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      It starts with a disappearance.

      

      Mine to be precise. One moment I’m fighting a dark magic user, the next I’m thrown through the air, not coming to a stop until I’m far from home with no magic and no way to return.

      

      That’s only the beginning of my problems. When I finally make it back, I see the man I can’t stop thinking about wielding a sword like an extension of his body. He’s covered in blood, most of which isn’t his, thankfully.

      

      I don’t live in a peaceful kingdom like others in the realm. I live on a floating island that houses the worst criminals out there. My home sits near a prison.

      

      My magic finally comes back to me, dark as it may be. I wasn’t here when the prisoners escaped. Fortunately, Ryland showed up just in time.

      

      He shouldn’t want to be with me. I’m meant to hunt criminals, not get a happily ever after.

      

      My heart wars with my mind. In the end, there’s no doubt which will win.

      

      I’m in love with a prince.

      

      Someone I’ll fight to the death for.

      

      Let’s hope when the time comes, we’re both prepared for the battle headed our way.
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        For Deanna. Thank you for your continuous encouragement while I wrote this book. You were always there saying just what I needed to hear to keep me motivated. You’re a wonderful friend and I’m grateful to have you in my corner.
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          GONE

        

      

    

    
      Ryland

      There have been numerous times in my life when I could have jumped into battle, but that’s never been who I am. I’m the firstborn son of a king. The one in line for the throne. Therefore, my path was set at birth. I knew growing up I would one day be king. And that puts a heavy weight on my shoulders.

      Every day I work toward being as great a leader as my father. I shadow him. Go to meetings. Learn the day-to-day workings of ruling. I don’t put myself first. Always the kingdom and its people above me.

      But then, Wesley, second-in-command of the Azure Elite and army, is at my door with a piece of paper in his hand. It says words that change how I feel about throwing myself into danger.

      Vivisi Ash is missing.

      The woman who drew me in like no other ever has.

      One kiss on my cheek was all we’d ever shared. Yet, it was everything.

      Now, she’s out there somewhere.

      And I’m determined to find her.

      I’m sure there has been a target on Viv’s back since she was young, as well as her aunt’s, the queen of The Sable Keep. Viv is also in line to the throne of her kingdom. There is no one else. Everyone in her family is dead. Some died at the hands of the very people who are housed there. That’s what happens when you’re in charge of keeping the realm safe.

      Safety is a luxury. Watching every move the prisoners make is a necessity. And capturing dark magic users, and those who commit crimes, is Viv’s job.

      Sky’s wings work hard to take us toward Sable. I pat her back; her scales are warm and smooth under my hand. She’s a magnificent dragon, emerald in color.

      I remember when I first saw her. Dragons are given to us when we’re children and they’re newly born. We bonded quickly. Her name came to me because she was hesitant to fly as she grew. I wasn’t sure what to name her and my parents left it up to me. I kept pointing to the sky, trying to get her to take flight. She looked at me with a slight head tilt, like she was trying to understand me but couldn’t. Eventually, the other dragons in our clan coaxed her out and she learned to fly with them. The name Sky stuck.

      We’re in the air for a while before Sable comes into sight. It’s a floating island, high above the ground, with grey clouds gliding around it. The underside is a dark, pointed rock that is shallower at the sides and gradually works its way toward the center with longer, sharper points. It’s well hidden. Only those who have been here before gain the sight to see it immediately.

      We must keep the island secret. Otherwise, there would be numerous attempted prison breaks. It’s covered in a shield that’s similar to the one concealing The Fuchsia Lakes, though the properties of who can enter are different. Anyone flying through the sky wouldn’t see Sable nor would they accidentally run into it. There’s magic coming from it, which diverts the flyer around it.

      Since I’ve been here before, I can easily see it upon approach. It’s like the shield takes a part of you in it when you enter the first time. And no, the criminals who live here never leave. There is no parole or hope of getting out alive. They are here until death, whether it be at the hands of Laseva, Viv, their army, or those who are also locked away. Death of old age rarely happens. They usually die long before then.

      I lean forward, pushing Sky higher. She knows the way and where to land. Her wings pump through the air until we’re above the island, looking down. The prison is there. It’s tall, dark stone blending in with the ominous clouds surrounding it that seem to forever be shaded grey.

      There are three fortified towers with walkways connecting them in straight lines. Beneath the towers is another fortified stone, two-story structure, then it goes deep into the island. Where the sharpest point of the rock is underneath the land, that is the bowels of the prison. There is no escape. No way out. They are deep in the rock with no light, no ounce of hope, only the conversation of their cellmate to keep them semi-sane.

      But I didn’t come here to sightsee. I know what this island holds and the only light from it comes from the women who call it home.

      Sky circles twice, no doubt making sure it’s safe to land. She’s a cautious dragon, always watching out for me. When she knows everything is okay, she gracefully glides down and lands without jarring me. Two guards come forward to greet us.

      I jump from Sky’s back and walk toward them. “I’m here at the request of the queen.”

      The first man bows. “We’ve been waiting for you, Prince Azure. The queen is inside the castle.”

      “Very well.”

      I set off with purposeful strides, trying to keep my emotions in check. I’m not someone who lets them rule me, but I find knowing that Viv is missing, I’m struggling to keep them at bay. My heart is warring with my head. I can feel in the pit of my stomach that something is very wrong. I tried to keep everything in check while on Sky, so as not to disturb her while she was flying.

      There’s a reason Queen Laseva Sable sent the messenger to me and not my father or my brother. She would have had their full support. But she called upon me for a reason. Now I need to learn what it is.

      The castle Laseva and Viv reside in is nothing like any others I’ve seen. It’s smaller by a great deal compared to the prison. On an island with the coldness of the criminals here, it’s their bit of warmth where they live and laugh. Where they can escape the horribleness that looms outside their door.

      Two more guards are outside while others walk on the wall above. Magic users, all of them. They have an army of them. There is no other way to protect this place. Swords wouldn’t be enough, and neither would dragons, though Viv has a very powerful one. The men here know what they protect. Know who they keep inside the prison and where their loyalty lies. They’ve each been thoroughly vetted by Laseva or Viv. If anything were to happen to the queen and her niece, there is no one else to keep the criminals in check. Their safety is of the utmost importance. That’s why Viv missing is very concerning.

      One of the guards nods to me and pushes the door to the castle open. As I pass through, magic prickles my skin, like I’m walking through the coldest part of the realm. As soon as I’m through, that feeling subsides and I’m left with the warmth of the home. Because that’s what they’ve made this castle—a home.

      Three floors, six bedrooms, six bathrooms, a small dining area, a meeting room, a living room, and a kitchen. There is no staff allowed in here. The only time someone is here is if they need a healer or the leader of their army visits. All meals are made by Laseva or Viv. Living the life they do, keeping the realm safe, they are cautious of what they eat. Granted, Viv eats all over when she travels, but she’s learned to sense if there’s something sinister in it.

      The scent of fresh baked bread drifts to me and I follow my nose. Laseva will be at the end of the trail. When I step into the kitchen, I see her moving to the counter with the hot bread in her covered hands.

      Laseva is a striking woman, not appearing older than forty. I’m not sure of her exact age. Sharp cheekbones, a lithe frame. Her raven hair is kept shorter, barely touching her shoulders, and styled in loose curls. White eyes look my way. Her hair and eye color are the only physical similarities between her and Viv. Today, those eyes show worry.

      “I don’t know where she is, Ryland,” Laseva whispers, her voice cracking.

      I stride to her and wrap her in my arms. This woman who everyone else sees as tough and formidable, which she is, allows me to witness her other side. She trusts me and I’ll never take that for granted.

      “We’ll find her.” I don’t address her as queen. She told me from day one never to do that. She doesn’t like the formality from those she trusts, including those who protect Sable, and she trusted me right away for some reason.

      The top of Laseva’s head rests under my chin. “She went out on a simple capture. We received a message that there was a dark magic user, and she went to investigate, like always. Only, she never returned.”

      “Sometimes she’s gone longer than expected,” I remind her.

      Laseva pulls back, her gaze holding mine as she brings her fist up to her chest, right over her heart. “I feel it in here. She’s my blood. We’re bonded. Our ancestors created the bond with magic and, since then, every person who has ruled Sable has been part of it. She’s hurt, Ry. Not badly but someone got to her.”

      My blood immediately heats with anger at the person who dared attack Viv, but I do my best to keep my voice calm. Laseva doesn’t need to hear me upset. “Do you think it was a setup?” It wouldn’t be the first time someone tried to attack Viv while she was out. She’s the fiercest woman I know.

      “I’m not sure. And I can’t go after her. I can’t leave here, even if I wanted to, not with her gone.”

      Someone with their power has to always stay and protect Sable. Even though the army they have is loyal to them, they don’t wield the same level of magic Laseva and Viv do. No one else does.

      “Why not contact my father or Lucas? He could bring his men, send out a search party to look for her?”

      She shakes her head. “It has to be you, Ryland. You must find my Viv and make sure she’s okay.”

      “I’ll do my best, but I’m no match for dark magic. I’m not skilled like my brothers, nor do I have a fire breathing dragon.”

      “You underestimate yourself. You think because your brothers have the brawn and battle skills that you’re nothing but a strategist, but you’re not weak. You’re strong, even if you doubt yourself at times.”

      Laseva is a seer and a mind reader. Like my mom, even if I ask her what she’s seen, she won’t tell me.

      Laseva places her hand on my cheek and pats it once before stepping back. “There’s no hiding from me. No, you’re not one to charge into things without thinking first, but did you or did you not race here without a second thought when you heard Viv was missing? You’re more like your brothers than you think.” She doesn’t give me time to formulate a response before she continues talking. “Now, I need you to find my niece. I’m worried about her. She’s still alive, I know it. But if she’s injured, danger could be lurking nearby to finish her off. I love her as if she were my own child. If something happens to her…” She shakes her head.

      I swallow, trying to push down the lump of emotion in my throat. The woman I care about is out there somewhere hurt and I need to find her. Sable needs her and so does Laseva. And if I’m being honest with myself, I do too, even if there’s nothing between us but friendship.

      “Where do I start?” I ask.

      “With a prisoner. He was the last one Viv brought in. He might have an idea of where she is. If this truly was a trap and she walked into it, this man may know something about it.”

      “And you’re fine with me speaking to him?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be? I’ll be there as well and some of my guards. If he won’t open up to you, then I’ll make him talk.” I’ve been witness to Viv getting the truth from someone. It’s part of the dark magic that resides in her. It doesn’t rule her and can’t hurt her, but she uses it to her benefit.

      “I’m not sure why I’m here. If you can speak with this man and get information, you don’t need me.”

      She pats me on the cheek again and gives me a pained smile then turns to walk toward the front of the castle. “You need to learn, Ryland. If you want to be up to your father’s caliber one day, someone worthy of the crown of Azure, and other things, you can’t always sit by the side to gain experience. You must do things yourself. This is about more than that, yes. The life of my niece is at stake. But like I said, if he won’t answer you, and you will try, then he will answer me.”
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          INTERROGATION

        

      

    

    
      Ryland

      While being on Sable isn’t new to me, going into the prison is. I’ve never entered the building before. I step through the magical barrier, which feels much stronger than the one to Laseva’s home.

      I can do this. I’m a prince. I have a strong bloodline. Brothers who are lethal knights. I can walk through a prison of the lowest of the low. I have my longsword strapped to my back and knives to my calves for protection, though I doubt I’ll need them since Laseva is with me.

      On the other side of the barrier, I step onto a dark grey stone floor. The room is cold like it’s seeping into my very bones. That’s when I notice the visible puff of air leaving my lips.

      I turn to Laseva, my teeth beginning to chatter. “Aren’t you cold?” The chill doesn’t seem to affect her.

      With a quick flick of her wrist, I’m warmer. Not like I was outside but better. “My apologies. I should have done that before we stepped in here. It’s second nature for me and the guards to do so. And as you’re aware, we don’t get a lot of guests.”

      “What about the people held in here?”

      She shrugs one shoulder. “They acclimate to the cold. And honestly, I’m not here to make them comfortable. They wish for death within these walls. Some I grant, others I make suffer until they find a way to end their lives or someone does it for them.”

      Laseva turns left and I follow. Six guards are behind us. As we walk through the ground level, I notice this is more of an area for the guards. There are offices, which I doubt are cozy. We then pass through what I’m guessing is a place where food is prepared.

      The farther we move, the more this feeling of dread settles over me. It only worsens as we climb the stairs in the west tower. I rub my hand over my arm to try and settle my nerves and hate myself for feeling this way. I doubt my brothers would.

      Laseva stops halfway up the spiral stone staircase and peers at me. “You feel this because you’re not like your brothers, which is true. But it’s also because you’re tapping in to the prison. It’s not a happy place. More people have died here than anywhere else in the realm. That doesn’t come without leaving a mark.”

      “But ghosts aren’t real.”

      “No, they aren’t. However, this much negative energy cannot exist in one space without it affecting those around it. And I wonder if you being more in tune with it is also what pulls you to my Viv.”

      “Does that mean I have dark magic in me?” I don’t doubt there is magic within me. What that magic is, I’m not sure. My siblings have it. They each possess some form of it. I went so long without having anything, I wondered if I ever would.

      “No, Ryland. The only way for dark to be in you is if someone gives it to you. Now come, we need to get moving. You must leave soon to try and find Viv.”

      Right. I need to remember why I’m here. Not that I could forget Viv. Being here, walking through this place, it’s hard not to focus on what surrounds me.

      We continue to climb until we’re near the top of the tower. Laseva leads me through a hall where we stop in front of a cell. It’s dark with only a tiny window, which I doubt one’s arm could fit through. No light comes in, not with the way the clouds surround the outside.

      Unlike the cells in the Azure castle, there is no damp feeling here because this isn’t below ground. It also doesn’t reek of mildew. In fact, the air feels dry, which makes sense with the cold in the space.

      “Kalius,” Laseva says loud and firm. “You will stand and approach us.”

      I didn’t notice the man within before. In the back of the cell, on a small cot, someone rolls over with a groan then slowly stands. His movements are stiff, and he stretches when he stands, causing his white shirt to lift ever so slightly. He shuffles to the bars.

      When he’s close, the candles on either side of the outer part of the cell brighten with light. They’re nowhere near the man. He couldn’t reach them if he tried.

      His eyes have dark circles beneath them. His hair is greasy, and his skin has smudges over it. When was the last time he bathed? He’s thin but not frail. Not yet anyway. I wonder if the longer they’re in here, the more they waste away. If they realize their fate is sealed and they let go. But what punishment would that be? They deserve to suffer if they end up in here, not get a quick death.

      “What can I do for you, madam?” Sarcasm drips from his words.

      Laseva steps forward but doesn’t touch him. She doesn’t need to with the magic she possesses. She lifts her arm; her hand opens then closes like she’s gripping the front of his shirt. He’s pulled forcefully against the bars.

      “You better watch your tone, boy, or I will rip that tongue out of your mouth,” Laseva seethes. “You’re new here. I’ll forgive you this one misstep. Do so again and I will start removing parts of your body you’re rather attached to.” She unclenches her fist, and he stumbles backward a few steps.

      Instead of apologizing like I assumed he would, he rushes the bars and reaches through them, trying to get his hands on her. A guard is there immediately. He breaks Kalius’s wrist with a slight movement of his finger. The prisoner screams in agony.

      “Should we make it two?” Laseva asks.

      “N-n-no. P-please. I’m s-sorry.” He cradles his wrist to his chest.

      “Very well. Now, you’re going to answer the questions the man beside me has. You will do so truthfully. I’ll know if you’re lying.” Laseva turns to me with a nod of her head.

      I step closer but still out of reach should he try coming for me next. “Kalius, is it?” The man nods. “I’m Prince Ryland Azure. There are some things I must know.” I clear my throat and steel my features. The last thing I want is for this man to think I’m weak.

      “I’ve heard of you,” he replies in a voice laced with pain. “But I’ve never been to your kingdom. That’s not where I was found. I didn’t commit any crime there.”

      “Silence,” I bellow. “You will listen, and you will respond to what I ask. Where were you when you were apprehended by Princess Ash?” Viv despises being called princess. She isn’t one by birth, but since she is the heir to the throne, she’s a princess.

      “I was on a dragon, flying well beyond any inhabited land, when she dropped out of the sky behind me. She put her hand around my throat then directed my dragon to the ground. It was barren, scarce of trees. No water source that I saw.”

      “And what crime did you commit to bring yourself to Sable?”

      “I stole the dragon.” That wouldn’t get him locked up.

      “And?”

      “Murdered the man who owned him.”

      I can feel there is more. “And?”

      Kalius drops his head down. “He was a knight on patrol in his land.”

      “Explain to me how you were able to steal a dragon from a trained knight.”

      He doesn’t reply. Nor does he meet my gaze. I’m almost certain I know how, but I want to hear it.

      “Tell him,” Laseva states.

      “Dark magic,” he mutters.

      “And where did you get that magic?”

      “From my master.” Who refers to someone as their master? Is that how things work in the darker side of our realm?

      “What’s his name?”

      “She’s a woman and I don’t know. She never told me. I was given directions and expected to follow it. I always did and was never caught until that day. And she was never in the same place twice when I met with her. I don’t know where she lives. She was always cloaked. I didn’t see her face.”

      “I need her name,” I growl.

      “I don’t know it. Honest.” He whimpers in pain as he moves his wrist slightly.

      Laseva gently places her hand on my arm, knowing I’m near my breaking point. I need more than this. More information. I need to know who he aligned himself with so I can find Viv.

      “He’s telling the truth,” she says quietly. “He’s not the first to be brought in who speaks of someone only known as Master. Depending on who I ask, some say it’s a woman, others a man.”

      Kalius is against the cell door once more. “Please don’t kill me. I don’t want to die. I’ll do whatever you ask.” He cries out as he accidentally brushes his injured wrist against the bars.

      Laseva steps closer and smiles wickedly. “You will, yes, whether of your own accord or not. Unfortunately for you, there is nothing more I want from you. Your master, as you call her, didn’t give you enough information to ever lead me to her, which was smart on her part, but for you… Welcome to a life forever inside that cell. If you’re lucky, you’ll die before you grow old.”

      “No. I don’t want to. I have a family, a wife.”

      “You should have thought of that before you threw your soul to someone who would never protect you nor had your best interests at heart. You have no one to blame for where you currently are but yourself.”

      “Please.” Then his eyes move to me. “Help me. I answered your questions.”

      This time, I step forward, although I don’t have the magic Laseva does. I grip his shirt and yank him against the bars again until his face slams into them, and blood begins to seep from his nose. “If I don’t find the princess, I will be back to take you apart piece by piece. I will revel in the blood that drains from you. I will rejoice when you take your last breath. She should have murdered you like you did the knight.”

      “My wife,” he mutters again.

      “I don’t care about the person you bed.” With a forceful shove, I push him away until he falls to the hard floor.

      Not waiting for Laseva, I start to walk back the way we came, hoping I don’t take a wrong turn and end up somewhere I don’t want to be. I need to get out of here. I need to find a way back to some light. This place is so dark and full of dread. It’s clawing away at my very being like fingers at my throat.

      Laseva catches up with me and loops her arm through mine. Together, we take the stairs down with ease. The guards are right behind us. Prisoners shout out from their cells. I have to tune them out. I can’t listen to their pleas for help or death. I have no mercy to give them.

      I’ve realized I may be more like my brothers than I thought. Where Viv is concerned, I believe I could easily kill another to find her. The people I would slay aren’t ones who are good. They’re the ones who cause death and destruction to the realm I call home, and I’m tired of being the man whose only focus is on ascending the throne.

      I want the woman I care about back and safe in her home. I may hate her out there doing a dangerous job, but it’s an important one. I would never ask her to stop it, not that she’d listen to me. But there must be a way for her to be safer, more protected.

      A few more turns and we walk down a passageway before we’re stepping outside. The cold of the barrier is a quick thing as I burst through it. Only once I’m outside again do I feel like I can breathe. The doom I felt starts to lift from my chest. I bend at the waist, my hands on my knees. Was that really me in there or was I a product of the environment?

      “It was a little bit of both,” Laseva says, reading my mind as she stops beside me. It’s one of her powers. Her hand rubs over my back. “The prison tends to bring out some of our worst qualities. But it also can show us there are other sides of us we didn’t know existed.”
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          MAGICLESS

        

      

    

    
      Vivisi

      Solid earth is against my back as I stare up into a cloudless sky. Where am I and what just happened?

      I don’t move for a moment and instead think back to what led me to where I currently am.

      I was fighting a dark magic user. One I got a tip on, but he was running. Not easy to catch. Not that most of them are. I love the chase, however. Apprehending them is so much sweeter when I finally do.

      After days of chasing him, he was close, almost within reach, but then a darkness descended. It was quick and nothing like I’d ever seen. The next thing I knew, I was in a tornado, only one that ran horizontally. No, we don’t typically get them in this realm. I’ve seen them in others. And yet, there I was, spinning through it, and no amount of magic I tried to conjure could get me out of it.

      It landed me here.

      Sitting up, I notice an ache in my lower back. I look at my legs and see my black pants are torn at the left knee. “I really liked these pants.” At least my boots came through in good shape. The leather is hardly scratched.

      When I lean forward to examine my knee, my dark hair curtains around me, and that’s when I notice a twig in it. I pluck it from my hair and can’t help but wonder what I look like. I’m sure my makeup is smeared. I quickly swipe under my eyes to attempt to fix it as best I can.

      I try to use my magic to fix my appearance, but nothing happens. Not even the tiniest black spark from my finger. Did that person rid me of my magic? I’ve never had it happen before but anything is possible.

      Who do they think they are, attacking me like that? Don’t they know who I am? The nerve of them.

      I’m not cocky by nature but I’m confident. I know how strong I am. Yet, here I sit, no clue where, without my dragon, without my magic, and no doubt looking like I survived a tornado—a tornado of magic.

      I wonder if I can create one of those. The possibilities would be endless. I could use it to round up groups of criminals and have it funnel them to Sable. I chuckle. Eva would love that. Tornados popping up left and right. Just what she needs. At least I still have my sense of humor.

      My aunt’s husband, Nolan, always called her Eva, not Laseva. Never anyone else until I came along. People were surprised when she let me use it because she would chastise anyone else who did, outside of the man she loved. I didn’t call her Aunt or Auntie when I was trying to get her attention. Always Eva. It stuck.

      As quickly as the tornado appears, it’s gone. What am I going to do now? I have no mode of transportation. No dragon or magic.

      My frustration comes out of me in a growl as I fist my hands in the grass. Time to get off my ass and get moving. Nothing is going to happen while I sit here. I have no plan, although moving seems like a good idea. It’s a start at least.

      When I’m on my feet, the dull aches in my knee and back are more pronounced. Fortunately, it’s not bad. I wouldn’t get very far if I couldn’t walk. And it’s not like I can contact anyone.

      This is one of those times where I wish I was in another realm. One that had those phones they take everywhere with them. Too bad I can’t bring the technology here. But we don’t have the infrastructure to support it. And people would probably look at me like I’m crazy if I talked into one. I sigh. Only messengers in the Iridescent Realm. And yes, I love it here. It’s my favorite realm of them all, though I’ve seen a lot of interesting things elsewhere.

      I try to send a message with my mind to my dragon. Glacier’s been through a lot by my side. I hope he didn’t get hurt or worse, killed. I keep him protected as much as I can when he’s
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