captain?”

      “Yes, Highness.” At a nod from his prince, Ryan wheeled his horse around, gestured to the scout, and fell in behind the young man as he rode back the way he’d come. Killian kicked Shericort into an easy canter falling into the rear ranks of his guard with Lucca at his side.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Killian stood by the fire at the center of his camp, which had been set up adjacent to the Dragon Fey clan’s. Serena’s people had embraced him, insisted on calling him Your Majesty, reminding him they accepted him as her mate, her equal. He lifted the metal cup filled with hot tea to his lips and blew a soft puff of air over the top, steam twisting and curling away in the cool night air. The prince smiled and sipped the brew. In the distance, two Dragon Fey children ran through the camp, their high-pitched giggles filling the night with joy. The attack by bandits had already become a memory for them. Killian breathed a sigh of relief. No one had been killed or suffered serious injury.

      “Highness?” Ryan stepped into the firelight across the pit from him.

      The prince nodded in acknowledgment of the half bow and asked, “Is everything in order?”

      “Yes, and our scouts have reported no sign of the bandits returning or being within striking distance.”

      “Good. Keep up the watch tonight. Double the rotation. I don’t want to risk anyone falling asleep on duty. Lucca is passing the information on to Serena. We will ride hard and make Haven by nightfall tomorrow.”

      Ryan frowned. As far as he knew they were in no rush to return to Haven. “Are you certain that’s wise, Highness?”

      “Perhaps not.” The exhaustion, both emotional and physical, was apparent in his words. For a moment, his shoulders slumped, but he shook himself and squared up again, “However, it is necessary.”

      “Why is that?”

      “With my mate having ascended her to rightful place, she is no longer eligible to hold rank and title in the Illedrian court.” A slight pause hung in the air between them as the prince decided how much he wanted to say. “Serena has asked I present documents she had prepared, naming her successor.”

      “Who has she chosen?” Ryan asked assuming it was Grayson or one of the local lords from the province.

      Killian hesitated. He swallowed hard and took another sip of his tea. Then he met Ryan’s unwavering gaze. “You.” Unable to hold his friend’s eyes, the prince lifted the mug to his lips again.

      

      Lucca strolled back to the fire, whistling a jaunty tune, which took a nosedive as he approached the scene. The prince stood on one side of the fire, gaze locked on his captain. Standing across the blaze, Captain Ryan stood, posture straight and rigid, his mouth open a fraction of an inch, eyes staring straight ahead. He didn’t blink for a full five seconds.

      Lucca cleared his throat, hoping one or both men would respond. Neither did. The Dragon Fey lord folded his arms over his chest and said, “I thought you were going to wait to tell him.”

      Killian turned his head to look at the newcomer. “What did Her Majesty say?”

      “Our queen is dispatching a contingent of the army to escort the clan back to Dragon’s Rest. She has given them permission to fly, so they should reach the clan before evening.”

      “Good. We will make for Haven with all haste, first thing in the morning.”

      “That’s why you told him.” Lucca nodded, understanding.

      “Yes. Though he hasn’t spoken a word since.” The prince mused, taking another drink.

      “Can you blame him? His best friend, who just happens to be a queen, goes and gives him a province which makes him wealthy and a member of the nobility.”

      “Lakeshire isn’t that wealthy,” Ryan grumbled.

      The Dragon Fey lord chuckled. “Her Majesty is seeing to that.”

      Killian sighed and shook his head. “What has my mate done, this time?”

      “She sent a proposal for our people to set up formal trade with Lakeshire. The province has some goods we find quite useful but are lacking.”

      “I can’t do this,” Ryan sputtered, his right hand raising to his forehead.

      “If you do not, my father will appoint the new governor. You know whoever that is won’t have the people’s well-being at heart.”

      “Grayson,” he countered, grasping for any sliver of hope he had to avoid this burden. “Why not him? He knows the people, the province. He knows the local nobility.”

      “My father would never accept it. Neither would his council.”

      “They won’t accept me.”

      “They cannot countermand an appointment by a governor who is stepping aside without good reason. You are a captain of the royal guard, head of the crown prince’s detail, and you have served with honor, distinguished yourself in battle and the tournament on a number of occasions. You have assisted steward Grayson, the local nobility, and landowners with building up their defenses. I cannot think of a single objection the council could raise.”

      “I am not noble.”

      “This will take care of that little detail.”

      “Your Highness, I cannot abandon my post. I made a vow to protect you.”

      “And that is how you can best carry out the duty right now. I cannot predict my father’s actions. And now that Katia is with child…” the prince let his words trail off.

      “All the more reason I should remain at court. At your side.”

      “We cannot trust the king to choose Her Majesty’s successor. He has proven too unpredictable,” Lucca interjected. He knew Serena, his sisters, Bryce, and the rest of her remaining councilors had discussed the matter at great length before the queen made her final decision.

      “With you governing Lakeshire, and in Haven on the council, I can be certain of one ally. I will know there is one person I can trust in a position to assist me politically.”

      “Why do you think my queen gave you a Dragon Fey steed?” Lucca asked fishing a flask of brandy from the pocket of his long coat.

      The captain took several long breaths, scrubbed his face with his hand and said, “It would have been nice to be asked.”

      Killian followed with a soft laugh and stepped up to the other man. “Ryan, my friend.” He clapped his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Will you help me keep my kingdom and my people safe? Will you assist me in setting right what has gone so awry?”

      Ryan sighed and shook his head. “I have no idea where to begin.”

      “Grayson has already begun the process.” As he spoke, the prince walked over to where he’d left a satchel with the Illedrian crest embossed in the leather flap, and picked it up. “He will assist and inform you of the next steps as soon as you arrive in Lakeshire.”

      “I hope I do not come to regret this.”

      “You will not.”

      “I’m going to kill her,” Ryan muttered as he reached for the satchel Killian held out to him.

      A low growl slipped from the prince’s lips, and his free hand went to the hilt of the dagger sheathed at his side.

      “That was a poor jest, Highness.” Ryan held his hands up and out to his sides. “Spoken in a moment of careless frustration. I do not truly wish your mate ill.”

      Killian shook his head, hand dropping to his side. “I know. I do not know what came over me. I…” He sighed, brows drawn low. “I’m sorry. Please, forgive me.”

      “Of course, Highness.” Ryan had smiled for a moment before he looked at the satchel the prince held in a tight grip. “I suppose she’s included all the necessary documents?”

      “She has.” He held the bag up and out to his friend.

      Ryan took the satchel. It felt like it weighed more than his horse, though he knew that was impossible. “We will need to discuss my successor.”

      “I thought we could do that over supper in my tent. You can also ask any questions you may have about Lakeshire and what will be expected of you.”

      “With your permission, Highness,” Lucca interjected, “I would like to be included, as a representative of Her Majesty.”

      Killian studied the Dragon Fey lord for several moments before he nodded. “That would be wise. It is her former province we’ll be discussing. Now if you gentlemen will excuse me, I would like a little time to myself.” He turned and walked into his tent. Settling in behind his travel desk, he picked up his quill and began writing a note to Serena.
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      Serena sat at her desk, the detritus of running a kingdom scattered about the surface. Her duties loomed before her like a dark creature out of nightmares. She knew she should be paying attention to the business of her people, but Serena was exhausted.

      After speaking with the families of her fallen warriors, it had been her duty to lead the funeral services at dawn for them. Many hours and a bath later, she still caught the occasional whiff of smoke clinging to her hair. She reclined in the chair, letting her head rest against the high, padded back. Closing her eyes, the Dragon Fey queen turned the last conversation she’d had with Altus over in her mind again and again.

      ***

      In her mind… Serena replayed the scene. She stepped into the cell, arms folded. She remembered the door as it had clanged behind her, and she heard the sound of the heavy iron key turning in the lock, sealing her in… alone with the traitor.

      “I am surprised the trio allowed this.” Altus sat on the single stool at the far end of the room. A cot was set up to his right, the sparse coverings very neat and tidy. To the left stood a rickety table with a metal pitcher on top.

      Serena sighed, hovering near the door, the one concession she’d made to the trio and her new councilors. She knew two of her guards waited on the other side of the door, listening for any sounds of distress. The young queen’s hand rested on the hilt of her belt knife. “They were against it. However, I reminded them they have told me more than once that Dragon Fey queens do not just sit on their thrones and do nothing. “

      “And you chose to exert your authority for this?” Altus had asked, incredulous.

      Not rising to his bait, Serena continued to project an air of calm as she said, “I want to know why you betrayed our people.”

      In her mind, Serena saw Altus as he leaned back against the wall and started chuckling. “You believe I have betrayed our people… You!”

      “Ha! Was it someone else who led my councilors in a treasonous plot? Attempted to usurp the rightful heir to the throne. You’ve conspired to have my mate and me killed, yet you believe I have betrayed our people?” Serena fought to keep the skepticism from her voice though she knew she wasn’t successful.

      “I cannot believe that you are of Ellesandra and Rafe’s blood. I never would have thought their daughter would not be fit to lead.” The older Dragon Fey had leaned forward, his eyes narrowing and another fit of laughter burst forth. “Have you even questioned why Lord Bryce chose to expose the plot to you, against the wishes of his own mother and clan?”

      Serena remembered she’d read the unspoken question, certain he was pushing her. Did you ever consider he might also be a traitor? Did you just trust him blindly as you did me?

      “Lord Bryce’s actions are not in question here. Yours are.” She fought to make sure her words carried an air of command which brooked no argument.

      Serena seemed to relive the scene. The room had fallen silent for several long moments. She turned his words over in her mind, feeling his eyes on her… watching, waiting for the right moment to land his final verbal barb. “He has a sister, you know. Too young to challenge you for the throne… for now.”

      A sister… That explains his mother’s decision. Her desire to make her daughter queen once she came of age if Bryce hadn’t produced a legitimate heir, Serena thought, keeping her expression neutral. “And yet, he still came to me. You have lost.”

      “Then why are you here, Your Majesty.”

      “I wanted to remind myself what betrayal looks like. To remember the consequences of placing my trust blindly.” She turned to face the door. “There will be no mercy. I cannot allow this sort of threat to my reign to go unanswered.” Serena knocked on the door. “I thank you for the counsel and the advice you’ve given me.”

      The key banged in the lock, and a moment later the door swung open.

      “Tell me, Your Majesty, what will you do when you and your mate remain childless? How will you explain it away? Especially since his human wife is rumored to be
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