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  To all the parents and grandparents who fought/fight hard to make the lives of their children and grandchildren better









  
  Chapter 1


A shoulder slammed into Mira, sending her stumbling into a man. The streets of the capital teemed with people—far more than usual for the early hours of Lavina Day. 
She was late. Painfully late. She’d been too confident in her escape route and hadn’t accounted for the extra security.
The young woman who had rushed past her collided with her friend, erupting in giggles and excited squeals. Mira smiled as she wove between the sea of red and orange-clad masses, their voices filling the air, and by the time she reached Lavina Square, those voices had blended with a symphony of haggling, laughter and music.
The square was a canvas of pale-yellow stones beneath the towering cathedral with its intricate columns piercing the morning sky. Majestic limestone buildings, six and seven stories high, encircled the remaining three sides, terracotta roofs casting warm, earthy shadows across the bustling scene below.
Normally, Lavina Square was the home to a busy market, but today the stalls had been crammed against the foot of the homes to free up the central area.
The air hung rich with the scent of flowers, baked goods, and perfumes. Mira’s heart pounded, her breath coming in shallow gasps as she squeezed through the rows of stalls and the suffocating crowd, aiming toward the center, where it was quieter.
She had barely taken a few steps when she tripped over a loose cobblestone half-buried beneath the endless stream of feet.
Mira stumbled forward, and in her panic, she grabbed the nearest solid thing—a basket perched on the edge of a nearby stall—knocking it off display.
She lunged after it, her fingers grasping the rough wicker handle, but it was too late. Plump red and green apples tumbled out in a torrent, bouncing and rolling across the pavement, each heavy thud stealing another breath from her lungs.
“Watch where you’re going, you foolish girl!” The stall owner emerged from behind mountains of fresh produce, her stout figure looming. Wisps of ash-brown hair escaped from her tight bun as she scowled, deep lines etching her weathered face.
Mira froze for a split second before falling to her knees, the cobblestones biting into her skin, as she scrambled after the runaway apples. The crowd parted around her skinny form, grimacing, but not a single soul stepped forward to help. She was a blemish on their holy day.
“I’m so sorry,” Mira said, her mouth dry as she gathered the apples one by one in frantic sweeps.
“If any are damaged, you’ll pay for it!” The vendor towered over her, her elegant red dress swaying with the movement.
Knots tightened in Mira’s stomach—she didn’t have a single coin.
Swallowing hard, she slowed her hasty movements, handling each apple as delicately as if it were made of the finest porcelain, checking for any bruises or dents—but the skin remained smooth and the flesh firm.
“Just use your magic, you silly girl. I haven’t got all day.” The tapping of the woman’s foot mingled with the clink of bronze coins as she traded fresh pears and plums to a waiting customer.
Mira’s hand jumped to her choker necklace of blue and white crystals, clenching the beads and rubbing them as she tried to steady her breathing.
Could she pretend? Make some gesture, wave her hand the way she’d seen others do?
No. She’d look like a fool because nothing would happen.
The merchant studied her, drumming her long nails against the counter while waiting for a display of power that wouldn’t come. “Useless girl.” The woman rolled her eyes, her cold voice cutting through the buzz.
Magic wasn’t hereditary—but it was everything. In the Dovian Empire, this divine gift, believed to be granted only to the worthy, could reshape destinies overnight. Common folk rose to nobility by its power, while royal lines crumbled without it.
Mira, born as one of the ungifted, was luckier than most. Her royal blood, worthless without the blessing of magic, should have condemned her like any other magicless person. It was only through the relentless protection of her parents and grandparents that she remained safe.
But then again, her situation was unlike any other in the entire world.
With a great huff, the merchant flicked her wrist.
The casual display of power coaxed a gentle wind swirling around the marketplace, scooping up the escaped apples one by one. They pirouetted in lazy circles before Mira’s face, the dance of magic mocking her very existence. Then the apples spun closer, almost close enough to touch, before drifting away, finally landing in the wicker basket beside her.
The crowd murmured appreciatively at the woman’s put-on show, but Mira couldn’t celebrate. Not when each floating apple sent prickles against her mind and stirred dark memories she’d fought to bury—those few times when magic had pushed her beyond her limits and her horrific powers had spiraled out of control.
The screams. Those screams…
Her nails bit into her palms, the sharp pain anchoring her, as the merchant’s enchantment pulled at something deep inside her, something that shouldn’t—couldn’t—be allowed to wake.
When the last apple settled with a gentle thump, the merchant snatched up her basket, clutching it close like she expected the useless girl at her feet to cause more damage.
Mira remained on her knees for a few more beats, then rose on trembling legs, letting her tense muscles relax.
“What’s going on here?”
She froze as a deep voice and the clank of armor cut through the crowd’s chatter. The fragile calm she’d found shattered, making her heart pound anew.
Please be plain silver! Please be plain silver!
With exaggerated slowness, her head turned until the imposing figure of the soldier came into focus.
The gathered crowd parted as he strode forward, silver armor clinging to his form like a second skin. He moved with disciplined grace, each step radiating no-nonsense authority from his towering frame. Slicked-back raven hair and dark stubble framed a pale, chiseled face as he fixed his piercing gaze on Mira, assessing her as a potential threat.
Meandering red enchantments—symbols of protection and power—danced across his breastplate, flickering in the dappled sunlight that filtered through the vibrant canopies overhead.
Mira exhaled, the knots in her stomach unraveling. Thank the Goddess! Just a city guard. Though someone who commanded such a presence could never be described as ‘just’ anything.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, faltering under his scrutiny. “I didn’t pay attention to where I was going. Got distracted by the sights.”
“The sights?” His eyebrow arched in a silent challenge, while he maintained a casual yet assertive grip on the pommel of his blade.
Mira fidgeted with her necklace. “Yes. Lavina Square is breathtaking.”
She was no stranger to grandeur and beauty, but something about this day made everything brighter and more wondrous—the way the ruby red and tangerine roses and tulips were arranged in elaborate bouquets around the scattered lampposts, how the crystal chains and the vivid colors of the ribbons stretching between them and the occasional tree glimmered in the morning light.
Even the market stalls and the homes framing the square had undergone a festive transformation. Roses, tulips and horses—the symbols of Betanor—adorned every window, balcony, beam, and pillar.
And the statue—especially the statue at the center, taller than any of the surrounding buildings—was awe-inspiring: a delicate carving of a woman in a beautiful dress, holding a star in her hands. Lavina, their goddess, standing guard over the people.
Mira couldn’t contain her excitement. “Isn’t it all magnificent?” she asked, her enthusiasm bubbling over. “Oh, and the clothes people wear, the lovely dresses, the fine fabrics, the gems and pearls...”
Sniggering and whispers spread through the crowd like ripples in a pond. Mira’s foolish and passionate outburst drew everyone’s attention to her brown trousers, waistcoat, and high boots—a jarring sight on Lavina Day, when everyone donned their finest, most luxurious garments.
Like the vibrant flowers that decorated the square, the citizens of Betanor wore shades of orange and red, the kingdom’s colors.
Women showed off flowing gowns, their status measured in the gems that adorned them—from modest crystal and pearl shoulder-necklaces to elaborate precious stones that covered entire torsos. Men matched their rich fabrics with intricately folded scarves and doublets embroidered with gems and crystals.
Everyone looked striking—everyone except Mira.
“I’m not from the Empire,” she said, the lie bitter on her tongue.
On other continents, women wearing trousers was accepted, and she hoped the guard would overlook her offense if he believed she was a foreign visitor. But Mira was a terrible liar, probably the worst. And with each passing moment, she feared the man would see through her deception.
As she waited for an opportunity to escape, she tugged at her long braid, chestnut hair slipping through her fingers.
The guard narrowed his eyes, studying her with obvious skepticism. “Foreigners… always causing trouble.” A murmur of agreement rippled around them. “I fail to see what objection you could have to wearing a dress,” he added.
Mira’s reply came faster than her restraint. “Have you ever worn one?”
She swallowed hard as tension crackled in the air between them, regretting the quip. The guard advanced with an ugly scowl, and Mira backed away, struggling to maintain her outward calm.
“Dresses can be… restrictive. Trousers are more practical,” she said, keeping her tone reasonable, though her words only agitated the man further.
“Women should focus on finding a husband and bearing children, not concern themselves with practicality.”
What a stifling notion, she thought. The words burned in her throat, begging to be spoken, but she forced them down. She knew any further defiance would only worsen her situation—the watching crowd and most of the Empire shared the guard’s narrow-minded sentiments.
This was all because she had been so careless in the morning, making her late!
She took a deep, calming breath. Regret wasn’t going to help. What was done was done. Her only option was to move forward.
“I apologize again for the disturbance,” Mira said, keeping her voice level as she bowed to the merchant and the guard. “I wish you both a pleasant day.”
She hurried away before they could respond, eager to disappear into the crowd. But the townspeople parted before her as if she were a bearer of misfortune, their harsh gazes fueling her desperation to vanish.
“Perhaps it’s time to reconsider, Mira.” A soothing wave washed over her as Ebon’s soft voice resonated through her thoughts. His concern was clear, and through their bond, she could also feel the worried presence of her other dragon friends. A small part of her agreed with them.
“I can’t leave. This is my only chance, remember? If I go back now, I’ll have to wait another year,” Mira said, as she pressed herself through the masses, her arms wrapped protectively around her.
Today was her favorite day. She couldn’t just give up and return home.
“Is the ceremony worth the risk of punishment?”
His words woke doubt in her. “I know you’re right,” she admitted. Ebon, the oldest dragon of them all, had always been frustratingly correct. “But I can’t leave now. Besides, I’ve never been caught before. I’ll be fine.”
“Oh, you buffoon.” Another voice cut in—Smoke’s unmistakable presence. “Edmund is no longer around to pull you out of trouble.”
The mention of her grandfather reopened the wound in Mira’s heart. Grief tore through her, threatening to shatter her soul. But burying it had become second nature. With a hardened mask of indifference, she pushed forward, defying her raging emotional storm.
“They won’t catch me, Smoke,” she said, as much to reassure herself as her friend.
Mira weaved her way through the bustling market stalls as the hubbub of scents and sounds enveloped her. The enticing aromas from the fresh produce stands made her mouth water—sweet, ripe fruit, earthy herbs and spices, freshly baked bread, and smoky roasted meats all vied for her attention.
She lingered near a bakery stand, where golden pastries glistened, some oozing fragrant cinnamon and honey, while others wore bright, colorful frosting—their sweet scent danced around her like a whispered invitation. But she forced herself to look away, aware of the dire consequences of giving in to temptation.
As she moved on, the market buzzed with a whirlwind of activity around her. Masters of persuasion, the vendors called out to passersby with voices that could sell the stars themselves. Commerce played its steady rhythm—the clink of coins, the rustle of bags. Through the maze of stalls and crowds, children darted and laughed, weaving their joy into the lively melody that surrounded Mira.
But after just a few steps deeper into the market, that melody shifted.
The narrow aisles between the stands grew more cramped, forcing Mira to huddle against the stalls as people rushed past. Elbows jabbed her ribs, shoulders knocked against her own. She tried to keep moving forward, but the press of bodies slowed her to a crawl. The once-pleasant symphony of voices turned discordant and overwhelming in her ears.
Muffled comments pierced the fragrant air—a group of women scrutinizing Mira’s unconventional attire. She gritted her teeth and forged ahead, refusing to buckle under their disapproval. Thank the Goddess, most people were too busy with preparations or brimming with excitement to notice the odd girl out.
Her steps quickened as the subtle tingling of spells taunted her, tensing her muscles—a stark reminder of her own latent, uncontrollable powers, straining for freedom. Magic was her worst enemy, triggering an urge to destroy it while also awakening something far more perilous within her. Mira dug her nails into her palm to prevent the devastation she could unleash if she lost control.
Another heartbreaking memory flashed through her mind.
Bodies burned... So many dead...
She pushed the pain and guilt aside, focusing on her immediate need to escape the mages.
Navigating the growing crowds and haggling merchants, at long last, she reached a quieter part of the square. Only then did she allow her muscles to relax.
Two houses down, a young couple stood in a tender embrace beneath a flower-draped balcony. The bride’s velvet gown blazed crimson in the morning sun, while orange pearls spilled across her shoulders, catching the light. The groom’s matching doublet and neatly tied scarf completed their picture of quiet splendor.
The lovers faced each other, hand in hand, radiant with joy on this most auspicious of days: Lavina Day, the annual celebration of love and unity, when couples of age from across the land gathered in the capital to join their lives together under the blessing of Goddess Lavina.
It was the only day anyone in the Dovian Empire would ever consider getting married.
And it was the one day each year that Mira dared to leave Morrowick Castle to witness this sacred ceremony. She firmly believed that true love and marriage were blessings she would never receive. Lavina Day, watching others find their union—along with reading books—had become her lonely way of experiencing a semblance of romantic companionship.
Knightstow, the thriving heart and seat of Betanor—one of the Empire’s seven kingdoms—played regal host to the country’s Lavina Day festivities.
Mira turned away from the enraptured couple, each beat of her heart a dull ache. Jubilant groups and lovers who awaited their vows filled the space around her with laughter and joyful whispers, while she stood alone with nothing but her longing to be one of them.
But she didn’t belong with them. Or anyone else. That’s exactly why she was here—to steal these moments of connection, even from the shadows.
A gentle nudge against her mind brought a faint smile to her lips. She wasn’t entirely by herself—she had her friends. Mira tucked the sadness away and reminded herself that the happiness of others had to be enough.
“One day, you’ll attend the ceremony, too.” Smoke’s words rippled through her mind, gentle as a lullaby.
She squeezed past a flower stall and headed for the side street that led to her safe spot.
“It will never happen. Not for me.” The words came out sharper and more bitter than she intended. Still, the longing was real, and watching all these couples only made it worse.
“I don’t believe that, and neither do you.”
“You know what I am.” Her hand drifted to her stomach, as if she could shield it against the sickness rising within.
“A big, blazing buffoon.”
“If I could roll my eyes at you, I would.”
“What’s stopping you?”
“An entire ocean between us?!”
After a brief pause, they both shared a bittersweet laugh.
The memory of their first meeting surfaced. It brought her joy to think about Smoke—or Azure, as she had known him over a decade before—the only one of her dragon friends she’d ever seen. But it also stirred the heartache of the day her life had changed forever.
She wondered what Smoke looked like now, how much he’d grown in the last ten years they’d been apart, and if his beautiful iridescent blue scales were still the same.
With a smile, Mira refocused on reaching her safe place. She’d wasted too much time in the castle and had missed the early morning lull. She had to be cautious and quick.
The square pulsed with life, the chatter of men and women melding into a monotonous hum. The corner Mira sought was within sight, and she fell into step with the undulating rhythm of the crowd.
As she approached, the cheerful melodies of a band broke through the din—flutes, violins, and lutes weaving together in a beautiful harmony.
Couples waiting to receive the Goddess’s blessing twirled to the music, the bride’s gowns flowing with their graceful movements, pearls and gems glittering in the sun.
Captivated, Mira paused, letting the melodies sweep her away. Music had always been her sanctuary.
But it shattered when a murmur jolted her from her reverie.
“How dare she show up dressed like that!”
A small group of middle-aged women stood a few paces away, arms crossed, nostrils flaring. Their clothing, hair, and makeup were immaculate—unlike hers.
Every whisper, every sideways glance reminded Mira how much she didn’t belong.
She was about to press forward when Aether’s Cathedral claimed her attention. Cascading flower garlands, rich with sunset hues, decorated the majestic dome and stained-glass windows—their delicate petals swirled and danced in the gentle breeze, creating an ethereal vision. A manicured garden stretched before the holy building, while detailed statues of saints and horses lined the terracotta roofs and lush courtyard.
At the center of the cathedral was a prominent balcony where Mira’s parents and two sisters were busy preparing for the upcoming ceremony. She allowed herself only a fleeting glance at their distant, elegant figures before turning away and trying to bury the ache of longing to be with them.
It was not meant to be. She was dangerous. A threat. And if they knew she had left home, that she had snuck out...
The clank of metal armor rang out, sending Mira’s heart into a race.
She searched for the source, her breath growing shallow, then whirled around to hide her face.
Three scarlet-red armored men patrolled the area, wearing enchantments not only on their breastplates but also on their arm and leg guards. They were no ordinary city guards, but knights from the castle called in to provide extra security for the festivities. Their solemn presence cast a dark shadow over the festive atmosphere.
Without thinking, Mira ducked under the nearest market stall. She huddled in the confined shadows of the mahogany structure, rough pebbles digging into her knees—though she barely registered the discomfort, focusing only on the patrol. She held her breath as the ominous rattle of armored boots grew closer.
The knights’ polished armor glistened in the morning light as they marched in measured, rhythmic steps between the stalls, their rumbling voices and clanking armor amplified in her ears. The pulsating magic emanating from their suits prickled Mira’s skin, setting her nerves on edge.
She shifted, hugging her knees, fingers digging into her trousers as she struggled to contain her triggered powers threatening to burst free. The prolonged tension sent tremors through her body.
Footsteps near the stall made her freeze, silently praying that neither the vendor nor a curious onlooker would discover her presence and raise the alarm. The thought of the consequences, especially her sister’s cruel punishment, made her shudder even more.
Starvation... Dehydration...
But the knights moved on, oblivious to her presence.
Mira exhaled, letting her body relax, and when her limbs were steady enough, she emerged from her hiding place. Making sure no one was watching, she rejoined the crowd.
The stall she’d taken refuge under displayed a tantalizing array of cakes, each one an enticing creation of vibrant colors and elaborate designs, enough to make anyone’s mouth water. She played the part of an eager customer, all while monitoring the steady march of the patrolling knights.
“What can I get you?” the burly baker asked. His physique surprised her—even under his immaculate white shirt and tangerine doublet, she made out heavily muscled arms more suited to a blacksmith or a soldier than a baker. But the simpler nature of his profession didn’t fool Mira. Those powerful muscles could easily subdue her if he deemed her a threat—her own slender frame would present little challenge.
“Just looking, thank you,” Mira said, her voice unsteady. She kept her head down as she slipped into a smaller side street, leaving behind the crowd still captivated by the music and dancers.
But she almost collided with a soldier.
“My apologies,” Mira blurted, and hurried past him and his partner. As the palpable magical aura of their enchanted armors threatened to awaken her volatile powers, she sped up her pace.
“Hold there!” one commanded, his silver armor glinting in the sun. Mira’s pulse quickened, and she prayed to Lavina that they didn’t recognize her. But they were city guards—she should be safe.
“What’s your business here, girl?” The guard pinned his suspicious, pale green eyes on her. The hint of his charming stubble did nothing to soften his stern demeanor.
“No business, sir.”
The protective magic of his armor pressed against Mira, and her body tensed, hands clenching into fists. The guard noticed, his own hand drifting to his sword hilt—he must have mistaken her reaction for readying an attack.
“Then why are you here?” he asked, an alert edge in his stance.
“Just… passing through. I don’t want any trouble,” Mira said, struggling to uncurl her fists and raise her hands in surrender. The guard moved closer as Mira’s gaze flicked nervously between him and his weapon.
“Did you think you could make a big score today?”
“A score?”
Mira licked her dry lips as the man studied her, a skeptical laugh escaping him.
“Are you telling me you’re not heading to the commercial district to rob the unmanned shops?”
“What? No!” Her clothing seemed to have inadvertently marked her as a common criminal. But before she could protest further, the sharp sound of breaking glass cut through the air, silencing her.
“Stop right there!” yelled the guard behind her, giving chase to a pair of fleeing boys who had smashed a nearby window. His partner joined the pursuit at once.
Seizing the opportunity, Mira darted into the first narrow alley—her original destination.
Once out of sight, she collapsed against a building, sinking slowly until she sat on the ground, her back leaning against the rough wall. She took a moment to catch her breath, releasing the pent-up tension from her chest. Even in this secluded area, the delicious aromas of baked goods and smoked meats provided a strange comfort.
As her body settled, Mira pulled her legs up as she buried her head in her hands. The tears came without permission, but she quickly wiped them away. She wouldn’t let herself break down here, not in some dirty alley.
A year ago, everything had been fine—her grandfather had seen to that. With his support, none of this would have happened.
But he was gone, and she had to figure out how to navigate this world without him.
Mira shut her eyes until she managed to contain her grief, then stood. After making sure the alley was empty, seeing it exactly as it had been last year, she allowed herself a smile. Everything was going to be fine now—no more surprises.
At the end of the narrow passage, she came to a small courtyard. The pale-yellow residential buildings towered over her, their weathered walls pressing in around as if the slice of sky above was about to disappear. Although she welcomed the relative peace and quiet, each time she was here, she wished for greenery or shady trees to break the monotony of the drab walls. But the courtyard offered no soothing nature, only precarious stacks of crates and clotheslines stretched between the buildings.
As Mira ascended the walls, using windows and other protrusions for foot- and hand-holds, her lingering worries faded with each upward movement—her encounter with the merchant and the guard, having to hide from the knights, her recent run-in with the city guards. Even the fear of discovery ebbed as she pulled herself up to the roof with practiced ease.
Standing, a light breeze ruffled her long chestnut hair. The world below shrank and the heights she scaled became exhilarating. With each confident step, she couldn’t help but admire the city, its intricate web of streets and the exuberant, picturesque Lavina Square that sprawled beneath her.
But a soft whisper behind Mira shattered her newfound sense of freedom—a voice laced with both astonishment and mockery, clear and sharp despite the bustle down below.
“Is that a girl... in trousers...?”
Mira had to shield her eyes as she spun around, the sun’s rays blinding her. But she found the owner of the voice, along with many other figures.
A group of boys, varying in age from ten to eighteen, huddled together, grinning. The youngest, a fiery redhead, flicked open and closed a pocketknife, the metal glinting as it caught the sun.
“You’re welcome,” a lanky boy said, his greasy, shoulder-length hair dancing in stringy tufts as he swaggered toward her. Though his imposing presence would have sent most people’s hearts racing, Mira lifted her chin and met his smug gaze—she knew how to defend herself if necessary. “My boys created the distraction for the guards so you could escape.”
Seven. There were seven of them, and the way they sized her up, perhaps they hoped to recruit her into their gang, or to have a little fun at her expense. Neither prospect appealed to Mira.
“Come join us, beautiful.” A mischievous smirk spread across the gang leader’s face. Before she had the chance to refuse, he added, “It’s the least you can do in return for our help.”
She scoffed, crossing her arms.
“Mira…” Ebon’s warning voice rippled through her mind.
Ignoring him, she kept her voice steady as she asked, “Why are you here?” She hoped to buy some time, keep him talking, and possibly reveal their true intentions.
The lanky boy gave her an amused grin, her demanding manner only fueling his bold arrogance. “Probably for the same reason you are.”
“I doubt it. I come here every year.”
“Tsk, tsk, tsk.” He clucked his tongue and wagged a condescending finger at her. “No lies between friends.”
“We’re not friends,” Mira snapped, holding his gaze, while the others laughed and whistled.
The lanky boy took a step closer with an arrogant smirk. “Oh, beautiful, let’s not be enemies. I’m sure you’ll agree it’s best if you’re on our side,” he said as Mira’s jaw clenched. “This place had always been forbidden to all by decree of Emperor Edmund. I doubt he reserved it for a slum girl like you.”
The thought of her grandfather brought forward the familiar grief, its cruel fingers squeezing her lungs, claws slicing into her heart. She burned with the desire to scream at the boy, to tell him that this rooftop had always belonged to her, that her grandfather had sealed it off specifically for her so she could watch the ceremony undisturbed on each Lavina Day. But doing so would have revealed her identity.
Mira swallowed against the choking pain of the forced and necessary silence.
“Admit it,” the boy said, oblivious to Mira’s suffering. “We share the same curiosity as to why the Emperor kept this place hidden.” He spread his arms and gestured around them, but Mira didn’t care. She just wanted him and his friends gone. “You know, you could join us. We wouldn’t mind the company. Especially one as lovely as you.” He reached for her face.
“Don’t touch me!” Mira slapped his hand away and retreated.
“Fiery. I like that in a… lady,” one said as they all laughed and surrounded her.
Mira’s throat turned dry.
Of course things had to go wrong. With her, they always did. She should have prepared for it.
“Just walk away, Mira.” Smoke knocked against her mind. “Please.”
“No. This is my place. It always has been. I will defend it.”
Even as she said it, part of her knew how foolish she sounded—knew that Smoke was right. But the thought of backing down, of letting them think she was too weak to stand her ground, made something fierce and desperate claw at her chest.
“WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT???” Mira flinched as a chorus of voices erupted in her mind.
“Find another place,” Ebon urged. “Don’t forget what you are.”
“How could I?”
“With your dragonblood eyes, you can watch the ceremony from anywhere,” he continued, ignoring her bitter words.
Mira’s stubbornness clashed with his reasoning.
The desperation in his voice was evident, and all too familiar—the same tone he’d used when she’d gotten into trouble before. Yet, she kept putting herself in danger for reasons she couldn’t fully explain. The need to prove herself, to show she wasn’t some fragile thing that needed protecting, always seemed more important in the moment than her safety.
But in the end, she gave in. Lavina had already thrown enough obstacles in her way and she didn’t want to tempt the Goddess for more.
She spun on her heels, her long braid swinging with the abrupt movement.
“Where are you going, beautiful?”
Mira pretended not to hear them as she strode toward the edge of the roof. The boys persisted with their taunts, insults and whistles, but she kept her head down and her pace brisk.
“Chicken.”
The insult froze Mira in her tracks, and suddenly she was eight years old again—small, pinned, powerless.
Her lips pressed into a tight line as the boys cackled and flapped their arms like wings, their laughter piercing her ears. She forced down every buried fear and feeling of inadequacy.
She was no chicken. She was not weak.
“Oh, dear.” Smoke grunted, but Mira shut him and the others out. She needed full concentration to show these weasels they couldn’t intimidate her.
“You want to play?” Mira challenged through gritted teeth, her body taut as a bowstring. “Then let’s play.”
Their cocky grins faltered, then, as if on cue, they formed a menacing circle around her, cracking their knuckles and sneering.
Mira stood her ground, squaring her shoulders.
“What’s going on up there?” A man’s booming, urgent cry carried from the courtyard below.
Mira searched for the owner of the familiar voice, and her heart seized at the sight of a small group of knights.
“Not those guys again!” The lanky boy beside her huffed as they moved to find a way out. But there was none—the knights had surrounded them, sealing all the exits.
“You won’t get away this time!”
Mira focused on the young man leading the elite soldiers, her dragonblood eyes allowing her to see his features as if she stood right next to him.
His deep blue eyes narrowed as he scanned the rooftops and their unwelcome intruders, windswept sable hair framing his pale skin. The crimson armor he wore proclaimed his rank as Knight-Captain, and Mira swallowed against her dry throat as one of his hands gripped his sword, while the other was ready to cast a spell.
Roderick.
She ducked at once, desperate to hide from him—her friend. If he, of all knights, discovered her...
He would be angry and disappointed, not only with her actions, but with himself.
Mira knew if she had asked him, he would have helped her. She had even considered asking for his assistance, but had rejected the idea as soon as it crossed her mind. If he aided her and they were found out, he would lose his rank, perhaps even his knighthood. And she couldn’t let that happen.
Mira’s muscles tensed involuntarily, and once again, she fought to keep her powers under control.
A spell shook the terracotta tiles.
As Mira steadied herself, the boys began to levitate, magic shimmering between their fingers, and when they fled over the rooftops, the knights wasted no time chasing after them.
Mira curled into a small ball, hoping to suppress her unstable powers as she listened to her surroundings. When the shouts and crashes of spells faded, she risked a peek—the shrinking figures of the boys and their pursuers slowly disappeared into the hazy distance.
“Thank the Goddess!”
Mira stretched out on the roof, her hands pressed against her racing heart, but in a split second, she was back on her feet.
She took in the splendor of Lavina Square, and all the people and couples waiting for the ceremony to begin.
But there was no music. No one was talking or dancing or having fun. An eerie silence filled the air as all eyes were on the knights, the group they were chasing, and the roof where it had all begun.
She let out a heavy sigh—even though she got her place back, she had to leave before guards or knights showed up to investigate, or anyone else took it upon themselves to do so. Ebon was right. She could watch the ceremony from any other rooftop. There was no point in risking discovery here.
Mira allowed herself a moment to mourn what she was leaving behind, then scrambled down the walls. She fled the empty courtyard.
“Where do you think you’re going?” The angry cry rang out behind Mira, and she recognized the deep voice. Heavy boots echoed closer—Rowe, another Knight-Captain—closing the distance with each stride.
She broke into a frantic sprint, her feet racing over the cobblestone streets.
A bolt of magic, shimmering a warm amber, cracked the ground beside her, sending shards of stone flying. The blast of energy nearly knocked her off balance while the spell taunted and challenged her.
Mira choked back a scream, clenching her jaw against her rising panic. She could not let Rowe catch her.
Desperation and determination drove her, plowing through the burning strain in her legs and lungs. Every gasping breath was like a knife twisting in her chest, but she kept running. She careened around corners and weaved between buildings, seeking any advantage to escape the thundering footsteps behind her.
After what felt like an eternity of relentless flight, searing pain shot through Mira’s sides, and she slowed to a jog. Exhaustion and tears blurred her vision as she surveyed her surroundings—she had come farther than she had expected.
Her aimless flight had brought her to the heart of the commercial district, shrouded in an eerie silence. The festivities had drawn away the usual crowds, leaving shuttered shops under their colorful awnings, while along the limestone walls waited lonely crates filled with goods, abandoned in favor of the celebration.
She should be at the square too...
Mira pushed her aching body forward, each step bringing a breeze across her cheeks, though she couldn’t enjoy its cooling effect—as a dragonblood, she couldn’t feel hot or cold.
The alleys, deserted and silent, promised refuge. She dashed through them, her footsteps echoing off the buildings until she turned into a small backyard surrounded by a few artisan shops.
Checking over her shoulder, Mira found no trace of Knight-Captain Rowe.
However, her relief was short-lived as she crashed into a solid figure—they tumbled to the ground, limbs tangled in a chaotic heap.
A string of curses escaped the stranger as he stood, jaw clenched, slapping the dust from his black coat with sharp, angry movements. The sunlight caught the blade of his dagger, and Mira stiffened, her stomach knotting.
A criminal.
And he wasn’t alone.






  
  Chapter 2


Mira leaped to her feet, her breath ragged, as four men’s shapes sharpened into focus. They wore identical black outfits with glittering gold embroidered daggers. The leather harnesses crisscrossing their bodies held an array of blades, marking them as members of something organized—and dangerous. 
The most imposing of the quartet was a bold, heavy-built man, his great beard and mustache a tangle of silver and brown—quite different from his three young and lean companions, though even the trio had more defined muscles than Mira.
The waking sun’s rays barely penetrated the tall buildings, casting long, looming shadows over all of them, painting the grim situation in dark hues.
“Get lost.” The gruff voice of the bearded man she’d collided with echoed in the still air.
Mira retreated a few steps, wanting nothing more than to disappear, as her mind raced with horrible scenarios of what these men could do.
The narrow courtyard and the abandoned stores towered over her like the bars of a cage, suffocating her. Time stretched each shallow breath a little longer, and in that moment, she felt more alone than she ever had in her life, knowing how far from safety and help she was.
Mira steadied herself and was about to leave when she spotted a trembling couple among the criminals.
An orange silk dress draped around the young woman, glowing like a sunrise as her intricate shoulder necklace—a dazzling cascade of blood-red rubies—caught the faint sunlight. A few strands of blonde hair had come loose from her elegant bun, highlighting the fear in her brown eyes. She was highborn and accustomed to privilege—so how had she ended up here without an armed escort to protect her?
The answer, it seemed, stood right next to her.
The young man’s clothes, though neat, were crafted from humbler fabrics, and his intricately tied scarf was a plain weave of cotton—a stark contrast to the opulence of his love. A large bruise marred his left eye—no doubt a brutal gift from one of the outlaws.
They must have snuck away together, Mira realized, as the girl’s aristocratic family likely disapproved of her love for someone of lesser status. Still, she didn’t care. They’d come to Knightstow to honor their forbidden affection for each other, risking everything. But instead of a happy union, fate had led them into the merciless grasp of these criminals.
“Did you not hear me? Leave,” the bearded man said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated in the air. His bushy eyebrows knitted together as he scanned Mira from head to toe, his fingers drumming impatiently on one of his many blades. Her outfit—the trousers and waistcoat—gave her the look of a fellow outlaw, and his gruff command was like some hidden criminal code, giving her a chance to walk away.
The man spun toward the terrified couple.
“Where were we?” he asked with a dark mirth, running a calloused hand through his tangled beard. “Ah yes. We were just admiring your pretty face.” He reached out and stroked the girl’s porcelain cheek. She tried to pull away from his touch, but one of the younger bandits with a goatee shoved her back.
“And that beautiful necklace too,” the third one said, grinning. He was blind in his left eye, a great scar running across it and down his cheek. He grabbed the bride’s elegant shoulder necklace, ready to yank it off.
“Don’t touch her!” The groom lunged forward, struggling against the scarred ruffian’s grip. His feet scraped against the cobblestones as the criminal pushed him back.
The bearded man took a single step closer, his hulking shadow engulfing the young man. “Calm yourself,” he said with a theatrical yawn. “Unless you want a second black eye on that handsome face of yours.”
The color drained from the groom’s complexion.
As the horrific scene unfolded before Mira, the young woman’s eyes locked with hers in a wordless plea, awaking a fierce protective instinct—an unshakable, undeniable pull urging her to help them.
She had experienced the same bone-chilling terror, but her grandfather and Gordell—a Knight-Commander now, but a simple knight back then—had saved her. Now, bringing that same relief and protection to the couple, pulled at her very soul.
When the scarred ruffian reached for the young woman’s ruby necklace again, Mira couldn’t remain silent.
“Leave her alone!” Her hands clenched into fists, knuckles turning white as hostile, spiteful eyes found her.
“I told you to leave,” the bearded man said, pointing his blade at Mira.
Her breath caught in her dry throat—there was no way she could abandon the hapless lovers to their grim fate.
Maybe she could run back through the alley and find Knight-Captain Rowe to beg him for help. But he knew her, and revealing herself would lead to inevitable trouble. Besides, how long would it take to find him and guide him back? Too long.
The couple needed someone now. And there were only four bandits—she could handle a few lowly thugs.
“Mira.” Ebon’s deep voice reverberated through her mind as she wove through strategies of attack and defense.
“I agree. This is a terrible idea,” Smoke said with apprehension.
Mira’s resolve, however, remained unshaken. “I’ve been trained in combat.”
“But you’ve never faced actual combat before,” Ebon said with palpable worry, followed by a growl. “Sparring with those who mean you no harm is different.”
“These are just thugs. Knights and a Galanorian warrior trained me for situations like this. I’ll be fine.” Her words carried the weight of her conviction as she added, “I may not be destined to experience love myself, but I swear to the Goddess, I’ll do everything in my power to ensure that others do.”
“Oh, dear.”
Smoke prodded her mental barriers, but Mira had heard enough. She steeled herself, blocking out their concerned voices. Ebon, Smoke, and the others meant well, but their fretting was distracting. She needed to focus.
Her hands still clenched into fists, she lifted her chin as the four men burst into raucous laughter.
“Have you seen yourself?” The young bandit with a black ponytail elbowed his companion and pointed at Mira as he sniggered.
Mira knew she was only skin and bones, but she stood her ground.
“If you insist,” the goateed thug said with an arrogant smirk. “We can certainly find a way to use you for our entertainment as well.”
“Entertainment?” Mira glared at him. “You consider terrorizing an innocent couple entertaining?”
The bandits chuckled, her outrage merely another source of amusement.
“I’ll deal with her,” the bearded man said as he drew a second blade from the harness across his broad chest. He swung the twin weapons, advancing on Mira with a deepening sneer, his boots soft against the cobblestones. “You should have left when you had the chance.”
The air became still and heavy, amplifying the pounding in Mira’s ears.
The other bandits shoved the couple to the ground, their weapons pointed at the pair. Unable to contain her anguish any longer, the young bride burst into tears, and when the groom reached out to comfort her, the goateed thug yanked him away with a cruel laugh. The criminals didn’t care about their suffering, only wild excitement burned in their beady eyes as they awaited their comrade’s swift encounter with the foolish, skinny girl.
But Mira was far more than her slight frame suggested—and this misconception and underestimation of her abilities was something she could use against them.
Her mind flashed back to her intense training, to the countless grueling hours spent honing her combat skills.
Precision, intent, speed—these were the principles drilled into her by her formidable grandmother and Gordell. And now, those hard-learned lessons surged to the forefront of her consciousness.
Mira knew she had no chance in a prolonged fight, especially without a proper weapon of her own—she had to be quick and decisive before the man could overpower her.
Scanning her surroundings, she searched for something, anything, she could use to her advantage. All she needed was the slightest glimmer of hope. But apart from a few large wooden crates, the courtyard proved empty and useless—nothing but towering yellow limestone walls punctuated by arched windows.
As the bearded man stopped in front of her, electrifying the air between them, Ebon’s words rang out unbidden in Mira’s mind: Sparring with those who mean you no harm is different.
In that moment, she understood the truth of his warning. She had never had to hurt anyone before—at least not on purpose. And now Mira realized with a sickening jolt that she might not have the will to do it. To deliberately cause pain.
But that helpless couple…
“You don’t look so confident now, do you?” the scarred ruffian said, his taunt prompting laughter from his comrades.
Mira couldn’t argue. Fear clawed its way into her chest, pulling on her core. And yet, some deeper, fiercer drive burned within her, refusing to let her flee. That insistent protective pull. She had to save the couple, no matter how hopeless it seemed.
Throat, groin and head—her grandmother’s tactical words rose from Mira’s memories, instructing her on how to defeat a stronger opponent.
There was no time to waste. She had to act.
Throat.
Adrenaline surged through her veins as she lunged, hitting the man’s neck. The blow knocked her off balance, but the bandit’s startled gasp and choking proved her strike had found its mark. For a split second, Mira couldn’t believe she succeeded—that the man didn’t see it coming.
But she had hurt someone…
Nausea twisted her stomach.
The bearded man’s eyes flashed with fury as he recovered. Snarling, he charged at Mira. She had no choice but to continue the fight she’d started.
Groin.
Mira ducked low under the ferocious sweep of his blades. With a burst of desperate energy, she kicked him between his legs.
A painful moan escaped the man’s lips, and the daggers slipped from his weakening grasp, the metal ringing as they clattered to the ground.
Mira grabbed one of the fallen blades—it felt alien and heavy in her trembling grip—then she leaped to her feet.
Head.
She didn’t think—there was no room for hesitation. Using the hilt of the dagger, she delivered a concussive blow to the man’s temple.
His body tensed for an endless moment, then collapsed in an unconscious heap.
Mira stood frozen in the ringing silence, the thick walls of the courtyard pressing in around her. She was more shocked than the criminal trio, who stared, dumbfounded, at the abrupt, unthinkable turn of events.
Her grandmother’s three succinct words—her instructions Mira had never had to test before—saved her. And yet, she felt no relief, only a flood of horror.
Yes. She had incapacitated a man to defend herself. But the gravity of what she had done—what she might still have to do—weighed heavily on her conscience.
“Looks like we’re going to have to teach this foolish girl a lesson she won’t soon forget,” the ponytailed bandit said with a spat.
As Mira shook off her stunned disbelief, the criminals fanned out in a tightening circle, cutting off any escape.
Her fingers tightened around the confiscated dagger, but against a combined assault, one small weapon was not enough.
The bearded man…
His harness held a wide selection of knives and daggers, and Mira quickly snatched one from his unconscious body. Still, two blades offered no more protection than one against multiple opponents.
“Just pretend this is training,” she whispered to herself as she struggled to maintain a firm grip on the dagger hilts.
There were only a handful of times she had faced the joint forces of Roderick, Gordell, and her grandmother to learn to divide her focus and counter simultaneous strikes. But those attacks had been choreographed and predictable—and she could only pray these men lacked the deadly skills of knights and Galanorian warriors.
The couple held each other in a tight embrace, both of them a shivering mess—and they anchored Mira to the moment.
They deserved peace. To celebrate their love without the threat of violence. Mira could not—would not—abandon them now.
“Go!” she shouted to them as the men launched their attack.
Her slender arms trembled as heavy blades hammered against her daggers, the metal singing with each strike. But she gritted her teeth, refusing to yield.
The couple scrambled to their feet, and as they staggered away, the scarred ruffian chased after them. Mira instantly jumped in his way, raising her weapons in warning.
“Today of all days, you should leave people be,” she said, as the criminal threw back his head with a mocking laugh.
“What? You think you’re some holy champion of your useless goddess? Don’t tell me you’re one of those stupid Pilgrims.”
Mira winced, his scornful words cutting deeper than a blade. “I’m not.” As anger replaced her hurt, she shot him a threatening glare. “But I will do whatever it takes to protect those who need it from men like you.”
Her comment only earned her a chorus of laughter.
“You’re naïve,” the goateed thug said, as Mira assumed a combat-ready stance.
With quick reflexes, she blocked their attacks. But that was all she could do—defensive blocks and dodges, one after the other—as her muscles strained against the criminals’ overwhelming strength and force.
A ragged yell slipped from her throat as she twisted away a second too late, and a cruel blade sliced into her shoulder. Gasping, she raised her weapons to brace herself for the next inevitable strike.
As she fended off the scarred ruffian’s relentless attacks, the ponytailed bandit seized his chance. His foot slammed into the back of her knee with a vicious kick, knocking her off balance. Before she could break her fall, she crashed onto the unforgiving cobblestones, the rough ground scraping her skin. She hissed in pain.
“Where’s that fiery defiance now, huh?” the scarred ruffian asked as Mira staggered back to her feet, struggling to blink away the haze of pain blurring her vision.
For a moment, doubt crept in. But the thought of the terrified couple steeled her resolve—they needed her.
The men continued their charges, but Mira stood her ground. With every block and dodge and successful escape, her confidence grew, and her training gradually steadied her.
Soon, her blocks became parries as she turned the men’s assaults back on them, each of her movements fluid and sure.
As if her grandmother and Gordell were standing right beside her, she heard their voices of encouragement and instruction, and before she knew it, she was the one initiating the attacks.
A smile of disbelief spread across Mira’s face as she disarmed the three criminals in a series of quick and skillful moves. They pulled blade after blade from their harnesses, but she countered and took every single one of them.
Mira let out a relieved laugh as she kicked the blades away from the men. “See? I can take care of myself,” she said, almost surprised. Her dragon friends, following her every move through their connection, responded with only a few grunts.
The defeated men muttered curses under their ragged breath as they gaped at Mira with disbelief and seething contempt. Their tight lips and narrowed eyes reflected their prejudices—women in the Empire were not supposed to have combat skills. Especially not one like Mira, who was little more than skin and bones.
“Had enough?” she asked, her confidence rising.
The men hesitated, but it lasted no more than a few heartbeats before they burst out laughing. 
“Please… let us go.” A terrified female voice rang out behind Mira—the bride and groom were dragged forward by a new wave of outlaws.
At least a dozen more criminals approached the courtyard, their clothing matching that of the men Mira had just bested. Armed to the teeth, their blades gleamed in their leather harnesses as they pushed and shoved the unfortunate couple.
The young woman sobbed as she tried to free herself from their grasping arms, while her groom mutely stumbled beside her, his face a canvas of bruises and crimson smears.
Mira swallowed against the unbearable dryness in her throat as her moment of triumph evaporated. Reinforcements.
The slash on her shoulder had painted her white shirt red, but she ignored the throbbing injury and the lingering sting. With the confiscated blades at the ready, Mira faced the arrivals with a defiant tilt of her chin.
They stopped just out of striking range, then parted as a tall, powerfully-built man with commanding features split from the group and leisurely strolled toward Mira. A hint of dark amusement danced in his expression as he stopped at the still-unconscious bearded man, nudging him with the toe of his boot until the brute finally stirred.
“You—” He gathered himself from the ground and spat at Mira’s feet.
Before he could grab her, the tall stranger intervened, his curt headshake and firm hand against the angry criminal’s chest leaving no room for argument. Silent tension crackled between them until the bearded man’s resolve crumbled under his unyielding stare.
“You let this pathetic little girl beat you?” the man asked in a rich baritone voice as sniggering swept through the group. Judging by how everyone hung on his every move and word, he must have been their leader. But Mira didn’t appreciate his words.
“I’m not pathetic!” Her voice rang with defiance, cutting through their mockery, momentarily silencing them. The leader’s eyebrows rose, his amused smile deepening.
He moved to Mira with measured steps, his steely gray eyes revealing nothing but calm assessment—the same piercing gaze that had restrained his man now boring into Mira—more unsettling than any threat could be.
“And what, pray tell, does a little butterfly such as yourself want?” he asked, removing a small knife and flicking it idly in his hand.
“I want you to let the couple go,” Mira said. Despite her best effort, she failed to keep her voice steady. The man threw his head back with a laugh.
“She’s got this misguided notion that she’s a champion of love,” the scarred ruffian said with a sneer, sparking another wave of laughter among the criminals.
The leader, greatly amused, sheathed his blade. “I’m afraid I can’t indulge your… romantic delusions.”
He opened his mouth to continue, but Mira, in a series of quick and precise blows, brought the towering man to his knees and pressed the sharp edge of her weapon against his throat.
“Release the couple. Now.”
Her demand only met grunts and dismissive chuckles from the criminals. None of them even considered obeying the girl holding their leader at knifepoint.
“I said, let them go,” Mira repeated, her voice growing weak, as she moved the dagger closer to the man’s neck.
The thugs just laughed, then shoved the bride and groom to the ground. The young man scrambled to pull his love into his arms as the criminals aimed several blades at them.
“We can tell you don’t have the stomach to do what’s necessary,” the kneeling leader said, without any concern. “Now, enough of this.”
With a negligent wave of his hand, the blades wrenched themselves from Mira’s grasp and clattered to the cobblestones.
Oh no.
A familiar dread seized Mira’s heart—magic was bad news for her. The worst.
When the leader shifted, she braced herself for another spell. The curse flew toward her, but she jumped away, nails digging into her skin.
Before she could even draw a breath, another spell hurled toward her. Then another. And another.
Mira wanted to yell, hoping someone might hear her, but the towering walls isolated her and the criminals from the rest of the world.
With magic weaving between his fingers, the leader sent more curses at her, forcing Mira to jump, roll, and twist her body to escape his attacks. But her agility only fueled the man’s rage, and his assaults came faster and fiercer.
As Mira’s energy waned, she paused for a gasp of air, letting her guard down.
A spell struck her in the back.
But nothing happened.
“Goddess…”
Mira’s gaze flicked to the bandit leader, heart hammering against her ribs.
Confusion clouded his face before his features hardened with resolve, and he raised his hand once more, a new curse shimmering between his fingers.
Beer. The acrid tang of cheap ale flooded Mira’s mouth, though she didn’t know where it came from. Ignoring the taste, she prepared herself against the man’s mounting attacks—as well as her own stirring powers.
More curses tore through the air in rapid succession, magic blazing in orange, blue and white bursts. As Mira spun and dodged them, they crashed behind her with violent energy, shattering the windows and crates. Shards of glass, pottery, and metal rained down among dairy products.
But the more Mira fought and resisted her powers, the harder it became to escape the leader’s magical attacks.
Another blast hit her, the impact knocking the air from her lungs.
Mira fell to the ground, crashing against the solid cobblestones and scraping her skin. But like before, the magic had no effect on her.
“Did you miss her, boss?” one criminal asked as their leader’s frustration and impatience grew.
Mira scrambled to her hands and knees, then froze—a woman was singing. She snapped her head in the direction of the captive bride, but she was still sobbing in her lover’s embrace. Mira searched for the mysterious singer, but saw no one. As suddenly as it had come, the sound faded into silence.
She didn’t even have time to recover before the leader unleashed another stream of curses.
With her attention divided between his attacks and her growing inner struggles, more and more of the spells found their mark, the last of them knocking Mira to the ground. Her injuries deepened as she impacted with the stone. The magic, however, did nothing to her.
“You’re a bloody outcast, aren’t you?” the leader asked, disgust twisting his features.
Mira said nothing as she kept fighting for control, but her silence was all the answer they needed.
“You two, go get Harkan!”
The scarred and ponytailed criminal sent a thumbs-up to their leader, then disappeared down the alley.
“You’re lucky he’s docked here,” the man said to Mira—but if he was talking about luck, it meant the opposite.
With a wave of his hand, he signaled his remaining men to surround Mira. Their sharp blades glimmered as the sun’s rays found their way between the buildings.
“You may get your wish after all,” the leader said as he approached her with a wry smile. “Turning you over to Harkan will earn us more coins than we could have taken from these wretched lovers. We might just let them go.”
Fear clawed at Mira’s heart, but the sight of the suffering couple reawakened the fierce, protective pull in her.
She rose to her feet as her hand reached for her necklace—the last birthday gift she’d ever received from her grandfather. The jewelry gave her hope, as if his spirit still guarded her.
A powerful force slammed into her back.
Mira groaned as she sprawled out on the ground. Her muscles tensed, fighting to keep her powers from bursting to the surface. Ignoring the surrounding laughter, she pushed herself back to her feet.
Grilled meat. The sudden taste made her empty stomach rumble. But where did it come from?
She didn’t have time to understand her chaotic senses as she found herself in another crossfire of magic.
The criminals roared with laughter, teasing and taunting her as she dodged the incoming curses. She had to find a way out of their cruel amusement, but her inner struggles made it impossible to even think.
The outlaws believed her an outcast, a person resistant to magic. But they were mistaken. Their spells did affect her—because she was no outcast. She was something far worse.
With each curse cast in her direction, Mira’s struggle worsened, the criminals’ magic pushing her closer to her breaking point, one spell at a time.
Then her fingers went numb, the blades falling to the ground with a clang.
The mere thought of anyone discovering the truth about her made Mira nauseous and urged her to fight harder. But burying her powers always came at a price, another side of her cursed existence—and it was already awakening, the fire burning in her veins, waiting to break free.
And as if battling her powers wasn’t enough, Mira’s senses shattered, betraying her with a disorienting array of illusions.
One moment, her mouth was filled with the sweet tang of apples, then the rich decadence of chocolate, followed by an unfamiliar spice teasing her taste buds.
The air buzzed with impossible sounds—a distant piano melody, the innocent laughter of a child, the serene song of a bird, and the rhythmic beating of drums. Yet none of their sources were present in the grim courtyard.
In the midst of this sensory chaos, a spectral vision appeared—a woman in a flowing white dress, her long curly brown hair cascading over her shoulders. She materialized one moment, and vanished the next, like a fleeting dream.
Overwhelmed, Mira’s legs gave out, and she sank to the unforgiving ground. Every effort to maintain control slowly but surely drained her.
“Mira, what’s wrong?” Ebon’s worried voice pierced her crumbling mental barriers. Her bond with her dragon friends didn’t just allow them to talk to each other. They could also share emotions and physical pain. Sensing her anguish, they entered her mind again.
“Let go,” Smoke said, urging Mira, but she shook her head, her braid flying. She clutched at every thread of control, fighting to smother both her powers and the raging fire in her veins.
She couldn’t let them go. If she did, lives could be lost. She could end up hurting the very people she was trying to protect.
Mira sought the couple—most of the bandits, bored with Mira’s plight, had turned their malice back on the vulnerable pair.
She scraped together what little strength her drained body still possessed to help them, but a hulking figure stood in her way, his rough hands seizing her—the bearded man.
“I’m gonna have so much fun with you,” he said, his foul breath washing over Mira. She pounded her fists against his arm, but her strength paled compared to the bearded men’s—he dragged her to a more secluded corner with a lighthearted whistle.
“Mira, let go of your powers,” Smoke said, his growling voice coming with force. “This worm deserves to die.”
Mira almost choked. She couldn’t do that—it was a line she had sworn never to cross again. But before she had a chance to react, a heartbreaking yelp stole her attention.
She just about saw the young woman’s shoulder necklace snap, its countless gems scattering across the cobblestones. The criminal who had ripped it from her neck cursed, then dropped to his knees to gather up the rubies.
“Forget about them,” the bearded man said with a grin, then lifted Mira and slammed her to the ground as if she weighed nothing more than a pillow.
She couldn’t even take a breath when he dropped to his knees, a faint yellow spell brewing between his fingers. As he touched Mira, the magic sent an electrifying jolt through her body. Her powers stirred in response, but with one last thread of resistance, she shoved them down hard.
Mira didn’t know if she screamed or if it was her imagination, but a deafening explosion shook the ground, destroying the surrounding buildings. Glass shattered, limestone walls crumbled, wood splintered.
As the air was knocked from her, all sounds faded. For a single heartbeat, everything was still and quiet, perfectly peaceful.
Then everything came crashing down.
Mira lay on the ground, her body in an uncontrollable shake. Drained of all energy, she knew exactly what had happened—and what she had done.
She took a deep breath to smother her fear and guilt, but only smoke filled her lungs, making her cough.
As she gathered her courage to face the consequences, unintelligible yelling pierced her ringing ears. The thick smoke hanging low burned her eyes, blurring her vision. It took all her strength to sit up.
Through the stinging cloud, the shapes of fleeing people appeared and disappeared. Some were burning. Shouting, cursing, and utter chaos filled the air.
“Which one of you idiots did this?” the leader yelled.
“Are you out of your mind?”
“Who was it?”
A heavy fire blazed near Mira, consuming rolls of fabric, yarn, and carpets. The roof and side of the shop had already been destroyed, and now the flames were adamant to reduce everything else inside to ashes.
A heartbroken cry escaped Mira’s lips.
She pulled her knees to her chest, hugging them as she breathed through the thick cloud of smoke. While she massaged her aching limbs back to life, the bearded man gathered himself, recovering from the shock. He had escaped the devastation unscathed.
When Mira glanced at her arms, he did the same, noticing her veins glowing as the fire settled.
“Goddess…” Mira’s heart stuttered.
The bearded man opened his mouth, then closed it several times before understanding dawned on him.
“You’re the dragonblood…” he said with confusion, horror, and disgust. He hesitated, but found the courage to approach Mira with a knife in his hand. “People will sing songs about me if I skin you alive.” He ground the words between his teeth as he grabbed her.
Mira fought to peel his fingers off, but losing control had cost her most of her strength.
“Just kill the fool!” Smoke shouted in her mind, but Mira couldn’t find it in her to do so. She prepared for the end.
But the tight grip on her shirt loosened, then vanished.
Mira blinked one after the other, wondering if she could trust her eyes.
A blade protruded from the man’s chest, and he struggled for breath as he collapsed to the ground. His body jerked once, twice, then went completely still.
For a long time, Mira just stared at his motionless figure. Then she reached out to nudge him, but instantly pulled her hands back, afraid he might regain consciousness and grab her. However, he wasn’t breathing, and his lifeless eyes stared into nothing.
He was gone.
Before she could wrap her head around what had happened, clashes of metal and angry grunts rang out through the suffocating haze. Others were fighting the thugs. Was her savior among them?
Her stomach jolted—what if the knights had come to investigate? If they saw her…
Mira struggled to her feet just as the charred corpses scattered around caught her eye. And she couldn’t breathe.
She had done this to them.
She had killed them.
Tears trickled down her cheeks as she slumped to the ground.
“I really am a monster.” She wrapped her trembling arms around her as nausea washed over her. 
“You’re not…” Smoke’s voice faded away as the weight of what she’d done pressed down on her. For a moment, all she heard was the beating of her broken heart.
Until a desperate cry cut through her shock.
“Our wedding rings!”
With considerable effort, Mira shifted toward the sound. The couple, locked in a tight embrace, stared after a fleeing outlaw.
In an instant, strength surged through Mira.
“No one should mess with love,” she said, her voice croaky, as she sprung to her feet. Without hesitation, she ran after the thief.
She had to help the lovers. After the horrors she’d caused, this was her chance to do something good.
The man fled the scene, ducking through the narrow streets. Mira followed him, eyes fixed on the criminal as storefronts blurred in her vision. They zigzagged past the commercial buildings until they reached a residential area with rows of towering houses, casting dark shadows on the empty streets and the occasional tree.
The man halted, then began to climb one of the buildings. By the time





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
‘«,THE PROMISE OF A DRAGONBLOC)

‘ //‘w

Yol

 EMMELINE
LOVEL «~ ,m

TN\ A4 ”\: =
@ W/ =

L: 7 : 3 ) S \ = *
w;\ &), W_ ; -,;\\a )L E))

\

<1






OEBPS/images/9fced473-8986-443f-9bb9-9c06fd90f42f.png
®
A >

) .
&
2

2 S
(- Bennermont KA
%225,0)

DYMA






OEBPS/images/5a9be2a7-bf85-4ba2-8152-045307e3446f.jpeg
— PO BOOK 16

THE PROMISE OF A DRAGONBLOOD

THE

(IDRC%FI\/IISE

| OVE

EMMELINE
LOVEL





OEBPS/images/0f608c34-0749-430c-b3d6-a717035154a5.png







