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        Because I could not stop for death, He kindly stopped for me; The carriage held but just ourselves and immortality.

        Emily Dickenson
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      The darkness was stifling—unbearable.

      Heat and pressure weighed on Rowen as she opened her eyes for the first time in weeks.

      It took a moment for her sight to adjust, but Priscilla was there, waiting. Just like in the hauntings that had plagued her since she and Warwick came to Withrae Palace.

      Rage bubbled within Rowen’s belly, and she fought to rise from the bed. It was fruitless.

      Priscilla straddled her, sitting on her pelvis, with her hands on the small mound stretched above Rowen’s abdomen.

      “So,” the sorceress whispered. “It’s true. A little baby dragon grows inside of the half-blood? Could we be so lucky?”

      Tears burned Rowen’s eyes, as she tried to lift her arms. To be so helpless and without hope was unbearable. She wanted to rip Priscilla’s mask off her deformed face and shove it down her throat.

      Big eyes looked to Rowen. If she hadn’t been tormenting her for weeks, Rowen might have thought the beautiful woman before her looked innocent, like a child.

      “Warwick will be pleased. The Red Dragon from the prophecies isn’t what we believed at all,” Priscilla said. “It is a child.”

      Rowen squeezed her eyes shut as Priscilla stepped onto the floor and placed her hands on either side of her face.

      “A very powerful child,” she said. “A weapon.”

      Her eyes popped open, and in a fit of adrenaline, she snapped her hand around Priscilla’s throat and brought her down to her face.

      Stunned, Priscilla gasped for breath and stared into Rowen’s eyes with absolute disbelief.

      “You—touch—” Rowen began, fighting for the strength to continue, even as the darkness threatened to consume her once more. “And, I will pluck your eyes from your face.”

      Priscilla wrenched herself free, and scrambled onto the floor, backing away from Rowen.

      “Aye,” she said, snarling. “I wouldn’t want to touch you for all of the riches and glory in the world. But, I’ll do whatever it takes to end the reign of dragons and their tainted magic.”

      She stood then, and stormed from the room, leaving Rowen in complete darkness.

      Her life was one of constant agony, and she now wished she’d never agreed to come to Withrae Palace at all. She wished she’d stayed in Harrow, and far from the princes of Withrae and their charms.

      She’d be free now, if she’d have done so.

      The tears rolled down her cheeks and onto the pillow.

      Free and miserable.

      The Duke of Harrow—her stepfather—would have never have given her a moment’s peace if she didn’t do everything he commanded. Her life had always been one of constant duty, and the pleasing of others.

      At least as queen of Withrae, wife to the man she’d grown to love, she had purpose—at least she had an innocent child growing in her belly.

      The child.

      She had to protect him, at all costs.

      The sound of the door opening made her tense. She flickered a frantic glance toward the door and watched with dread as Priscilla re-entered the room.

      The soft thuds of her feet were all too well-known to Rowen, and each one made her cringe.

      The clanging of shackles was a reminder of her time in Withrae Prison, and the glinting of the steel was confirmation that was what the sorceress had in mind.

      “What are you doing?” Rowen asked through a sharp pain in her throat.

      Priscilla grinned in the darkness, and Rowen could see the evil in her eyes.

      “Nothing,” she said, staring at the shackles. “Just come to make sure our investment isn’t getting too strong for her own good.”

      That was it.

      Rowen refused to be held against her will for a moment longer.

      Something stirred within her—a force she didn’t recognize, but also couldn’t deny.

      The rage that bubbled from her belly was enough to fuel her entire body with heat and power. The sensation was unlike anything she’d felt in a long time. It was more than the agony she’d suffered and the brief memories of better times when she was queen.

      This—it was new territory.

      Her body rose from the bed, and before she could restrain the power that rippled though her blood in quick shocks, she outstretched her right arm and opened her balled fist.

      Priscilla’s hair began to shift into those iridescent rainbow colors that Rowen had come to hate—but it was too late. Rowen had been simmering in this wild rage for far too long to show restraint or hesitation.

      What Rowen released was a bright red light that shot through the darkness like a lightning bolt that created steam and tension in the air around it.

      As it seared through the center of Priscilla’s face, tears fell from Rowen’s eyes, and her frown deepened.

      The look of complete bewilderment on Priscilla’s eyes would forever remain in Rowen’s mind, and as her body fell backward onto the floor, she whispered a quiet thank you to the gift she’d just received.

      Her chest heaved, her body hovered, and all she could think was; now, time to end this—time to end Sir Warwick Ludlow.
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      The palace was quiet—quieter than she’d ever remembered it being. The guards were gone, and courtiers who used to stalk the halls were nowhere to be seen.

      That didn’t stop Rowen from hunting the wizard who nearly destroyed her world.

      She stalked the halls, limping from the tingling of her legs, and dizzy from lack of nourishment. She was certain that if she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, she wouldn’t recognize herself. A few days longer and she would have withered away from starvation.

      Despite the aching in her gut, she pressed on, eyes sharp and ears desperate for any tiny sound. The soft rug beneath her feet kept her from creaking along the wood underneath. In an effort to stay stealthy, she stuck to taking the carpeted corridors as she continued her search.

      Fear no longer ruled her world, and all she wanted was for this nightmare to truly end.

      “What have you done?”

      Rowen tensed. The deep, male voice came from behind her.

      Warwick.

      She closed her eyes, and her shoulders slumped as she tilted her chin upward. She nearly toppled over, but the ferocity in her glare was enough to cause the wizard to pause.

      “I killed her,” she said, quietly. “Ended her miserable life the way I’d dreamed so many times.”

      She could feel his rage pulsating through the air between them. She could also smell the heavy heat of magic—it smelled of ammonia and acid.

      Rowen slowly turned to get a good look at the man who started this whole mess—the man who she would see burned to ash the moment she ended his life.

      He was fairly good-looking, tall, with a decent build and attractive face. None of that mattered. All she saw was the darkness of his eyes that was hidden behind the azure that glared at her.

      “Sent a bolt of light right through her face,” she said, taking a step toward him. His brow twitched, though he feigned apathy. “And, watched her fall. It was beautiful. I’d pay to watch it all happen again.”

      His jaw clenched, as did her fists.

      “How shall I end your life, Sir Warwick Ludlow?” Rowen asked, standing a foot before him. “And send you to meet your sister in the spirit realm?”

      He was much taller, so she had to look upward, but the authority was all hers in that moment. Even as he raised his wizard’s staff, she could see it in his eyes.

      He was afraid of her.

      They stared into each others eyes for a long moment, before he made a move.

      He reached for her throat, but Rowen anticipated it. Why was it that men always went for the throat first?

      Her stepfather had shown her many things, and for once, she was grateful for this lesson.

      Rowen sidestepped him, and used the light from the torches to build a divine, red ball of power. She hovered before him
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