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  Trigger Warnings
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Not gonna lie, a lot happens in these pages—however, most of the gory stuff is described, but not directly depicted. Does that make it better? Who knows! Having said that, if you have any questions about this list, please don't hesitate to reach out to me. The easiest way is via the contact form at https://authorjennierallisprovost.com. Happy reading! 
•	Pregnancy (childbirth is not depicted)
•	PTSD 
•	Death of parents/siblings (past events)
•	Parental abuse (also past events, but they are mentioned)
•	Assault 
•	Torture
•	On page sexual situations







  
  A New Mission
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Lochlyn Blackmoor hated waiting. 
Yet it was all he’d done for months—waiting for blowback from Serpens about their daring rescue of Caterina and Curran. For news of the rampaging basilisk he and Curran had freed from the palace dungeons. Or for the Grand Master to appear in the courtyard demanding to see his family.
Waiting to be able to shift again.
Nothing happened.
Lochlyn set his hands on the balcony’s railing, and watched the early morning activity in the castle’s courtyard. While he appreciated the calm days and nights they’d enjoyed at Dragon Ridge, retribution was inevitable. He’d insulted the king, committed several acts of treason, and set the palace on fire. King Olivar wasn’t a forgiving man; he was more likely to take Lochlyn’s head and mount it on his wall.
Still. Nothing.     
Perhaps Olivar was taking his time so Lochlyn would slowly descend into madness.
Laughter floated toward him, a bright sound that Lochlyn would know anywhere. He turned toward the gardens, and saw Rosalie walking with her sister, Caterina. They both carried baskets of flowers, but behind Rosalie’s basket was her rounded belly, and inside her belly was their child.
Their child’s birth was something else Lochlyn was waiting for, and for that he was most impatient of all.
He and Rosalie already had three adopted children, and he loved them and his nephew, Jonathan, dearly. Somehow, he found yet another measure of love in his heart for this child he’d yet to meet, a babe who would be a dragon, like him.
As the strongest of the Otherworldly creatures, Lochlyn’s own dragon blood meant the child would definitely take after him, but they wouldn’t know if the child would be able to shift until he was around a year old. While Lochlyn could attain both dragon and warrior forms, his eldest brother could only shift to warrior, and his middle brothers couldn’t shift at all.
Whether the child could shift or not didn’t matter to Lochlyn. Either way, he couldn’t wait to meet their baby. Before Rosalie fell pregnant, Lochlyn had been the last living dragon in Alessia. Now both his kind and his name would live on, thanks to his beautiful wife.
“Lochlyn,” Rosalie called from the courtyard, waving to get his attention as if he hadn’t already been entranced by her every move. “There were some daisies in bloom, and the birds spared us some blackberries.”
“And elderberries,” Caterina added, holding up her basket. “Madchen can make more of her famous wine.”
Lochlyn laughed softly; there were enough casks of Madchen’s elderberry wine in the castle’s cellar to get half of Alessia drunk. “Are you two coming in for lunch?”
Rosalie opened her mouth to reply, but whatever she said was drowned out by the thunder of a dozen hooves. Lochlyn looked toward the gate and saw three gigantic stags enter the courtyard. The central and largest stag approached Rosalie and bowed.
“Hello, Cervus,” Rosalie said as the stag’s antlers scraped the ground near her feet. “And you really don’t need to be so dramatic. Will you join us for lunch?”
Cervus raised his head, and after he glanced at the balcony, he and his two companions went toward the stables. Lochlyn watched them depart, then he returned his gaze to his wife. His leisurely afternoon with Rosalie would have to wait. As Lochlyn’s spymaster, Cervus had been in Serpens for the past three weeks, gathering information. For him to personally return to Dragon Ridge instead of sending one of his messengers, he must have learned something especially dire.

      [image: ]Lochlyn met Rosalie at the door. “Beloved,” he greeted, as he spread his arms wide. “I missed you.”
“We were only in the garden for an hour or so,” Rosalie said, then she stood on her toes and kissed the bottom of his chin. “But I missed you, too. You should have come with us.”
“Next time,” he promised, stroking her golden hair behind her ear.
“Where’s Curran?” Caterina asked, as she looked around the atrium.
“Last I saw he was teaching Jonathan how to fly,” Lochlyn replied.
“He better not,” Caterina grumbled, then she handed Rosalie her basket, grabbed two handfuls of her skirts, and marched toward the nursery. Rosalie leaned against Lochlyn’s arm as they watched her go.
“You only said that so she would leave,” Rosalie accused.
“Beloved, you wound me.” Lochlyn clutched his hands over his heart. “But if Cervus is here, it’s because he learned something important. I thought it best not to upset Caterina unless it was absolutely necessary.”
“She’s been better, lately,” Rosalie said, and Lochlyn admitted that was true. Caterina hadn’t woken up the entire house with her screams in at least a week, and, counting today, she’d left Curran alone with their son twice. “We just need to be patient with her.”
“And we will be.” Lochlyn understood well that pain was individual, and every person needed to deal with it in their own way. “Let’s go to the dining room. I’m sure Cervus and his men will be hungry.”
Lochlyn claimed the baskets of flowers and berries from Rosalie’s hands and escorted her to the dining room. When they reached the room, lunch was just being laid out. They took their seats, and Lochlyn began filling Rosalie’s plate, though she was eyeing the platter of grilled meat warily.
“Remember, you need to eat meat for the baby,” Lochlyn brought up when Rosalie wrinkled her nose. “The midwife at the temple said you need to eat like a dragon.”
“I’ll just have a bite of yours,” she said, before proceeding to devour an entire joint of mutton. She’d just started on her second when Cervus joined them.
“My lord and lady,” Cervus said as he bowed. His eyes were the same rich brown as his stag’s, and his hair was the same shade as his hide, but that was where the similarities between man and creature ended. While Cervus’s stag form was a massive, well-muscled beast, the man was tall and wiry. “May I join you?”
“Of course,” Lochlyn replied. “Are you hungry?”
“Famished,” Cervus answered. “We ran straight through from Serpens.”
“You must be exhausted, as well,” Rosalie said. “Where are your companions?”
“In the kitchens, being well-fed by Madchen,” Cervus replied. “I thought it best we speak alone.”
“Understood,” Lochlyn murmured, then he gestured toward the platters of food. “Please, eat. We can talk once you’ve had your fill.”
“If it’s all the same to you, I’ll talk while eating and drinking,” Cervus said, filling his wineglass. “Running is thirsty work.”
“I imagine it is.” Lochlyn observed as Cervus drained and refilled his wineglass, and as a servant delivered a plate to him. Once that was done, Lochlyn signaled for the staff to depart. “Were you able to gain entry to the palace?” he asked once they were alone.
“I could not personally enter,” Cervus replied. “The palace is locked down tighter than any dungeon, but the fire you set in the alchemist’s lab burned through the tower’s roof.”
Lochlyn frowned; he’d set the fire because the king’s alchemist, Zosimos, had a horde of dragon skins he was experimenting on. A persistent rumor led Zosimos to believe that dragon scales could cure the king, a basilisk shifter who’d been trapped in a half form for more than a decade. That rumor was false, and Lochlyn burned the skins to keep the alchemist from further desecrating his ancestors. That the fire had spread to the palace’s roof was an unintended consequence.
Zosimos also claimed that the skins had been procured by Rosalie’s father, Osman Irontooth. Osman’s punishment was something else Lochlyn was waiting on, and he meant to deliver it himself.
“After we memorized the guards’ schedules,” Cervus continued, snapping Lochlyn free from his memories, “we were able to get a few falcons inside through the hole in the roof.”
“Did the alchemist survive the fire?” Lochlyn asked.
“Sadly, Zosimos emerged from the blaze unscathed,” Cervus said. “However, the chambermaid you struck across the head with a candlestick, my lady, is no longer with us.”
“Melly?” Rosalie asked. “I didn’t kill her, did I?”
“No, she recovered quite well from the blow,” Cervus replied. “Osman ordered her execution for allowing his daughters to be abducted.”
“That is not what happened,” Rosalie snapped. Lochlyn set his hand on her forearm, felt the heat of her fire even through her sleeve.
“I understand, my lady, and I have never questioned your account of the events,” Cervus said calmly. “But your father was so desperate to save face in front of the king that he manipulated the facts. Being that there were no witnesses to corroborate Melly’s version of what happened, and how much our king loves a scapegoat, the woman’s fate was sealed.”
Rosalie’s shoulders sagged. “Melly was little more than a spy for Father. She’s the one who alerted him to my sister’s affair with Curran, and she betrayed both of us many times. I . . . I suppose she got what was coming to her.”
Lochlyn squeezed her arm. “She walked her path,” he said; even though Melly had hurt both Rosalie and Caterina, his wife still mourned her. Her sweet, gentle heart was one of the things Lochlyn loved most about her. “Was anyone else punished?”
“Punished? Yes. Executed? No.” Cervus paused to wipe his mouth. “By and large, you and Curran Flameborn are being labeled as the villains of the incident, although the Grand Master is attempting to absolve his son.”
“Is Arthus implying that I infiltrated the palace for any reason other than to free Caterina and Curran?” Lochlyn asked.
“He claims he doesn’t understand your motivations, which is close enough to the truth for him,” Cervus replied. “He’s more concerned with clearing Curran’s name than with your reputation. However, there is the matter of the rogue basilisk.”
Lochlyn pursed his lips as he glanced at Rosalie. When he’d found Curran in the palace dungeons, the knight had been guarding an unmarked cell door. No one knew exactly who the prisoner was, but he was rumored to be the king’s brother. The captive turned out to be a very large, very angry basilisk.
“Curran is the one who unlocked the cell,” Lochlyn said. “In case the fire spread to the dungeon, he didn’t want him to burn to death trapped in his cell.”
“How noble of him,” Cervus deadpanned. “We still don’t have confirmation of the basilisk’s identity.”
“Isn’t he dead?” Rosalie asked. “I burned him, then Lochlyn impaled him.”
“Yes, but then he shifted,” Cervus said. “That shift did more than heal him. Since no one knows what he looks like in his other form, he merely got up and disappeared into the city.”
“Then we have him to contend with, as well,” Lochlyn said. “Has he been sighted since then in his basilisk form?”
“Yes, but that’s still not our most pressing issue.” Cervus pushed his plate back and drank more wine. “The king’s seer has been marked for death.”
“The king can’t do that,” Rosalie said. “She answers to no one but Lady Fate!”
“True, but Olivar believes she betrayed him,” Cervus said. “Our king is of the opinion that the seer lied about you carrying a dragon child, and that she orchestrated the incident in the throne room.”
“That’s nonsense,” Rosalie muttered.
“Where is the seer now?” Lochlyn asked.
“She’s retreated to the temple, and she hasn’t been seen in weeks,” Cervus replied. “Olivar has threatened to burn the temple to the ground in order to flush her out, but the priestesses are unmoved.”
Lochlyn glanced at his wife and asked, “What has the Grand Master said about the seer’s fate?”
“Arthus vowed to protect the temple and everyone in it until his dying breath.” Cervus rubbed his forehead. “I fear Arthus is the only person keeping the palace from descending into total chaos, but as we know, Olivar is a petty and vindictive man. If he musters enough support, and his soldiers end up pitted against the knights from the Order of the Sun, Serpens may fall.”
“Perhaps Serpens needs to fall,” Rosalie said. “Perhaps what Alessia needs is to move on from these weak, bitter old men like the king and my father and establish a new capital elsewhere.”
“You’re not wrong, beloved,” Lochlyn said. “But we cannot let the seer suffer over our actions.”
“Yes,” Rosalie agreed, her green eyes sparkling. “We will rescue her and prove that the king is nothing but bluster!”
“You want to pull off another rescue?” Cervus asked, then he shook his head. “I’m all for staying on Lady Fate’s good side, but that’s a suicide mission. Every soldier in Serpens has been instructed to kill you on sight. For now, the seer’s better off staying in the temple, and you’re better off staying here.”
“I—” Lochlyn shut his mouth. He looked away before he declared he could fly to the temple in dragon form under cover of night, collect the seer, and be gone before anyone knew he was there. Because he couldn’t shift, and he did not know when he would get that ability back.
But the seer had told him that he would shift again. You will shift again, not when you want to, but when you need to. Those few words had given him hope, and for that reason alone Lochlyn had to try to save her.
“We’ll make a plan,” Lochlyn said at last.
“What about Curran?” Rosalie asked. “He’s not as strong or as stealthy as you are, but he flies very fast. Perhaps we could send him to retrieve her.”
Lochlyn shook his head. “His fire would burn her. No, there must be another way.”
“I knew you were going to say that,” Cervus said. “What of the basilisk on the loose?”
“Let’s worry about him after the seer’s safe.” And hope he’s not lying in wait for our return to Serpens.






  
  A Terrible Idea
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“This is a terrible idea,” Curran said. 
“That’s what I said,” Cervus echoed. After they’d finished eating, he, Lochlyn, and Rosalie sought out Caterina and Curran. They found them in the nursery, and shared Cervus’s news and Rosalie’s intent to rescue the seer. None of the information had been well received.
“We’re all better off staying as far away from Serpens as possible,” Cervus continued.
“We can’t let the seer suffer for our actions,” Rosalie insisted. “It’s not right.”
“Fates, you’re righteous like my father,” Curran grumbled.
Rosalie arched a golden eyebrow at him. “And my mother, too, I assume?”
Curran looked away. Rosalie’s mother was Curran’s older sister, but that fact was only recently revealed. “Aurielle would have marched into the temple, rescued whomever needed rescuing, and eliminated anyone who got in her way,” he said at length.
“Then I am like her,” Rosalie said triumphantly.
Lochlyn put his hand on Rosalie’s, asking, “Would Aurielle have moved forward with such a plan even against the Grand Master?”
Curran scoffed. “If her actions would have irritated Father, she’d have gone in twice as fast. They never got along.”
Rosalie bit the inside of her cheek, resisting the urge to ask Curran for more information about her mother. Right now, the seer was their priority, not Curran’s memories of his sister. “All the more reason we should go to Arthus and request his assistance,” she said instead. “We can appeal to his memories of his daughter.”
“You say that as if my father’s a sentimental man,” Curran said. “He would kill me if he thought my death was what the Order needed. Fates, Rosie, he welded lead cuffs onto me, and tried to put Cat in a breeding program!”
Caterina whimpered, and held Jonathan a bit tighter. “Caterina, I didn’t mean—” Curran began, but she shook her head.
“I’m fine,” she insisted, then she flashed him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “But Curran’s right. Arthus doesn’t have a heart, at least not one that cares about anything other than his precious Order.” Caterina paused. “But he would care about Jonathan. And Rosie.”
“No,” Lochlyn said as he shot to his feet. “No, no, no. We cannot bring either of them to Serpens.”
“Agreed,” Curran said. “The only thing keeping the old bird from showing up here unannounced is knowing he can’t outfight a dragon. But if he’d been certain about Jonathan’s existence, he would’ve followed us home.”
“What about a trade?” Rosalie asked. “What if you and Lochlyn go to the Order and request Arthus’s help, and in return he can come here, and spend time with me?” She paused, and added, “If you’re willing to go to Serpens, that is.”
“Of course, I’ll have your back in Serpens,” Curran said to Lochlyn, then he rubbed his chin. “If my father comes here, we’ll have to hide Cat and Jonathan.”
“We can stay in the village, with Seren,” Caterina interjected. “I want to keep as much distance between Arthus and us as possible.”
Lochlyn scowled. “If I agree to giving the Grand Master access to my home and my wife, there will be rules,” he stated. “Several rules.”
“Might I make a suggestion?” Cervus asked.
Lochlyn nodded. “Of course.”
“Draw up a contract between yourselves and the Grand Master,” Cervus said. “Clearly outline your expectations, beginning with the sort of help you’re requesting from him, and what you’re offering in return. Something like, ‘In return for your assistance in securing the seer and moving her to a safe location, you may visit with Rosalie Blackmoor for one hour while in the presence of her husband, Lochlyn Blackmoor.’ And then list your additional terms for this meeting.”
Lochlyn glanced at Rosalie. She nodded. “A contract seems to be our best option. We should add that Arthus is not to relay a single detail of our meeting to my father or the king,” she said.
“Glad I could be of help,” Cervus said, as he stood. “I’m going to collect my men. Once the contract is prepared, send it to me and I’ll have one of the falcons to deliver it to Arthus. We’ll be at the manor.”
With that, Cervus left in search of his companions. Caterina also left the room without a word, her son clutched to her breast. Curran stared after her for a moment. “Do you need help drafting the contract?” he asked, without taking his gaze from the door she’d disappeared through.
“Rosalie and I can manage,” Lochlyn replied. Curran nodded, and he followed Caterina. Rosalie leaned against Lochlyn’s shoulder.
“She’s so angry,” Rosalie murmured. “But if you ask her how she feels, she claims everything’s fine.”
“Curran’s suffering just as much as she is.” Lochlyn draped his arm around Rosalie’s shoulders and kissed her hair. “I wonder if Caterina means to punish him?”
“In her head, she knows that Curran didn’t have a choice in what happened to them.” Rosalie remembered when Jonathan was born, and Caterina was engulfed in flames. Curran had taken her away moments later to bring her back to the Order of the Sun; it had been part of his punishment for defying the Grand Master. Once there, they were given two options: Caterina would either be put in one of the Order’s harems, or given to the king, who intended to marry her to reinforce his claim to the throne.
And it had been up to Curran to choose her fate.
Since the king was impotent, Caterina had been sent to his bedchamber. Curran and Caterina had both agreed it was the better option, but both had regretted the decision.
“I’m sure that knowledge doesn’t make what happened any easier,” Lochlyn said. “Will you be all right meeting with Arthus?”
“I will, as long as you’re with me. But I don’t want him to meet the children,” Rosalie added. “Perhaps we should send them into the village with Cat.”
“We can do that,” Lochlyn agreed. “Curran can guard them.”
Rosalie looked up at her husband. “You’ll allow a phoenix knight to stand watch over our babies?”
“Curran is many things, but he would never allow a child to be harmed,” Lochlyn replied. “And until I can shift again, he’s the strongest warrior we have.”
“I don’t know,” Rosalie mused, trailing her fingertips along Lochlyn’s arm. “I remember that fight in the palace courtyard. You have excellent control of your sword, Lord Blackmoor.”
“I unsheathe it only for you, Lady Blackmoor.” He pressed a kiss to her temple. “Want to start on this contract?”
“Yes,” Rosalie replied. “The sooner it’s on its way to Arthus, the sooner the seer will be safe, and we can put all of this behind us.”






  
  Too Soon
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Caterina’s footsteps echoed down the wide corridor as she fled with Jonathan clutched against her breast. Arched windows painted with jewel-toned scenes filled up one side of the wall while intricate tapestries decorated the opposite, though the thick fabric did little to muffle the sounds of her feet. Caterina didn’t pause to admire the architecture or the art. She only wanted to run. 
She didn’t have a destination in mind. She also hadn’t meant to run out of the nursery in the middle of a conversation, but she couldn’t spend another moment discussing the awful king, that horrid palace, or the despicable Grand Master.
And now Rosalie and Lochlyn were going to invite that despicable man to Dragon Ridge.
“Princess,” Curran called from behind her. “Caterina, wait.”
She halted but didn’t turn around. A moment later, Curran stepped in front of her. His handsome face was a mask of concern, from his pinched brows to his downturned mouth. When she’d been trapped in Olivar’s chambers she dreamed of Curran’s deep brown eyes and tawny hair and square jaw, and despaired she might never see him again. Now she spent every day near this man she loved with her whole heart, and could hardly meet his gaze.
“I don’t want to see him, either,” Curran murmured, proving that he knew exactly why she’d bolted. “If I live the rest of my life without seeing my father again, I’ll die happy.”
“But you’re going to Serpens,” Caterina said, her voice catching on the capital city’s name. “And you’re going to work with him, aren’t you?”
Curran blew out a breath and ran a hand through his hair. “Yes, but . . . The seer doesn’t deserve to be Olivar’s scapegoat. We both know, better than anyone, how awful the king is.”
Caterina barked a laugh. “Yes, yes, we do. I remember when I was first dragged into his rooms and my breasts were swollen with milk, so painful and hard I couldn’t even sit up straight, but I couldn’t express the milk and give myself some relief because Olivar liked how they looked. I remember how he would stare at me, and touch me, and how his venom would drip and burn—”
Her voice cracked, and Curran pulled her into his arms, careful to leave room for their son. “I’ll kill him for what he did to you,” he rasped, holding her as if he worried she’d be taken from him again.
“It wasn’t half of what they did to you.” Thanks to their mate bond, Caterina had felt every torture inflicted upon Curran. “Maybe I’ll kill him for you.”
“We could kill him together,” Curran suggested. Caterina peeked at his face, saw him smiling.
It was too soon for her to smile about anything that happened in the palace.
“If you did kill the king, what would your father say?” she asked.
“I don’t care,” Curran said. “I only care about you, and Jonathan, and the rest of our family.”
Caterina nodded, but who Curran cared for wasn’t the issue. “When will this grand rescue of the seer take place?”
“Loch and Rosie are working on the contract for Arthus,” Curran explained. “We’ll know more after he replies. He may refuse to help us, and if that happens this whole plan may never move forward.”
“Do you really think Rosie will let the matter drop?” Caterina raised an eyebrow. “She’s more likely to walk to Serpens and get the seer herself.”
“True.” Curran caressed her cheek. “I know I’ve failed you in the past, but I will protect you and our son. You’re both safe from the Order and the king.”
“You never failed me or anyone,” she stated. “There wasn’t anything more you could have done. They knew I was with child, and if you hadn’t come for me and brought me to the palace Olivar and my father would have sent out search parties. If they found me on their own, they’d have found Jonathan. You kept our son safe, and that was the best thing you could have done for both of us.”
“My brave princess,” Curran murmured. He glanced at their sleeping son, and said, “If you’d like, we can bring Jonathan up to our rooms. There’s a cradle up there, and we can talk while he sleeps.”
A thousand images from her time in Olivar’s chamber crashed behind Caterina’s eyes. “No,” she whispered as she stepped back. “Maybe later.”
Curran frowned, but he didn’t press her. Instead, he caressed the baby’s head. “Take good care of your mother,” he whispered to Jonathan. “I’ve got some things to discuss with Cervus. I’ll find you both before supper.”
With that, Curran walked away. Caterina watched him until he turned a corner, noticing how he never once looked back at her. She envied how calm and confident he was, and how he seemed to be able to put the past behind him and turn his gaze toward the future.
Caterina wanted that, too, and she wanted to follow Curran, to tell him all of the hurts and thoughts that lingered in her mind, but she remained rooted to the floor. More than anything, she wanted to be with Curran, but her memories had her in a stranglehold, and she didn’t know how to break free.
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Grand Master, 
We hope this letter finds you well. My wife and I write to you now to request your invaluable assistance in a certain delicate matter. In return, we seek to offer you something we suspect you greatly desire.
News has reached us regarding the king’s seer, and her dire predicament. While we do continue to respect the throne of Alessia, and would never question the king’s opinion, we do not hold with his persecution of the seer. Therefore, we propose to remove her from her self-imposed exile in the Temple of Fate, and relocate her to a destination of her choosing. For this endeavor, we humbly request your assistance in entering both Serpens and the temple without alerting the king. It is our opinion that you are the only man in Alessia who can help us accomplish this task.
If you choose to help us, we will extend to you the hospitality of Dragon Ridge, so that you may visit with your granddaughter. Rosalie has expressed her desire to know you, and she does hope you will agree to our terms. I will be present at this meeting, and that is one term we cannot bend on.
A second item that we must insist upon is your utter discretion in this matter. We cannot have either the king or Rosalie’s father privy to our plans. If such information were divulged, it would put the seer and all of Dragon Ridge in jeopardy. We trust you understand our need to have as few people in the know as possible.
We look forward to your reply. May the Fates guide your path,
Lochlyn and Rosalie Blackmoore, Duke and Duchess of Dragon Ridge






  
  Unbinding
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Whenever Rosalie spent time in the quaint and lively village, she wondered why they didn’t venture out of the castle more often. 
Actually, there were two villages in Dragon Ridge. The upper one was across the chasm from the castle, and boasted cobblestone paths and rows of shops nestled among the mountains. The lower village was tucked against a cliffside next to the sea, and was mostly populated by the Seaward clan of selkies. Lochlyn’s mother was from that clan, and even though the Seawards governed themselves, every selkie treated Lochlyn like he was their long-lost son. Lochlyn found it incredibly embarrassing. Rosalie thought it was adorable.
Today, Rosalie, Lochlyn, and Devlin were in the upper village’s center square, all because Devlin had decided to have his phoenix abilities unbound, and he wanted it done where everyone could watch.
“Are you sure you want to do this here?” Rosalie asked her younger brother. “Publicly?”
“I am,” Devlin replied with a grin. “What could go wrong?”
Rosalie frowned, but refrained from listing the many things that could go awry. Instead, she considered what their mother would say about this situation.
She probably would have told them to be quiet, and sent them off to bed.
Their mother had bound Rosalie and Devlin’s phoenix abilities when they were babies. She’d accomplished that by placing a lead charm beneath their skin, since lead nullified a phoenix’s fire. Lochlyn had cut the lead out of Rosalie’s neck while they were in Serpens, which had been incredibly painful and caused Rosalie to bleed profusely . . . but Rosalie didn’t regret it. From the instant the lead was out of her body it was as if a fog had lifted; she’d likened it to having been exhausted her entire life, and was finally rested.
Rosalie still hadn’t mastered her fire, which frustrated her. Lochlyn repeatedly told her to be patient, but that was also a skill she had yet to master.
Lochlyn had offered to help Devlin remove the lead in his neck, but hadn’t expected him to request it be done publicly. Devlin’s reasoning was that, thanks to the Order of the Sun’s oppressive policies regarding children, many phoenix babies had been given up by their parents and ended up in Dragon Ridge’s orphanage. Devlin hoped that by unbinding his abilities in the square where everyone could watch, and showing the villagers his fire, all phoenixes would know they were safe at the Ridge. That, Rosalie agreed with.
One thing no one knew was how strong of a shifter Devlin would be. He could be latent, and have next to no abilities, or he could be as powerful as their grandfather, the Grand Master himself. Devlin, of course, hoped for the latter. Rosalie did, too, mostly because if he was latent, it would break Devlin’s heart.
Yet another reason not to do this with an audience, she grumbled inwardly.
“I think Mama would approve,” Devlin continued. “Thumbing our noses at the Order, and all.”
“You’re probably right.” Rosalie glanced at Lochlyn, who stood behind Devlin with a knife in his hand. He’d cut out Rosalie’s lead with his talons, but he wouldn’t have those back until he could shift again. The knife would have to do.
“Ready?” Rosalie asked.
“Is Seren here?” Devlin asked, leaning from side to side to survey the crowd. When Rosalie and Lochlyn retrieved Caterina and Curran from the palace, they also rescued five of Olivar’s chambermaids, Seren included. Now she and two of the other maids ran a tavern in the village. Lochlyn declared their roasted mutton some of the best in Alessia, second only to Madchen’s recipe.
“I don’t see her,” Rosalie answered, after she glanced at those gathered behind her. “Does she like watching her suitors screaming as their necks are cut open?”
“Don’t forget the torrent of blood,” Lochlyn added. “When I removed Rosalie’s charm she bled quite a lot. I worried the priestesses would reprimand me for staining the furniture.”
“You did not,” Devlin interjected, then he glanced at his sister. “Did you bleed a lot? Were the priestesses mad?”
“It was fine,” Rosalie assured as she shot her husband a quelling glance. She wanted to tease her brother, not terrify him. “Want me to pop over to the tavern and ask Seren if she has a moment to watch you writhe in pain?”
“You’re not very reassuring,” Devlin muttered, then he looked beyond Rosalie and grinned. Rosalie turned around, and she saw none other than Seren herself walking across the square.
Rosalie understood why her brother was so taken with Seren. She was tall and strong, with black hair and flawlessly smooth skin. Seren’s eyes were a clear amber hue, and she had the uncanny ability to see the truth of everyone almost immediately. Add to her physical attributes her intelligence and kindness, and it was plain why half the village was enamored with her.
From the moment Seren and Devlin first laid eyes on each other all they’d done was smile and blush, though neither could get up the nerve to start a conversation. After Devlin had the idea to have himself publicly unbound, he had sent Seren a message asking her to attend.
And now she was here to witness his unbinding, and Devlin still hadn’t spoken to her. Instead, he was staring at her as if he was parched and she was a cool stream.
“Say something to her,” Rosalie whispered.
“Like what?” Devlin asked.
“Tell her you’re happy to see her, or give her a compliment,” Rosalie suggested.
“A-All right.” Devlin waved at Seren. “Glad you’re here! I might end up bleeding a lot, so brace yourself.”
“I brought brandy, for afterward,” Seren replied as she held up a flagon. “Good luck getting your neck cut open.”
“Thank you,” Devlin grinned.
Rosalie rolled her eyes. “You’re hopeless,” she said. “Ready?”
“As I’ll ever be.”
Lochlyn strode to the front of the platform, and he addressed the onlookers. “My people, what we’re doing here today is unprecedented,” he began. “In a few moments, we will unbind a phoenix.”
A murmur rolled across the crowd. “Devlin’s abilities were bound when he was an infant. His mother did this because many parts of Alessia aren’t safe for shifters, or their children.”
Those watching voiced their outrage, because children in the Ridge were protected above all others. Once they’d quieted down, Lochlyn continued—
“We do this unbinding now to prove that phoenixes and all shifters are safe in Dragon Ridge! I welcome everyone, and I keep my people safe.”
The crowd cheered, and Rosalie smiled. Lochlyn was good to his people, and as a result he had their unwavering loyalty.
“He’d be a good king,” Devlin muttered.
“He would, but don’t give him any ideas,” Rosalie agreed as Lochlyn took his place behind Devlin and raised his knife. “The Ridge keeps him plenty busy. Do you want something to bite down on?”
“I don’t know,” Devlin said, his voice panicked. “Will it hurt very much? Did you need to bite—ow!”
“It’s out,” Lochlyn declared, holding the tiny lead bauble aloft. He’d cut the charm out of Devlin’s neck in the blink of an eye. “My people, the phoenix is now liberated!”
As the crowd cheered once more, Rosalie asked, “Do you feel the blood surge?”
“I feel rather good, considering Lochlyn almost cut my head off,” Devlin replied, then he held out his hand. “How do I make fire?”
Before she could reply, Lochlyn asked, “Rosalie, can you come here and cauterize the wound?”
“Why didn’t you warn me before you cut it out?” Devlin groused, twisting to face Lochlyn as Rosalie stepped behind him. Rosalie pressed her hand to the laceration over Devlin’s spine, but her fire didn’t respond.
“I don’t know where my flames are,” she began, panicked.
“It’s all right,” Lochlyn soothed as he applied a bandage to Devlin’s neck. “The blood’s already slowing. And Devlin, I didn’t warn you because I worried you would prolong the situation, and thus your suffering.”
“A likely story,” Devlin grumbled, then he sat up straighter. Seren had moved closer, and she was standing right in front of him at the edge of the platform.
“Did it hurt?” she wondered aloud. “That knife looks awful sharp.”
“Nothing I can’t handle,” Devlin said. “Lochlyn, are we all done back there?”
“Go drink your brandy,” Lochlyn shooed him away. “Try to get in touch with your fire, but please don’t burn anything down.”
“Never,” Devlin said, then he vaulted off the platform. Rosalie watched as he spoke with Seren for a moment before walking toward the tavern.
“I wonder if they’ll get on well,” Lochlyn murmured.
“I wonder if I’ll ever understand my fire,” Rosalie said, leaning against Lochlyn. “It only comes when I’m angry, or when I’m thinking about you—but not always. My fire has a mind of its own, and it’s not very useful.”
“Shifting takes years to master,” Lochlyn said. He began packing up the knife and bandages. “When I began shifting, I would randomly become a dragon whether I wanted to or not. Once I couldn’t figure out how to shift back to a human boy for days.”
“How old were you when you first shifted?”
“Less than a year,” he replied. “I would shift in my cradle, and tear up the blankets with my talons.”
Rosalie imagined a tiny green dragon terrorizing the household. Now her husband was tall and broad, with a head of dark curls and icy blue eyes, but with her he was just as mischievous. “When did all of that settle down?”
“Not until I was around ten.” They walked down the platform’s steps and toward the waiting carriage. “But it won’t take you ten years to master your fire.”
“What makes you say that?”
“You’re coming to it as an adult,” he replied. “I was a child, and becoming a dragon seemed like just another game. You understand far more about your nature than I did about mine at the time.”
“I hope you’re right about that.” She glanced back at the platform. “Should you say anything further?”
“Everyone’s dispersing,” Lochlyn said, as he surveyed the square. “And if anyone wants to talk to me, I’m easy to find. I’ve always encouraged my people to come to me with whatever problems they have, no matter how small they think it is. I’m here for them, always.”
Rosalie regarded her husband. “Devlin’s right. You would make a good king.”
Lochlyn scoffed. “If the Fates are kind, that will never happen. All I want to do is live with my beautiful wife and children, and look after the Ridge. I’m a simple dragon,” he added, flashing her a smile.
She returned his smile, then her gaze landed on the temple situated at the edge of the square. It was much smaller than its counterpart in Serpens, and only housed two priestesses and a cleric. “What do you think will happen when you return to Serpens?”
“Honestly? I’ve no notion.” Lochlyn took her hands and kissed her knuckles. “My hope is that we can be in and out in less than a day. I don’t want the king alerted to our presence.”
“And if he is?”
“If he is, we will handle it.” Lochlyn opened the carriage door, and helped Rosalie up. “For now, let’s go home and enjoy our time together. As soon as we hear back from Arthus, I want to get moving. The sooner we begin this mission, the sooner it will end.”






  
  Lineage
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Caterina left the nursery and gently shut the door behind her. All three of the babies were sleeping, and she was taking the opportunity to get something to eat. When she entered the kitchen, she found her oldest niece, Violet, sitting at the breakfast table. 
“Hello, Violet,” Caterina said. “No book?”
“No,” she replied. “Silas says books are too valuable to bring into the kitchen, where they could get messy.”
“I agree.” Caterina nodded, as she sat across from Violet. “Even your mama, who loves books more than anyone I’ve ever met, keeps them away from food.”
Violet nodded sagely. “When I met Mama at the orphanage, the first thing I did was show her my book. There was a map inside the cover.”
Caterina smiled; Violet reminded her so much of Rosalie as a child. “I’m sure she liked that. Maps are her favorite.”
Violet grinned. “Mine too!”
A servant brought them bowls of soup and a basket of bread. After they’d each eaten some, Violet declared, “For my next book I think I want to read about basilisks.”
“Oh?” Caterina set down her spoon, hoping Violet wouldn’t notice how her hand trembled. “Why basilisks? Because of the king?”
“No. Papa says he’s icky. But there’s a new basilisk that everyone’s scared of.” Violet leaned across the table, and whispered, “I heard Papa talking about him with Silas. They think he’s the king’s brother.”
“Why do they think that?” Caterina recalled hearing about the basilisk that Curran and Lochlyn had freed from the palace dungeon, but since she’d been avoiding all talk regarding Serpens, she didn’t know much else about him.
Violet shrugged. “Uncle Curran says no one knows who the basilisk is, but all the guards thought he was the king’s brother. That’s why I think it, too.”
“I don’t believe that’s possible,” Caterina said, as she mentally recounted the king’s family tree—then she remembered that she had an excellent reference. “Violet, after we finish our lunch, would you like to help me with some reading?”
“Yes.” Violet nodded vigorously. “I’m the best reader in the house! Papa said so!”
“We will put those skills to good use,” Caterina said.
Half an hour later, full of warm soup and toasty bread, Caterina and Violet entered the nursery. The room had originally been Rosalie’s when she first arrived at Dragon Ridge, and in the rear chamber was a trunk of letters written by Caterina’s mother that had been saved from Irontooth Keep. Caterina hauled out the trunk, and she and Violet began sorting through the letters. By the time Rosalie and Lochlyn returned from the village, they were sitting in the center of the floor with stacks of parchments spread around them.
“We’re back, and Devlin survived,” Rosalie announced.
“That’s good,” Caterina said. “Is he home, too?”
“He’s at the tavern with Seren. What’s going on here?” Rosalie asked, gesturing toward the papers spread across the floor. “Did you take apart a book?”
“No, Mama,” Violet answered. “Auntie Caterina and I are solving a mystery.”
“Can I help?” Rosalie got down on the floor with them. She picked up one of the papers, and instantly recognized it. “Cat, these are your mother’s letters.”
“They are,” Caterina said. “Violet told me the prevailing theory of the mysterious basilisk being Olivar’s brother, but that’s just not the case. You see, this is the royal lineage from when my mother married Father. It lists Olivar and his two sisters, who were my mother and Aunt Lysia. Mama wrote the lineage herself, and had the temple endorse it, to make sure I had an accurate copy.” Caterina handed the letter to Rosalie. She read it over, then she handed it to Lochlyn.
“This is interesting,” Lochlyn murmured as he studied the letter. “Are we certain this is Olivar’s complete lineage? Could a brother have been born later?”
“That doesn’t seem to have happened,” Caterina shook her head. “When Olivar wrote to Mama a few years after I was born, he included the current line of succession. Here it is, with some notes Mama made on the back.” She handed that paper to Rosalie. “As you can see, there’s no brother listed. Since these lineages are certified by the temple, I don’t doubt them.”
“What if a child was a product of infidelity?” Lochlyn pressed. “Or, perhaps hidden for some reason?”
“I suppose that’s possible,” Caterina allowed. “But it doesn’t seem likely. Olivar doesn’t hide those he’s related to. He uses them to further his own plans.”
“True,” Lochlyn murmured. He accepted the second lineage from Rosalie, and squinted when he turned the page over to read Danae’s words. “You’re certain your mother wrote the information on the back? The handwriting is completely different from the other letter. I can barely read it.”
“She had a tremor toward the end,” Caterina replied. “It made writing painful for her.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Lochlyn said. “We’re lucky she recorded as much as she did, and it stands to reason that your mother would have mentioned if she had a second brother. Was she close to Olivar?”
“They were close in age, but that was all,” Caterina replied. “Mama and her sister were raised to be married off as political alliances, whereas Olivar was groomed to be the next king.”
“And Danae’s alliance was with Father,” Rosalie murmured. “How could Olivar have benefited from being associated with a pirate?”
Lochlyn grunted, but to Caterina’s surprise he refrained from stating his opinion of Osman Irontooth. Both she and Rosalie were well aware of how he despised their father. “Who was Lysia married to?” he asked instead.
“No one,” Caterina replied. “She passed shortly after my mother married.” She gathered up the letters that were closest to her, and stacked them on her knee. “My question is this. Why spread a rumor that the imprisoned basilisk is related to the king, when it can be so easily disproven?”
“Perhaps people were hoping for a reason to oust Olivar,” Rosalie offered. “But it is odd how this mystery man was kept in the palace dungeon.” She turned to her husband. “Did you ever learn what his crime was?”
“I never asked,” Lochlyn said. “Curran might know.”
“Curran might know what?” the knight asked as he entered the nursery. “How did Devlin do earlier?”
“Wonderfully,” Rosalie replied. “No sign of flames yet, though. Why was that basilisk in the palace dungeon?”
“None of us knew why he’d been imprisoned,” Curran replied. “He’d been put into the dungeon while I was at Irontooth, which meant he’d been in there for some time before I was assigned to guard him. Most said he was Olivar’s brother, but I was never told what the formal charges were.”
“He is not related to Olivar,” Caterina interjected, making a cutting motion with her hand. “My mother saved the lineages, and there’s no second brother listed.”
“Then why were people told that?” Curran mused. “It wasn’t idle gossip, either. Most of my brothers truly believed we had someone with royal blood in the dungeon. What’s more, my father did nothing to dissuade us.”
“Interesting,” Lochlyn murmured. “The question now becomes why would anyone create such a rumor in the first place? Basilisks aren’t uncommon in Alessia. Just because someone has basilisk blood doesn’t mean they’re related to Olivar.”
“Who would benefit the most from Olivar being removed?” Rosalie asked, and Caterina scoffed.
“Everyone would benefit, except me and Jonathan,” she replied. Being that the rest of her family on her mother’s side was gone, and Olivar had no children, Caterina and her son were the current heirs to the throne. “And if he learns about Jonathan, he’ll try to take him.”
“He won’t,” Curran said, flames dancing in his eyes. “If Olivar approaches Jonathan, I’ll destroy him.”
“It’s only a matter of time before his people come looking for me, and then they’ll find him,” Caterina said. “Officially, I’m the king’s only living relative, and Olivar’s mind is nearly as decrepit as his body. He’s hardly capable of feeding himself, much less ruling Alessia. Soon enough, a successor will have to be named.”
“Then we have a second question. Who is ruling in Olivar’s stead?” Lochlyn asked. “Someone must be making decisions. Arthus, maybe?”
“I doubt my father’s involved,” Curran shook his head. “He’s only concerned with the Order.”
“The alchemist?” Rosalie suggested. “I remember him sitting next to the throne. He seemed to think he was quite important.”
“Perhaps it is Zosimos,” Lochlyn agreed. “Whoever it is, my gut tells me that whoever is running the country is also the person responsible for this basilisk. Regardless, what do they hope to gain?”
Caterina clutched the stack of letters and lineages. “Nothing good.”






  
  Lessons in Fire
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The sun had barely crept over the horizon when Curran jogged down the castle steps. When he woke his blood had been rushing through his veins, and he wanted to use the sunrise as cover to shift into his phoenix form. Granted, Dragon Ridge was far from Serpens, and it was unlikely that word of a phoenix flying above the remote mountains would get back to his father. But Curran had been careless once, and that led to his and Caterina’s capture. He wouldn’t risk his princess’s safety again. 
Curran walked toward the stables, intending to visit his horse, Barleymane, before he shifted. As he passed through the herb garden, he heard Rosalie’s voice. He walked toward where he’d heard her, and saw her standing in front of a thatch of dried out grasses shaking out her hand.
“Balls,” she muttered, then she blew on her fingers.
“Something wrong?” he asked, as he stepped onto the path. “Why are you out here so early?”
“No, I . . .” She looked at her hands and frowned. “I’m trying to make my fire come when I call. It seems to have a mind of its own.”
“You’ve called your fire before.” He remembered watching her shift to warrior form when they’d been attacked by the basilisk outside the palace. She’d reminded him so much of Aurielle in that moment, her bravery on full display as her body burned brighter than the sun. “What makes you think you won’t be able to call it again?”
“Yesterday, after Lochlyn cut the lead charm out of Devlin’s neck, I tried to cauterize the wound,” she began. “But nothing happened, and I haven’t been to call it in so long. What if . . . what if my fire never comes back?”
“That won’t happen,” Curran said, then he sat on the ground. “Sit with me?”
“All right,” she agreed, sitting in front of him. “What are we doing down here?”
“We’re having a lesson,” he replied. “My fire wouldn’t come for the longest time. My mother and Auri assumed I was latent, which would be unusual being that my parents are so powerful. Mama wanted me to be patient and wait for my fire to find its own way out, but I hated waiting.”
“Me too,” Rosalie said. “How old were you when it manifested?”
“Almost eight,” he replied. “Auri would sit with me just like this, and try to coax the fire out of me. If not for her, I may never have found it.” He extended his hand. “Want to try?”
“Yes,” Rosalie said as she placed her hand in his. “What do we do?”
“Watch.” Curran lit a single flame on each of his fingers; since he and Rosalie were blood relations, his fire wouldn’t harm her. “Feel how each flame is different?”
When Rosalie nodded, he extinguished the flames, then he held up his hand with his palm toward her. “Put your hand against mine.” She did, and he lit one flame at the tip of his index finger. “Close your eyes, and feel the flame. Not just the heat, but how it’s moving between our skin.”
She let her eyes close. “It feels . . . it feels like water flowing between us. But it’s sharper than water.”
“Very good. Now search for that feeling inside yourself.”
Her brow pinched. “What if I can’t find it?”
“Then we try a different way.” Curran regarded his niece. She didn’t look very much like his sister, but Rosalie resembled Aurielle in many other ways. One of those ways was what Curran once called stubbornness.
“You’re determined like your mother,” Curran said. “Auri was one of the strongest warriors I’ve ever known, and not just physically. Her mind was just as strong as her body, and if she couldn’t defeat an obstacle one way, she would come up with a new plan and try again. Auri never would have let a few flames get the better of her, and I don’t think you will, either.”
“Mama certainly wouldn’t have let a bit of fire win,” Rosalie agreed. “I wish she was here to teach me.”
Curran grasped her hand. “I wish she were here, too. Maybe . . . maybe the best way to honor her is for you to become the phoenix she always knew you would be.”
“You think she knew,” Rosalie began, then a flame bloomed between their palms. “Curran! I did it!”
“I knew you would,” he praised, his face split by a grin. He lowered his hand, and the flame extinguished.
“That always happens,” Rosalie pouted. “Unless I’m very angry, my flames only last a few seconds.”
“Give it time,” Curran said. “The more you work with your fire, the more control you will have. After you’ve attained your warrior form a few more times, we can work on getting you to fully shift.”
“Into a full phoenix?” Rosalie traced the spot where the flame had been on her palm. “Then I could fly with Lochlyn. My mother could fully shift?”
“She could,” Curran replied. “She burned even brighter than my father.”
“That’s amazing.” A cloud passed across Rosalie’s face, and Curran worried their impromptu training session had dredged up some unpleasant memories. But the emotion passed as quickly as it appeared.
“Have you anywhere to be right now?” Rosalie asked. “Or do you have time to talk about my mother a bit more? I’d love to hear what she was like growing up.”
Curran smiled, and realized his own shift would have to wait. He had more important things to see to at the moment. “I have all the time in the world. As for what Auri was like when we were young, she was an absolute terror.”
Rosalie laughed. “She was not!”
“Oh, yes she was.”
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Lord and Lady Blackmoor, 
I was most pleased to receive your missive. I do confess I was also rather surprised to hear from you. A lesser man might be offended by your silence lo these past months, but I will assume the best of you. My unusually placid attitude is contrasted by my deep desire to know my granddaughter, and her coming child.
I also agree with your intention to liberate the seer from the foul predicament she’s found herself in through no fault of her own. As the Grand Master of the Order of the Sun—a legacy that includes you, my dearest Rosalie—I am honor-bound to protect those who serve Lady Fate. My assistance you shall have, and I shall not divulge your plans to Olivar de Serpens or Osman Irontooth. However, just as you extended terms for me to abide by, I have terms of my own.
I would like no fewer than three meetings with Rosalie. These meetings may take place at Dragon Ridge, so she does not have to travel while in her delicate condition. Lord Blackmoor, I will not object to you being present during these meetings. I would like my son to attend me during at least one of my visits. I also desire a private meeting with Curran, at a location of his choosing.
I look forward to your reply.
Arthus Flameborn, Grand Master of the Order of the Sun






  
  Dearest Rosalie
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“He’s quite modest, isn’t he?” Rosalie quipped. She was sitting on Lochlyn’s lap behind his desk in the study as they read the Grand Master’s response. “I wonder why he wants three meetings with me?” 
“Perhaps, dearest Rosalie, that’s how long it usually takes him to sway others to his point of view,” Lochlyn replied. “But we can’t have you meet with him, and myself and Curran at the same time. That will leave the children far too vulnerable.”
“Arthus doesn’t know about our children, but he has suspicions about Jonathan,” Rosalie murmured. “According to Cat, he didn’t believe her claims that he was stillborn.” Both Caterina and Curran had told the Grand Master and the king that their child didn’t survive birth to keep him away from the Order.
“If he’s checked the lineages, he knows about all of them,” Lochlyn reminded her.
“True,” she said. “But if he learns that our children are phoenixes, who knows what he’ll do.” She set her hand on her belly, and she asked, “You don’t think he’ll try to take them, do you?”
“I’m not sure,” he replied. “Arthus appears to want to know you, and reconcile with Curran. For now, that seems to be his goal. Even so, I do not trust him. We will take every precaution.”
Rosalie nodded, and laid her head on Lochlyn’s shoulder. She knew he would do whatever was
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