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        Because I could not stop for death, He kindly stopped for me; The carriage held but just ourselves and immortality.
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      “You’re lucky to be alive,” Elian said to Rowen, as they looked over the Red Cliffs at the death and destruction below. “I could have killed you if I really wanted to. But, you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      Chills ran along her arms at hearing those words. She’d been telling herself exactly that for years, and somehow it continued to prove true.

      Perhaps the gods were keeping her around for a reason. After all that had happened, she was beginning to wonder if she was a part of something bigger—something she wasn’t quite seeing yet.

      “And, why didn’t you?”

      “I have my reasons,” he said, giving her an eerie sidelong glance.

      She released a long sigh. “Don’t we all.”

      The black smoke that rose from the valley was thick in the air, burning her nose as she breathed it in. It smelled of coal and spice.

      Dragon’s Fire.

      Her heart thumped in her chest as she watched the battle unfold.

      Dragons and men fought on the battlefield in a symphony of steel and bright lights that flickered and rippled throughout the lines of men. Flames roared from the Dragon’s throats, and Wizard’s Fire shot from the scepters and hands of men born with magic flowing through their veins.

      The clash of Wizard’s Fire and Dragon’s Fire was terrifying, but beautiful. The melding of bright green and red created an aura that warmed her face each time there was an explosion of energy.

      Rowen had to remind herself that this wasn’t a thing of beauty—it wasn’t something to marvel at in enchanted awe.

      This was war.

      While young men and old fell to their deaths, Dragons also plummeted to the ground from mortal wounds.

      There would be no winners.

      This was Captain Elian Westin’s fault. He and the circle of wizards from the east had cursed an entire race of men to become dragons—just so they could increase their own power. They never knew it would in fact have the opposite effect, draining them of the immense power they’d hoped to rule the world with.

      The more she learned about what Elian and his dark order of wizards had done, the more she began to understand the Dragons around her—the ones who had put her down and ostracized her since birth.

      According to Lord Tristanick of the House of Scrolls, what Elian and the others had essentially done was exploit a unique, dormant bloodline within the race of humans who’d been transformed into Dragons. A mixture of dark magic, spell work, alchemy, and malicious intent had sparked a whole new breed.

      That was hundreds of years ago. That meant her father was ancient. But, his dark deeds had an unprecedented effect—it drained Elian and the others of their immortality.

      That was why he betrayed her, her mother, and everyone he’d ever known—to save his own life.

      That’s what she kept telling herself, even though she knew it didn’t rectify all of the evil he’d done.

      Rowen gave him a sidelong glance. Even as the wretched battle exploded beneath the cliff she now stood on, a creeping sensation climbed up her throat.

      No matter how much she wanted to blame Elian, she knew the truth.

      Tears stung her eyes.

      She had no one to blame but herself, because she knew she was the true cause of this war. She’d known since her whole journey began.

      “I’ve been hearing people say that my entire life,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “That I’m lucky to be alive.”

      A small red dragon sat on her left shoulder, swinging its tail and watching the fight ensue with great curiosity. She stroked its head and sighed. Through it all, the dragon had been there with her, like a close friend. Though it didn’t speak, she didn’t feel like it needed to. She took comfort just being in its presence—even if it did only show up in her prophetic dreams.

      “And, they’ve always been right,” Elian said. “You have a good luck charm there.”

      “Perhaps. But, look at what I’ve done. The people have joined in arms to fight for me, and to fight against me. How do I stop this from happening?”

      Elian reached a hand out to the small red dragon on her shoulder. It sniffed his knuckles and flew to him, landing on his forearm.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said, marveling at the dragon’s red scales. “You do realize this dragon is the key to stopping the war that brews as we speak—as you slumber with your king. Don’t you?”

      A brow lifted over Rowen’s gray eyes, eyes that matched Elian’s in every way. “How so? How do you know? I’ve never seen this dragon in the waking world. How can it stop all of this darkness and hate?”

      Elian shrugged. “I have my ways of discovering hidden truths and deeper meanings of things. Not that I want to admit it, but I suppose I was put here to show you your path. Considering all you’ve done to destroy me.”

      She huffed. “Well, sometimes I wish they’d been successful hanging me that day. The world wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for me.”

      “No, Rowen. Don’t ever wish things had panned out a different way. It was fate—Divine orchestration. You think you have control, dear girl. But you are sorely mistaken. I was supposed to be there that day. I was supposed to rescue you.”

      She looked back to him. “But, why? All you ever wanted was to find the infamous Red Dragon—the one who ultimately killed you.”

      A crocked smirk came to her father’s lips as his blond hair blew in the wind. “You would come to that conclusion wouldn’t you?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him as that eerie sensation crept up on her once again. Now, there were goosebumps tightening her arms at the same time.

      “But, the truth is, I’m not dead, Rowen. Not even close.”
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      Slick with sweat, Rowen opened her eyes to a pale gray sky just barely brightened by the rising sun.

      Her heart still raced, and she breathed deeply, trying to calm herself. She lay there, staring out the open window of her sleeping quarts. She tried to store all she’d learned from her latest prophecy in her mind.

      Memories of green and red fire, dragons and men resurfaced and made her stomach ache. Then, she remembered that Elian was there, and that only deepened the pain in her gut.

      Dream recall was something she’d learned to do from an early age. Once she’d thought her dreams were just tales from her imagination—terrors in the night.

      As they began to come true more and more often, she realized she had a gift. Though, she often wondered if it was actually a curse.

      Throughout the years, she’d find herself standing there, utterly defenseless as the dealings of her fevered slumber came to fruition.

      It took years of practice to teach herself to remember those dreams once she was awakened. Even more years to train herself to weave her way through them, while they were happening. There was one thing she hadn’t mastered, and that was the art of changing them or stopping them from coming to fruition.

      Nonetheless, she’d learned to use her foresight and gift of prophecy to protect herself and weave a future that didn’t include death and destruction.

      Lately, however, she began to wonder if all the times she’d cheated death had accumulated a debt—a debt she’d soon be forced to pay.

      “What are you doing awake so early,” Rickard said, after a long yawn.

      From behind, Rickard held her tight to his body as he slept. It was the same every night, and she found herself looking forward to it. They’d retreat to their private quarters and make love until fatigue lulled them into a peaceful slumber. His arms around her brought such comfort and stability that she’d never known before.

      Even Rickard’s soft snores and how he nestled his face in her hair and kissed the back of her neck before they fell asleep each night was something she cherished. The warmth of his unconditional love was a treasure she’d fought long and hard to escape, but now wouldn’t give up for anything in the world.

      A year had passed since that fateful night when everything  in her world changed. Her father had tried to take her mother from her in a last act of vengeance. And, Rowen had faced her fears, ultimately becoming a stronger person—a stronger Dragon.

      “Another dream,” she said. “Something is coming. I can feel it.”

      He kissed the back of her neck. “It always is. And, I’ll always be here with you to face it.”

      “Do you promise?”

      “You’re not on your own anymore, Rowen. I promise.”

      She smiled, and turned to him. “I know,” she said, and rested her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, Rickard.”

      “Ah,” he said, cracking a grin. “Though you tried your best to be rid of me. For years, from what I remember. Always spewing insults and clever quips.”

      “To be fair, you were a bit of a knob for the first year I’d known you.”

      He squeezed her closer, and tickled her.

      “But, you loved every minute of it,” he said as she laughed and tried to squirm away. “Go on, admit it.”

      “I yield! I yield. It’s true.”

      She stroked his cheek and kissed him on the lips. He was always warm and welcoming, and the hardness of his body awakened her womanhood in ways that hadn’t happened with anyone before him.

      “But, you do have a habit of growing on a girl. I wouldn’t trade you for all the world,” she said.

      “Tell me about this latest dream,” he said, running his fingers along her back.

      Sighing, she closed her eyes and recalled the images from her dream.

      “The Red Dragon,” she said. “It keeps appearing in my prophecies, but I’m starting to think it’s not Ioan at all.”

      She wasn’t sure why she didn’t reveal her theory about it being her sister. She had no way of being sure, having not seen her for many years. She loved Ophelia deeply, and missed her more than she realized she would. They’d been incredibly close as children—even if they were only half-sisters. How she wished she could have her in the palace alongside her. But, the Duke of Harrow had made sure that they’d have an entire ocean between them.

      “Oh, yes,” he said. “Always the Red Dragon. We found it, befriended it…what else is there to do?”

      She took his hand and kissed his knuckles before gently removing his arm from around her. “Good question,” she said and slipped out of their bed. “But, I don’t think Ioan is the Red Dragon we’ve all been hunting. I think its something else entirely.”

      “Well,” Rickard said, raking his hand through his hair. He sat up in their large upholstered bed made of the best mahogany and satin in the land. “I’m sure if its important, you’ll figure it out. Those clever dreams of yours will point you in the right direction.”

      She nodded, though warnings still bubbled within her gut.

      “What will you do today?”

      He shrugged. “Duty calls with some petty disputes, but as I vow to be a better king than my father, I will tend to even the lowliest of my subjects.”

      She smiled. “Good boy.”

      He kissed her hand, and stood before walking toward their dressing room where his man-servant would be summoned.

      Dressed in a pale blue night gown, Rowen walked to the window and breathed in the fresh air. It was better than the smoke she’d been breathing all night in her dreams.

      The swift wind was crisp and clean with hints of pine and fir from the palace grounds below her.

      Winter had arrived, and with it, more snow covered the kingdom of Withrae. She stepped out, and into the air. The cold wind carried her as she closed her eyes and outstretched her arms.

      This was what true freedom felt like. This form of freedom was something she aspired for since she’d first looked out her window as a little girl and saw her mother transform and fly off into the sunrise.

      Now, a wish had been granted. She’d discovered her ability to transform was always somewhere deep within her, waiting to be discovered, and it took nearly falling to her death to activate it.

      Rowen could fly, even in her human form. It was unheard of, and now made her a target for those who would do anything to see her ruined.

      Rowen shook her head with a sigh. It wasn’t anything new. She’d been ostracized since the day she was born.

      The half-blood. The murderer. The harlot. The social climber who bewitched the king of Withrae.

      It was all noise in the chaos that filled her mind. Now war and fire took precedence over jealous, gossipy lords and ladies.

      Her eyes opened as she looked to the mountains.

      There it was. The hidden tomb of her father—the one she’d been certain they’d killed.
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      Sir Warwick Ludlow stood at the bottom of the steps of the Parean throne room.

      He looked up at King Tilton who tapped his fingers on the throne’s arms, mulling over his proposal. They were alone in the massive throne room that had a cathedral ceiling, and open archways that looked out toward the Parean Sea. The throne was made of stone, and remnants of volcanic rock from the times when the land would erupt in the early ages of the Nord Continent.

      At the king’s side was a wiry older gentleman wearing gray robes and a hood over his bald head.

      Aster was the king’s royal advisor. In his late fifties, and with knowledge of both magic and military strategies, he was a valuable asset.

      That was precisely why Warwick made him his spy.

      “Are you certain?” King Tilton asked. “The Dragons have left us in peace for as long as I’ve been king of Parean. Why would they be a threat now? When the elders made the treaty between humans and Dragons, it was understood that only an act of war would end it. What makes you think I want to be the one to make the first move?”

      “I am certain, your majesty. And, you will not be the one to make the first move. King Thorne and his son Lawson have already done that. They have already broken the peace terms. King Thorne of Withrae has sanctioned an order to destroy the boundary that separates and protects us from the Dragons.”

      “I am aware. Yet it still stands.”

      “Yes, but did you know he’d already destroyed the entrance to Estilan just last year? Dragons raid and pillage the south every single day. The people have been uprooted from their homes and sent running for their lives to the mountain kingdoms.”

      King Tilton’s blond brows rose and Warwick knew he had him at that moment. Tilton was considered the most reasonable of the Trinity brothers. Trinity was the oldest and most prosperous empire of the human realm, and ruled by three brothers who shared power equally. Still, Warwick knew he had a better shot with the young Tilton than Kelton or Shelton. By the look in the king’s eyes, he was certain he would be on his way to Withrae by night’s end.

      “I haven’t seen any reports of such things.”

      With a tilt of his head, Warwick outstretched his arm with a shrug. “Of course, you haven’t. Do you think King Bourose wants anyone to know he can’t keep his people safe, that he can’t keep invaders from burning his lands with Dragon’s Fire? No. He will keep his secret instead of seeking out help, and his people will suffer for it. What I propose is to handle this issue for you. To protect our people from the creatures who have terrorized us for centuries.”

      The king’s cheeks paled, and his advisor leaned down to whisper something to him.

      Yes. Make the right decision. Let me lead an army of wizards abroad to stop the Dragon’s once and for all.

      He held to his staff with one hand, and his empty scabbard with the other. The Wizards of Myrity were ready to march. It was time. They just needed him to give them the signal. They’d waited for centuries for the sign they’d been awaiting.

      A girl born of Dragon and wizard’s blood was amongst them.

      This was the moment they’d been waiting for.

      She was the key to saving the world. She just didn’t know it yet.

      He hid a snarl as he remembered his early years. He’d been under the tutelage of the great wizards to the east, the ones who helped him hone is abilities—the ones who betrayed him.

      Imagine his shock when he’d heard rumors that the girl from the prophecies was actually the daughter of one of those wizards. Elian Westin—the pirate who killed his father and stole his soul.

      His grip tightened around the staff as he wondered just how many children he’d left fatherless.

      Even though his mother had been a sorceress, not even she could stop that despicable pirate from destroying their home and family. Memories of her lullabies, and tall tales resurfaced, and he willed them away. It wasn’t the time for reminiscing—not when he was so close to his goal.

      He stroked the grooves of the bone staff. Having used his mother’s bones to craft it, she would always be a part of him—always near.

      To his right stood his younger sister, Priscilla. She was all he had left. All he needed to exact his revenge.

      Her long black hair swayed as she moved closer to the king, stopping just at the bottom step. They shared the same bright hazel and the line of magic their mother and father had passed down by their blood.

      While Warwick was a war wizard, Priscilla was a temptress.

      Not your typical magic users by any means.

      “Your majesty,” she said, bowing her head with respect.

      “Lady Priscilla,” the king said.

      “We can be in Withrae in just a few days. With my powers, I can influence even the most stubborn of Dragon to do as I please.”

      “Is that what you’re doing here?” King Tilton asked, suddenly a bit worried to have allowed the temptress into his palace. Humans were still a bit wary about true magic-users, even though they’d protected them since the beginning of time.

      Warwick tensed. He’d given his sword to the guards outside. He didn’t want to have to fight his way out of there, but if he must, he would be ready.

      Certainly, he was skilled with a sword…but, they really should have taken his staff.

      Priscilla chuckled and shook her head. “No, your majesty. I have not used my powers on you. I can assure you. I wish it were more discreet, but alas, my hair changes color when I tempt another.”

      She lowered her head and shook the long black locks. Each strand took on a golden color, and then red, and she looked back up, her eyes aglow. “See. This is what it looks like.”

      He clutched the arm of his throne and she stopped, turning her hair and eyes back to normal.

      “As you can see, my sister is gifted, and when she uses her gift, the person she tempts would remember nothing of the encounter. They would simply execute her wishes without question.”

      The king cleared his throat. “Interesting. But, what about the half-blood queen.”

      Priscilla looked back to him, revealing a mask that was fused to half of her face, hiding the damage done during their time in the dungeons of Erandell. While, half of her face was unmarred, and beautiful, the other was painted on porcelain.

      With a slight shake to her head to remind him not to say too much about her. They had other plans for her.

      “Leave her to me.”

      After a moment of contemplation and a few more whispers from his advisor, King Tilton nodded. “Fine. I will share your plan with my brothers. Trinity is forever in your debt, Sir Warwick,” he said. “You have my blessing. Do what you must.”

      A slow, tight smile came to Warwick’s lips.

      With pleasure.
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      The waves of the Parean Sea swept Ophelia away, yet she didn’t mind. She’d released all tension in her muscles, and allowed herself to completely let go, and let the sea guide her along.

      Warm, and holding her like a loving embrace, the tropical water carried her away from the sandy shores.

      This was pure bliss.

      As Ophelia swam farther from the shore, the sea grew deeper, and revealed more of its mysteries to her. Bright blue that was softened by the bright sun stretched out around her, yet as she descended darkness began to crowd her.

      A few moments passed before her eyes adjusted, but shortly after her descent into the depths, the sea floor captivated her. It was lush and green with seaweed, ruins from when the mermaids had occupied that region. Like an underwater jungle, vines, flowers, and stone formations welcomed her to a time long past. Orange fish with glowing yellow eyes navigated in and out of the white caverns that emerged from the sea garden.

      She swam to the bottom and sat on a cool rock, looking upward. She needed air, but forced herself to stay a little longer—to train herself to hold her breath for as long as she could. It was known that most land Dragons hated water.

      Not Ophelia—the waves called to her in ways she couldn’t explain.

      As she fought the urge to dash her way to the surface, she looked around at the layers of blue and green water all around. The white sand and stone on the sea floor was marked with symbols she knew to be Sirenian.

      The language of the mermaids.

      How she yearned to meet a mermaid. They’d been there ages ago, before the wars between humans and dragons. From what she’d learned, the magic used by the wizards had caused great upheaval to the oceans, and the peaceful merfolk had been forced to flee.

      Such a shame. Their home had been beautiful.

      A smile came to her face as she remembered playing such games with her sister when they were younger. They’d swim in the pond behind their manor and pretend they’d stumbled upon a mermaid kingdom, and now Ophelia actually had.

      One particular memory washed over her and she grasped it, not wanting to let go.

      Holding hands, Ophelia and Rowen ran into the forest behind their home. It was the last day they would see one another, a day that had broken both of their hearts. Just remembering it brought tears to Ophelia’s eyes, but she embraced the images, and willed them to continue. To envelope her the way the sea water did.

      With big gray eyes, Rowen turned and looked to her, gripping her by the shoulders.

      “Listen to me,” she said. “I love you. And, I always will.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “I love you too, Rowen.”

      A moment of silence passed between the two and Rowen wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve. “He may try to separate us, but we will always be in each other’s hearts.”

      Nodding, Priscilla threw herself at Rowen and wrapped her arms around her neck. Their father had always made it his mission to keep them apart. Rowen was a disease in his eyes, and he wanted his natural born daughter to not be tainted or infected by her.

      “I don’t want to go,” she said and Rowen breathed in, deeply.

      “Do not worry,” she said, stroking her hair. “We will not let him win.”

      Her voice was calm, something Ophelia had never mastered. Rowen was an expert at hiding her emotions, and Ophelia was the exact opposite. She wanted to scream in anger at the Duke. She wanted to storm back to the manor and shake him, demanding that he let them both stay.

      But, no. Rowen would be sent to the Withraen Palace, and Ophelia would be sent to marry a man she’d only ever seen once in her life during the fall festival just months prior.

      “One day, I will come back and I will find you.”

      “Promise?” Ophelia had asked, hope budding in her broken heart.

      “Yes, and I always keep a promise. Don’t I?”

      She nodded, a smile coming to her face.

      “And, together, we will sail the seas in search of mermaids and real magic.”

      She laughed at the memory as she came to the surface and sucked in a breath of fresh air. If only that were true. There was no way Rowen could keep her promise. That didn’t stop her from continuing to hope and dream of the day when they’d be reunited.

      She flipped onto her back and looked upward at the bright, blue sky and the yellow sun. Then, she counted each Dragon as they flew above. It seemed like a fun thing to do, until she realized that they were flying into a red mist that slowly spread across the once-blue sky like a cloud.

      Warnings sparked in her gut.

      Once in the mist, the Dragons shifted into their human form, and fell from the sky.

      The howls of screams and cries gave her chills that raced up her entire body.

      “Dear gods,” Ophelia said, and righted herself.

      What’s going on?

      “My lady!”

      A familiar voice called to her from the shore.

      She shot a look toward where it came from to see Luca’Rosi. Her lady’s maid stood in the shallow end of the beach, knelt down and ushered her forward.

      “Hurry, my lady,” she shouted. “It isn’t safe here. We must get back to the manor right away.”

      “What’s going on?” Ophelia asked, frowning at the sky as more Dragons began to speed across and away from the mist.

      Luca’s gaze followed hers and toward the path that led to her home. “Jeparthi is under attack.”

      “What?” Ophelia asked, as her heart sped. Whatever was happening left her stomach clenched tightly. Fear threatened to grip her by the throat, but she knew she had to keep her wits about herself. “By who?”

      “Wizards.”

      With those words, Ophelia’s cheeks paled and she could no longer formulate another question. She could only quicken her pace as Luca began to run.
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      The beautiful cherry blossom trees were set ablaze while frantic screams rang from all corners of the manor.

      The staff was being slaughtered. Though the night was dark, bright light filled the small estate grounds as cannon balls covered in tar and lit with fire were shot right over their walls. There were hundreds of men outside.

      Soldiers marched upon Ophelia’s home without prejudice, or mercy.

      Wickenham Manor was under attack, and had been all day. Though fortified by a wall of stone that stood as tall as the trees of the jungle that surrounded her home, it meant nothing for the Pareans. They weren’t simply men with swords, and canons—they were led by a wizard.

      She’d never seen soldiers dressed as such and figured they  must be from the capital of Parea. Trinity was across the sea, but ruled all of the land on the south side of the Nord continent. But, why Trinity men in armor with heavy swords curved at the ends had stormed Lord Henry Wickenham’s land was a mystery. He wasn’t a soldier, or any sort of military man, and the humans and Dragons had a peace treaty that spanned her entire lifetime.

      The terms of the treaty were simple; humans were supposed to stay in their realm, and Dragons in their territory. Even though the Parean Sea was the one thing to connected the south of Draconia to the humans, there had been no quarrel in generations.

      There had been no warning, no messengers, or diplomats asking for terms or a truce.

      The world was crumbling at her feet, but Ophelia wasn’t prepared to die without a fight.

      Henry might have been fifteen years her senior, but he was a kind husband, and didn’t hold the same conventional ideals most Dragon men had about their wives. No, he put a sword in her hand just weeks after she’d been sent away to live in his manor after their wedding. With that sword, he also hired the best swordsman to train her day in and day out.

      It was almost as if he knew something was coming, and wanted her to be prepared. While Luca’Rosi said Henry was just a thorough man, who was afflicted with obsessive worry, Ophelia had found it exhilarating.

      To lose one’s gowns and satin shoes for a pair of slacks and a sword was like a tale from the stories her mother would tell while she and Rowen sat around the fire of their bedroom hearth.

      Ophelia had thought being betrothed to a wealthy older lord would be the epitome of boring. How surprised she’d been when she saw what the south of Draconia was really like—how even the women learned to fight—noble born or not.

      Holding her sword at her hip, she looked from her window at the chaos and destruction below. Men and women ran as fast as they could for the woods, with nothing but the clothes on their backs, and their young ones clutched close in their arms.

      The gardens she so loved were set ablaze, riddled with flames that stunk of burnt sage. The pond darkened to a deep red as the spilled blood of the staff and manor guards pooled into it.

      It was a war out there, and there was nothing she could do or say to stop it.

      “Lady Wickenham,” Luca’Rosi, called in a whisper. She had thrown a few essentials into a bag and wore it across her body. Draped in a rich mahogany cloak and long Jeparthi gown, she was a true-born Trinity woman. “Come, we have to get you out of here. I know a secret pass that can lead us to safety.”

      Ophelia chewed her bottom lip, her chestnut-brown brows—that matched her wavy hair— creasing with worry. She could fight—but not the small army that filled the manor grounds.

      Her hesitation may have been her fatal flaw, for the door was kicked open, splitting into several shards of wood that nearly sliced her cheeks as they flew toward her.

      In stepped three tall soldiers with blood-stained faces, and vengeful scowls to match.

      She drew in a breath and lifted her sword.

      She could manage three.

      Her hopes of a fair fight were dashed as another man of about forty stepped inside. Dressed in light armor and a long gray cloak, he had short black hair and gray eyes. He took one disinterested look at her and lifted a gloved fist.

      Ophelia cried out as the hilt of her sword became too hot, and burned the palm of her hand. She dropped the sword and held her hands close to her chest, wishing the pain would go away.

      The man’s dark eyes glowed white and he lowered his hand. A look of wonder filled his eyes as he looked her over. “This one, take her alive. She is of great value to us. The king will want her untouched and unharmed. Do you understand?”

      The men nodded in unison, though their eyes ripped her of whatever hope and dignity she had left.

      “Harm one hair on her head and your heads will be removed from your shoulders,” he said, and turned to leave the room. “Bring the Jeparthi woman as well.”

      Luca’Rosi clung to Ophelia, like a mother, glaring at the men with her large oval brown eyes. “This is Lady Ophelia Wickenham, wife to the lord of this estate, and daughter of the Duke of Harrow. Sister to the queen of Draconia. Her husband will not allow this,” she demanded in a thick southern accent from the Jeparthi islands where men and women had brown skin, big eyes, and curly black hair worn under silk scarves.

      Ophelia cringed. Somehow, she knew that would not help her at all. It would have been better to keep her status and connections a secret. Now, she hadn’t a hand to play. She was exposed, and at the mercy of her captor.

      The man—whom Ophelia realized had to be a wizard by the staff in his hand—glanced over his shoulder and looked from Luca’Rosi to Ophelia.

      “Lord Wickenham is dead,” he said in a steady voice that sent goosebumps up her arms. “As is her father. As her sister will soon be.”
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      His body was wrapped in magic-binding cloth and locked in a chest made of silver and steel. The key was to be kept in the underground vaults and guarded by at least four well-trained soldiers at all times. This was not an ordinary dead body.

      No, this was the body of one of the wizards who cursed an entire race of men and women.

      This was the body of Captain Elian Westin.

      Rowen stared at the silver embossed lid of the chest as it was lowered into a spot in the ground. He had been her father and he had been her enemy. She ran her hand along the cool steel, tracing the raised emblem with her fingertip.

      How many times had she wished to find her father one day and development a relationship she never had with her stepfather? All of those stories her mother had told her of how she had loved him were lies. They were falsehoods embedded into her mother's memory by a spiteful wizard.

      At least he had fallen in love with her. That much was true. Or, was it simply an unhealthy infatuation? She may never truly know the truth, but something within her was unsettled. There was too much she didn’t know—too much she couldn’t make sense of.

      If there was an order of ancient wizards hiding in the four corners of the world, why had they cursed her people? What did they gain from such a thing? Above all, why did her father choose piracy over the prestige of the ancient craft the wizards sought to keep alive in a world where magic was frowned upon.

      Perhaps she’d just answered her own question. Could it have been that he wanted some semblance of a normal life?

      She shook her head with a sigh. Now, she’d never know.

      “Rowen,” King Rickard said, softly, breaking her from her thoughts.

      In a moment of panic, she had awakened Rickard and urged him to join her in the vault to check on Elian’s body. She’d half expected to arrive and find it had vanished. Though she looked at the chest and knew he was still in there, it did not soothe her frazzled nerves. It did not calm the worry that bubbled in her stomach like drunken bees fighting to fight their way out.

      She turned to him and lifted a brow, her face absent of any emotion. If she had any skill, it was that, to show nothing of what she felt.

      “See? He is still here.” He knocked on the steel that encased the chest, and the sound echoed off the stone walls. “No need to worry.”

      Staring into his eyes, she found herself praying that were true. Though, she knew otherwise. Her dream from the night before haunted her. With it came death, destruction, and the revelation that Elian might one day rise from his burial tomb.

      She shuddered, and Rickard took her into his arms. “Come, love,” he said, stroking her cheek as he lowered his forehead against hers. He sighed. “Let's leave this place. He won't be escaping any time soon. I’ll make sure of it. I’ll double the guards, and add more fortification to the tomb.”

      She nodded, but something told her that wasn't true. It wouldn’t be enough to stop someone as powerful as her father. Maybe it wouldn't be soon, but Elian wasn't dead. They had yet to find a way to kill him. Though Ioan, the infamous Red Dragon had pierced him in the chest with his tail, Elian's magic sustained him. Weakened as he was, he was in nothing more than a deep sleep. Waiting to be revived.

      Rickard took her hand, and together they left the vault. She heard the stone door get pushed closed by the guards, and shuddered. It was if the air was sucked out of the room and a low vibration rumbled against the sole of her shoes.

      For a moment, she thought she heard someone whisper her name.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she lifted a brow and looked to the guards. The door was locked, and they stood at attention.

      Still, fear creeped onto her and warnings bubbled in her belly.

      “What is it?” Rickard asked. “You don’t look well.”

      “Nothing. I don’t like this place.”

      “The vaults are the most secure place in Withrae, almost as secure as the palace. I assure you, there is nothing to fear.”

      She forced a smile. “Just glad its all over. I finally feel free.”

      “You are free, and while I’m around, no one will ever harm you,” he said, and kissed her knuckles. “Now, let’s get back to the palace. One of the lords has requested an audience with me. He’s heard rumors of Parean ships heading this way.”

      Parean ships? Why would the humans be sailing toward Withrae? They’d reinforced the peace treaties after King Thorne’s death.

      As they ascended the stairs and out into the main hallways of the Withrae Keep, she thought of how long it had taken her to claim her independence. After growing up in the household of a man who despised her and then being forced to leave home in hopes of seducing the crown prince, Rowen knew all too well what suffering was. Having the Withrae Navy hunt her down for the prince’s death was just the cream on the cake.

      They stepped outside, and into the sun.

      She looked skyward to the puffy clouds that rolled across a sea of blue at a steady pace, and held her crown steady. It would never feel exactly right. She’d rather take it off, but it was required when out in public.

      Now, she was queen of the Withraen Dragons.

      And, married to the Dragon she’d once hated.

      No, though her heart soared whenever she woke at his side, she hadn’t seen that coming. Nothing that
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