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            Author's Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome back to the world of the Dragon Fey Saga. If you've read Dragon’s Heart, some of this information will be familiar. If you haven't, I suggest you do. Dragon’s Soul is a continuation of that story, and you might miss vital information if you haven’t read the first book.

      

      This series is my first foray into the world of pure fantasy. As a reader, I tend to skip past large chunks of world building in fantasy novels, choosing to go right for the story. That’s also how I write. So, if you’re like me and want the story but don’t care so much about how long a week is or who rules what kingdom unless it comes up in the story, you can still skip this. If you are interested in those details up front, or just want a bit of a refresher about what happened in Dragon’s Heart, keep reading. It’s a little longer than before but, I’ll still try to be brief.
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        * * *

      

      Travel is slow since the major modes of transportation include: walking, horse, carriage, and sailing ship. Dragon Fey can fly so their travel times can be much shorter.

      

      There are (so far) three major races in the world of the Dragon Fey Saga: Humans, Dragon Fey, and Dark Fey.

      

      Humans live out in the open and are the major race in the world. Men and women are equals and women serve in the military, as rulers, and artisans. The average life span for humans is about fifty to sixty years. Humans reach the age of majority between seventeen and nineteen years depending on their particular culture. The major human population we’re concerned with is the Kingdom of Illedria.

      King Mathias Rhys has recently taken the throne of Illedria after the death of his mother, Queen Anastasia. He has two children with his late wife, Princess Deliah. Suffering erratic health, the king has enlisted the aid of his son, crown Prince Killian, in ruling the kingdom.

      Killian is the eldest of Mathias’ and Deliah’s two children. Groomed to rule since he was a small boy, he is considered by many to be a hard-working, studious young man. Killian is an accomplished swordsman and regularly trains with a member of his personal guard, Captain Ryan. He is trapped in a loveless marriage to Katia Dennsmore though Serena Harlowe/NicArryan captured his heart years ago.

      Coleene is Killian’s younger sister. A charming and disarming young woman, she married Prince Devon of the Western Territories a few weeks after her seventeenth birthday and lives there with her husband.

      

      Dark Fey are what remain of the Fey culture. These are twisted creatures of magic who desperately cling to their existence. They have forsaken the peace earned by their ancestors, choosing instead power and influence over a world that believes them to be nothing more than stories told to scare children. The Dark Fey have spies and infiltrators in all of the courts of the world working to promote chaos and further their kind’s lust for earthly power.

      The Dark Fey known to the humans as Lord Jeffery Dennsmore took over the young lord’s body when he was returning from the official celebration of Prince Killian’s birth. He was killed by Serena on a cliff overlooking a lake near the Dragon Fey keep.

      Katia Dennsmore’s persona was taken over by a Dark Fey when she was a young child. She rose in favor among the Illedrian court and ultimately married Prince Killian.

      

      Dragon Fey are an exceptionally long-lived race that legends claim was born out of a mating between the Fey and Dragons before both races disappeared from the world forever. Dragon Fey live a nomadic lifestyle, can appear human, and are able to transform into dragons. Most of the time, they appear human with dragon wings tucked on their backs. They are a matriarchal people and have been ruled by clan Arryan for seven generations. The last queen, Ellesandra, and her mate, Rafe, were killed along with their four sons and their entire clan. The lone survivor of the massacre was the heir, Princess Serena. She was found by the Illedrian Princess Deliah and hidden among the humans for seventeen years.

      Serena Harlowe/NicArryan is the only daughter of Ellesandra and Rafe and heir to the Dragon Fey clans. The night they were ambushed and killed by the Dark Fey, the queen and her mate used the last of their magic to hide their five-year-old daughter’s past from her. Found by Deliah Rhys, Serena was brought to the Illedrian court and fostered with Samuel and Mavis Harlowe. She has recently learned the truth and returned to her people, even though it meant walking away from the only life she’d known and the young man she loves, crown Prince Killian.
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        * * *

      

      I think that catches you up with the major points you need to know for Dragon’s Soul. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.

      

      
        
        Michelle Rabe

        September 4, 2016

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Katia Dennsmore sat in her private study at the desk she almost never used. She’d sent her ladies away but knew they wouldn’t be far off. The maids had learned fast that the princess consort didn’t like to be kept waiting. She whispered a few words of power, creating a shield to ensure complete privacy. Once the spell settled in place, Katia reached down and opened the right-hand drawer. Reaching in, she retrieved a large, translucent, opalescent bowl. She hesitated, hating what the next little while would bring. The headache, exhaustion and worse, heightened emotions. However, she could see no other way. The Elders would be able to find her father, and tell her what had happened to the men tasked with keeping the whelp hidden and under control. She took a deep breath, picked up the pitcher of water sitting to her left and lifted it with a shaking hand. Katia hesitated for a second, a sliver of doubt knifing its way into her mind.

      I am the princess consort to the crown prince of Illedria.

      You were nothing. Lower than the low. Everything you think you have is because of us. The collective voice of the Elders slithered through her mind.

      “Lies,” she whispered and began pouring. Water splashed in the bowl as Katia began reciting the incantation that called to the Elders, the oldest and purest of the Dark Fey. These were the ones who had never sullied themselves by joining with or taking on a human form. As the level rose, inky darkness swirled, turning the clear liquid into a black reflective surface.

      Shadows of deepest black, blue, and purple played across the surface of the water before coalescing into a mass of unsettling forms. Katia wanted to look away but knew that to do so would be taken as showing either fear or lack of respect to the leaders of the Dark Fey. Either emotion would be met with reactions, ranging from annoyed bemusement to genuine lethal anger, depending on the whim of their mood that day.

      “Why have you contacted us? It is not the appointed time, and we have not sent a summons.” The voice of many speaking as one echoed in her mind.

      Katia fought against the pain lancing through her skull, threatening to rip her from the body she inhabited and force her to rejoin the other Dark Fey. “Elders, you have my sincere apologies. I contacted you because it has been months since I have heard from my father.” She added special emphasis to her final word. In truth, the creature that had inhabited Lord Jeffery Dennsmore’s body, until his apparent death, had been just another among the hundreds, with no relation to her other than a shared desire for power and to take back the control the Dragon Fey had stolen. “I would like to ask the Elders his whereabouts.”

      “We do not know,” the others spoke in a strange sing-song staccato that changed pitch but not inflection.

      “You do not know?”

      “We do not know all and see all, child!” The Elders’ angry words were accompanied by the telltale stinging running the length of her forearms.

      Katia rose to her feet, rubbing her arms and trying to bring feeling back to them. I must be more careful. I cannot anger them any further, she thought. As the stinging faded, the Elders had made their point. Though distance separated them, she was not beyond the reach of their punishments.

      Katia bristled at their choice of words even though she knew to the Elders, it was the truth. She had been chosen for this important work because of her youth.

      “It seems as though the one called Jeffery has disappeared.”

      “What do you mean he’s disappeared?”

      “He has not returned to the manor. As a result, the steward he appointed continues to run the estate in your stead.” Katia chose not to fill the short pause in the exchange. “If you have not seen him yourself, then we can only surmise he is missing, or his heart has been ripped out and destroyed.”

      The princess began pacing. She wrapped her fingers around a section of hair and began twisting it. “Send searchers to the Dragon Fey keep. He sought information pertaining to the whelp. I want to know what happened. My marriage and,” she paused, fingering the gold band circling the fourth finger of her right hand, “all of our plans are in jeopardy.”

      “That would not be wise. Our people in the area have reported that the keep is once more a center of activity and Dragon Fey clans gather.”

      Katia wanted to scream, to stomp her feet and throw delicate things, she didn’t care what, across the room just to see them shatter. “What can we do about them?”

      “Nothing yet,” the voices answered, telling her the opposite of what she wanted to hear. “You need to bear the prince a child or strengthen your hold on the current monarch.”

      “My husband’s bond with the whelp is very strong. Stronger than we would expect for a Dragon Fey and human. Breaking that tie is going to take time and effort,” Katia scoffed. “It might be simpler if the harlot were at court. However, she hides.”

      “You must find a way to draw her out.” A hint of impatience hardened their collective voices. “Make it impossible for her to remain hidden while being a good steward of her lands. If she is as honorable as you say, she will not stay away.”

      “You propose I bring her here?” The princess came close to shouting. “That I bring her closer to my husband? That, whore?”

      “If you wish to break their bond, you must drive a wedge between them. You cannot do that with distance separating them.”

      “How do I get the whore here? I can’t invite her. She won’t trust me. I don’t dare encourage my husband because he would suspect.”

      “You will have to invent some plausible reason for her to return. Something that puts her ill-gotten province at risk. Draw her out. Force her to leave her hole. You can also use the opportunity to create some alliances with the other human nobles. They will be of use in the future once you have produced an heir and need to be rid of your troublesome spouse.”

      “Of course,” Katia grumbled and rolled her eyes, glad the Elders couldn’t see her.

      “Do you require any more guidance?”

      “No. I want to know where my father is.”

      “We will inform you as soon as we have any word.”

      “Thank you,” Katia said before she passed her hand over the bowl wiping the image, severing her connection to the Dark Fey Elders. They wouldn’t be pleased. Will my dismissal be seen as an insult? I don’t care anymore. After emptying the bowl and locking it away again, she stalked into her bedchamber and flopped down on the bed. Why couldn’t that whelp just die like she was supposed to? Everything would have been so much easier if she had just died, Katia thought as sleep tugged at the edge of her consciousness. While she drifted toward sweet oblivion, her mind began turning over the problem of how to get Serena back to Haven without arousing the Dragon Fey whelp’s suspicion.
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        * * *

      

      Altus paced the width of the overcrowded room tapping the fingers of his right hand against his leg. The crone was late, though she wasn’t expecting him, the whole keep knew she took her midday meal at the thirteenth hour in her rooms. However, the thirteenth hour had passed and still he waited. He paused, scanning the shelves of scrolls trying to make sense of the system the crone used. He frowned and saw no pattern, no way to know where the two he wanted to see were located. Altus moved to the table where the crone worked, scanning the papers strewn over the top of it. Flowing words covered the page, the chart for a baby girl born several days before. He couldn’t understand what he read. The lines seemed to be nothing more than gibberish, incoherent ramblings of an old woman whose clan was desperate to hold on to whatever mystical power their members once possessed. Perhaps, our new princess’s ignorance of traditions can be put to use. Break down the crone’s power. She hasn’t asked to see her chart that I know of. Could there be a reason why? Can I use that reason to my advantage?

      “What are you searching for, Lord Altus?” Minerva limped into the room, her cane rapping out a slow cadence as she walked.

      “I was looking for you mother Minerva.” He plastered on what he hoped was a sincere, deferential expression.

      “Ahhh child, you cannot expect me to believe that.” Minerva reached up and patted his cheek before she passed him on her way to the desk.

      “It is true. I need to speak with you about a couple of charts.”

      “The Princess and her mate.”

      How does she know things like that? he thought, balling his fists before replying, “Yes.”

      She shook her head and sat at her table, gesturing to an empty chair on the other side with her gnarled right hand. “Why should I tell you what those charts hold?”

      “Because, she will be queen. If she is not fit to rule, would it not be better to keep her from the throne before she can take it?”

      The aged soothsayer chief rested her cane against the desk and nodded, considering his answer before she asked, “And the boy’s?”

      Altus sighed. “The council does not know this, and I doubt the princess realizes it, but the boy is her mate. I want to know if he will be good for our people.”

      The crone let out a long deep sigh. “Lord Altus, you should know as well as I, the chart is not set in stone, but blood. Actions taken by the subject and others can have an effect on what is seen within.”

      “But they are used to get an idea of what will be. By looking at the past, you can interpret the future.”

      “The future is never truly written. Our princess seems to understand that, why are you having difficulty, young lord?”

      “Because I fear for our people. Had I known Serena bonded with the human, I would have allowed her to return to Haven months ago.”

      She shook her head, a hint of sadness in her expression. “I cannot show you their charts. Not without their permission.”

      “It is for the good of the Dragon Fey.”

      “So you believe.” She wasn’t looking at him anymore, her focus shifted to the chart on the desk in front of her, her words distracted.

      “In the name of Princess Serena NicArryan, I demand to see the charts.”

      “No.” Minerva folded her arms over her chest, her eyes narrowed, and she barred her teeth.

      “What do they show?” The princess’s advisor asked, changing tactics.

      “That is not for you to know, my lord.” Minerva held her ground and gestured to the door. “Now, kindly remove yourself from my presence before I decide to bring this to the princess.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Get out, Lord Altus.”

      “Very well.” He bowed to the Dragon Fey ancient and stalked out of the room, slamming the door in a fit of pique. Altus started down the corridor but had only managed a few steps when he crashed into a petite young Dragon Fey woman just a few steps from the door. “What are you doing out here?” he demanded, catching himself before he fell.

      “Looking for you.” She managed to appear collected, almost regal even though she sat in a heap in the middle of the corridor.

      “Why were you looking for me?” The elder Dragon Fey reached down, offering the girl his hand.

      She accepted his help. As she brushed herself off, she said, “I’ve seen the charts you’re interested in. Unless of course, you’re not anymore.”

      “Oh, young lady, I am very interested.” He took her elbow and steered her down the hall toward his private apartments.
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        * * *

      

      Serena NicArryan, Princess of Dragon Fey clans and her retinue, reined their mounts to a halt beside the wagons on the outskirts of the clan’s camp. As the party dismounted, several of her people drifted toward them, including Lord Asher, a member of her council and the clan’s leader. Bronwynn took the reins of the princess’s mare, leading her to the picket line where the clan’s horse masters would take over.

      “Lord Asher, we thank you for the use of your clan’s mounts,” Serena said as the lord bowed before her. 

      “Always a pleasure, your Highness.” He rose and cleared his throat. “Will your party be staying with us tonight or pressing on for the keep?” 

      “If it is no imposition on your people, we would like to remain until morning.” 

      “It would be a pleasure to entertain the royal party for one night.” He glanced at the ground as the members of Serena’s party began caring for their mounts and preparing to set up their own small camp. 

      “My lord, is there something you would like to speak to me about?”

      He let out the breath he’d been holding and nodded. “Yes, your Highness.” 

      “Perhaps you would show me around your camp, and we can discuss the matter at your convenience?” Serena smiled, hoping to put the man at ease. 

      “Of course, your Highness, if that’s what you wish.” 

      She sighed and put her hand on his shoulder. “My Lord Asher, we’re never going to get anywhere if you insist on calling me, your Highness. It’s Serena, please.”

      “I can’t promise anything, but I will try.”

      “That is all I can ask, my lord.” Serena pulled off her gloves and tucked them into her sword belt. “Now, you wished to speak with me?”

      “Have you ever visited one of our wandering camps before?”

      “No, my lord, I have not.”

      “Perhaps you would like to tour our clan’s camp. I can answer any questions your Highness has and at the same time we can talk about the issue I wish to discuss with you.”

      Serena glanced at Bronwynn who stood nearby. Her advisor nodded and offered a reassuring smile. “I would be honored to tour your camp and speak with you, Lord Asher.”

      He smiled and offered her his arm, “Princess Serena.”

      “Lord Asher.” She accepted his offered help, and together they began strolling through the encampment.

      “What can I tell you about our clan?”

      “To be honest, my lord, everything. I am afraid I still do not recall much about my early life and what wandering was like with my family.”

      “Well, when the Royal Clan wandered, it would have been a lot different than when we do.”

      “I see, perhaps you could, enlighten me,” Serena replied with a smile knowing if needed, Bronwynn would privately answer any other questions she had about how her people lived.

      “As my lady commands.”

      A short time later, Lord Asher paused in front of the blacksmith and launched into another long-winded explanation of how the clan had been able to carry the forge with them and how the smiths repaired their equipment as well as the warrior’s weapons and armor. As the lord droned on, in what she thought was meant to be a charming way, Serena caught sight of a young child with green and silver wings watching them.

      She smiled at the boy and winked. He had fair hair, dark eyes and a face that appeared sweet, but his eyes twinkled with mischief. The child giggled, turned and started running. Serena had glanced at Lord Asher and her chief diplomat before she snuck off, following the child.

      

      When Bronwynn and Asher found her some time later, Serena sat on the ground surrounded by the clan’s mesmerized children, none of whom were more than ten years old. The princess used gestures and different voices to spin a tale neither Dragon Fey had heard before.

      “Does she do things like this often?” Asher asked with a note of laughter in his voice.

      “Yes. My lady is not what I expected from a royal,” Bronwynn said as Serena set the child on her lap aside and stepped away from the group.

      “Forgive my rudeness, Lord Asher.”

      “No need, Highness. You wanted to learn about how clans live, and there is no better way than to interact. I appear to have forgotten that.” He chuckled.

      “I should have said something.”

      “What would you like to see of our camp, princess?”

      Serena scanned the area laughing as one of the little ones raced past, wings held behind him as he used them to balance and for an occasional longer than normal leap. She caught sight of a pair of young lovers, neither of them much older than she and Killian. To the couple, the world didn’t exist because they were so wrapped up in each other. The pair never stopped touching, even if it was just a hand on an arm or brushing hair away from a face.

      The lord saw where she looked and smiled. “Mai and Tryst have recently bonded. Their families are not happy. Convincing them to accept the match will be a challenge, but I foresee a strong mating with or without the support of their parents.”

      “Why not?”

      “There is some question about whose clan the couple will reside with.”

      “That is an issue?”

      “For some pairs, yes. Fear not, Princess, a true bonding cannot be broken. Everything will work out for the best, in time.”

      Serena smiled and, without realizing it, her hand drifted to brush against her lips as the memory of Killian’s kisses, his touch, and his words of endearment lingered in her mind.

      “Forgive me, Highness, but we hear you have found your mate…” Lord Asher’s words trailed off as a kind-faced woman with green wings and gold hair stepped up beside him.

      “Ashe! Don’t you dare ask the princess that!” She punched him in the arm, and the clan leader had the good grace to look abashed.

      “Forgive me. My mate is correct. I have no excuse for my rudeness except to say we are all so interested to know more about you, Princess.”

      “There is nothing to forgive. I understand my people are curious about me. It is true, I have found my mate, though the situation is rather…” she paused and took a deep breath, “complex.”

      Asher’s mate stepped forward and laid her hand on Serena’s arm. “It is always difficult to be separated from our mates. I hope it isn’t long.”

      Serena swallowed hard, against the lump in her throat. “Thank you.”

      “What is he like?” she asked looping her arm with Serena’s.

      “Please, forgive me. I don’t want to discuss…” Serena said as she swallowed hard and blinked against the tears filling her eyes, “Killian. We just parted. The wound is still raw.”

      “How can we help? What can we do for you, Highness?”

      “To begin with, you can stop calling me Highness. I am Serena.”

      “Very, well. If you are Serena, then I insist you call me Emeleigh” A fine thread of laughter running through her words. “What can we do for you, Serena?”

      “I want to spend a night with a clan. As a guest, nothing more. Nothing less.”

      “Very well,” she said and turned to her mate. “Ashe, have we shown our visitor around the camp?”

      “I tried, but she got distracted by the young ones. Something about telling them a story.”

      “You managed to get the little ones to sit still for a story?”

      “Yes. It wasn’t that difficult,” Serena said with a shrug.

      “My love, we can’t let the princess leave.”

      Asher put an arm around his mate’s waist. “I’m afraid the court would object to that.”

      “Too bad.”

      “Do you read Illedrian?” Serena felt the blush creeping up her cheeks but found it strange how welcoming her people were. The only situation she had to compare it with was the human court in Illedria and their manipulative, backstabbing ways.

      “A little.”

      “Next time you’re at Dragon’s Rest, I will have some story books for you. Favorites of mine. My adoptive mother used to read to me when I was young.”

      Emeleigh dipped her head not wanting to reveal her worry. “I only know a little of their written language. These books… they aren’t difficult?”

      “No.” A genuine smile broke out on the princess’s face, and she shook her head. “The ones I have in mind are written for children.”

      “You have my thanks.” Emeleigh smiled and found the children with her eyes. “Our little ones are certainly energetic.”

      Serena agreed and allowed Emeleigh to draw her along, showing her every aspect of the camp and introducing her to each and every person they met along the way.
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        * * *

      

      Killian Rhys reined his horse to a halt in front of the castle and swung out of the saddle as courtiers flocked around his retinue to gush over the success of his hunting trip. The pack animals were laden with game for the royal larders, all of it felled by Ryan and the other members of his personal guard. The crown prince of Illedria smiled and made polite small talk, fighting to keep the silly grin that threatened in check. If the court only knew what game I’d been hunting and how successful I’ve been, I doubt they would be so quick to congratulate me. As an image of Serena crossed his mind, he thought about her eyes full of desire, lips plump and pink from his kisses. 

      “My lord, you are home and looking quite hale.” Katia, his political wife’s voice sliced through the din like a well-honed blade. 

      Killian felt his court mask slip into place as he turned to face her. “Yes, my lady. I hope you are well.” 

      She looked perfect as always, the delicate flower of Illedrian nobility. The princess consort bobbed a quick curtsy and flashed him a smile. “I am, my lord.”

      Killian smiled, knowing how he smelled and how much she would hate it, as he pulled his wife into his arms and dropped a kiss on her cheek.

      She pushed against him, sputtering. “Killian, release me!” She eyed him up and down. Finding him not to her liking, she sniffed and brushed invisible dust from her sleeves, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “You’re a mess, and you’re going to ruin my dress.”

      “A little dirt is not going to ruin your dress.” Killian held her tighter, wishing it was Serena’s warm, pliant form against him. She wouldn’t mind the dirt and sweat. In fact, she’d be just as much, if not more, of a mess. Instead, he held his stiff, struggling, complaining wife. “If it does, you will simply have another made. I am glad you are well.” He released her and strode up to the doors of the castle where his valet, Thomas, met him. 

      “Your Highness.” The ever-efficient man bowed before delivering his message. “His Majesty, your father, wishes to speak with you.”

      Killian sighed, his good mood fading with each moment. “Thank you, Thomas. Please inform my father I will see him as soon as I have cleaned up and changed.” 

      Thomas cleared his throat, shifting from one foot to the other, “I am sorry, Highness but his Majesty has asked to see you right away.”

      Killian looked down, four days of accumulated dust and travel stains marred his riding attire. The prince sighed and ran a hand through his grimy hair and over his rough beard. “Very well. If his Majesty says immediately, I will go at his command.” He turned to the captain of his guard. “Ryan!”

      “Yes, Highness,” Ryan answered from a few feet away.

      I should have known he wouldn’t be far off, the prince thought. “You and the others have my thanks for accompanying me.”

      “I’ll have our replacements meet you outside the king’s study.” 

      “Thank you.” Killian turned to the palace and headed to meet with the King.
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        * * *

      

      King Mathias Rhys looked up when the doors to his study swung open. His son, Prince Killian, strolled into the room, hands in the pockets of his long coat looking more at ease in his own skin than Mathias had seen in a long time. The prince’s gaze roamed over the table, and the king could see understanding dawn in his son’s expression. He felt a surge of pride and glanced at the bottle of wine sitting on the sideboard. That vintage is his favorite. He will drink, given enough time. I told that valet of his not to allow him enough time to do anything prior to our meeting. It appears my orders were followed. Should I allow this to happen? It would be a simple enough thing to distract him, to keep him from drinking, the king thought.

      The muscles in the king’s right arm tensed of their own accord, and he closed his eyes, feeling the telltale signs of another spasm coming on. The episodes were happening more often, taking longer to subside. He couldn’t hide or ignore them. Mathias shook himself, secure in the knowledge that it was for the best. He turned his attention back to his advisers. Time to make Killian see the girl is nothing.

      “What is the situation on the border of Lakeshire?” the king asked his advisors, two of whom had served the late queen. Their transition to serving her son, now King Mathias, had been unquestioned. 

      “Uncertain, your Majesty. The raids continue and the lady governor sent word her militia is undermanned, and the garrison does not possess enough equipment to properly outfit the men they do have,” Lord Braddock, the king’s chief liaison to the provincial governors, reported.

      General Howe cleared his throat and took over the report. “Lady Harlowe’s missive requests two hundred men from the Royal Army to augment and assist in training their militia for the next few months until the force is able to better protect the province’s borders and people. She assures the crown the men will have proper accommodations. The province will see to their room and board while the men are posted there.”

      Mathias nodded and braced himself on the table, leaning over the map to hide the tremors in his body. “Do you believe Lakeshire can provide for the crown’s men?”

      “Given her background, I believe more than any other governor, Lady Harlowe understands what strain these men will put on the province’s resources,” General Howe replied though he knew it was a risk. The king had made his dislike for the rival to Killian’s affection clear, and the majority of the court had followed. “I do not believe she makes promises she cannot keep.”

      Mathias nodded, weighing his options. “We will take her request under advisement. What of Southreach? We hear from our son’s wife, her province is suffering similar problems.” 

      Over by the sideboard, Killian coughed. He knew the raids in Southreach were nothing like what Lakeshire had been experiencing.

      Ignoring the prince, Lord Braddock answered, “Southreach has reported similar raids, and their militia has been having some difficulty repelling the attackers, however, they are better equipped and trained.”

      “But Southreach is home to several of our most important ports as well as being home to our future queen, my son’s beloved wife.” Out of the corner of his eye, Mathias saw the shake of Killian’s head before the prince turned and poured himself a glass of wine. “Prince Killian, what do you think?” Mathias asked. If I’m honest, I also want to forestall him taking a drink.

      Killian took a few steps toward the table while swirling the liquid in his goblet. He studied the map and gazed, lingering on the locations where the attacks had taken place. “What has been the cost in Southreach versus Lakeshire?” he asked, though he knew the answer. He’d seen the reports and spoken with both messengers who’d delivered them.

      General Howe frowned and had to flip several pages before he located the information. “At last report, Southreach has lost ten men and seven hundred gold crowns worth of goods. Lakeshire has lost thirteen men and about five hundred gold crowns in goods, your Majesty.”

      “Lakeshire is a smaller province. Its losses will have a greater effect on its economy and people. As his Majesty pointed out, Southreach is home to our largest ports and my wife. However, I believe there is a way to aid both provinces.” Killian sipped his wine and smiled. I know your game, father. You’re trying to make Serena look bad, but it’s not going to work.

      “You do? Please share your insight with us, your Highness.” General Howe’s voice held a note of mocking.

      Mathias pondered his actions. It is for the best. Once Killian’s wife is with child, he will forget the Harlowe girl. Lady Katia assured me the potion will ease the natural course of things along. 

      The prince pointed to Haven on the map. “The crown sends the soldiers Lakeshire has requested. As for Southreach, the crown makes use of the marines already there with the Navy.” He pointed to the harbor where several carved ships were docked. “The men and women have been doing nothing but training drills for months, and as Lady Harlowe has told me on several occasions, too much drilling can make units sloppy. Their commanders can use the situation to their advantage,” Killian finished, and with a final swirl, lifted the goblet to his lips and drank deep. 

      Mathias nodded. “Gentlemen, we will take your words under advisement and will have a final decision in the next day or so. You are dismissed.”

      Lords Howe and Braddock nodded and exited the room, closing the doors behind them, leaving father and son alone. Neither spoke for a long time, reminding Killian of too many other meetings, other occasions when father and son should have been able to be open with one another, but weren’t. One thing or another always stood in the way. His father kept his back to Killian, busying himself with items on the table. Every time the prince tried to catch a glance, the king moved to block it.

      It appears his Majesty wishes to make me wait. Very well then, I will do as His Majesty wishes. Killian shifted from one foot to another, muscles protesting the long days in the saddle. The king muttered something unintelligible and continued to ignore his son. Killian scratched the stubble coming in along his cheeks and jaw, smiling as an image of Serena’s beautiful face drifted through his mind. Her lips were parted, and a slight crease appeared between her brows as she’d dragged the razor over his skin. The smile grew as he recalled her preferred method of inspecting the closeness of the shave. Even after several days on the road, Killian could taste her kisses and hear her whispering in his ear. Clearing his throat, the prince addressed his father, “Thomas informed me you wished to speak with me.”

      “Yes,” the king turned to face his son as Killian took another sip of his wine. “I trust your hunt went well?”

      A satisfied smile crossed Killian’s expression. “It was... fruitful.” 

      “Good.” Mathias picked up a figure from the map, the king on a throne, meant to represent the Illedrian court when planning. The tiny thing trembled in his hand, and Killian knew his father’s illness was worsening. “I wanted to speak with you about what duties I need you to take.”

      “Of course.” The prince finished his wine and poured himself another. 

      As Killian listened to his father explain duties he’d been handling for months, he began to wonder why the king had ordered his presence. He lifted his glass, and his vision swam in and out of focus. Numbness began spreading from the tips of his fingers up his hands. 

      Understanding dawned, and he glared at his father. “What have you done?” The goblet slipped from Killian’s fingers, striking the floor with a crash.

      Mathias stepped out of the way as Killian reached for him. “What I had to do. Since you’ve shown genuine reluctance, I’ve done what is necessary to ensure the continuation of our ancient and royal bloodline.” 

      “What?” Killian stumbled to the table and caught the edge of it, fighting to stay on his feet as everything swam in and out of focus before him.

      “Don’t fight. This will be easier if you give in.” The compassion and sadness in Mathias’s voice echoed as he approached his son.

      “Why?” Killian gasped as his knees gave out and he dropped to the floor in an unceremonious heap. 

      “My reasons are my own. Do not fret, you will not remember any of this,” Mathias assured his son as he knelt beside him, pushing a lock of hair away from his face. 

      When he looked into his father’s sympathetic face, Killian’s stomach lurched. “Please, father,” he begged, “you don’t understand Serena.” Tears pricked at the corners of his eyes and his heart constricted in his chest as every dream he’d shared with Serena started crumbling. “She is royalty.” He tried to push himself to his feet. “We are going to find a way to be together.” His arms gave out, and he sprawled back down to the floor. “I don’t have to compromise.” Killian’s lips formed the words, vocal chords moving to create the sounds but all that came out was a garbled mess. The prince closed his eyes, taking several breaths to get the growing panic under control. He opened his mouth to try again, but the darkness rushed up and swallowed him before he could.
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      Serena stood in the keep’s gallery, enjoying being alone, no courtiers, minders or advisors… if she didn’t count the pair standing outside the door. In the four days since returning from the hunting lodge, she’d found herself in the hall at least once a day. Being in the long gallery made her feel humble, terrified, and comforted all at once. She sought peace and though the gallery had helped before, it wasn’t now. While looking up at the portrait of her mother, Serena felt nothing but inadequate… as if every decision she had made was wrong. Even the ones that seemed right at the time had gone awry. Every so often, her gaze would drift, and she caught sight of countless paintings of her grandmothers down the line for generations. She sighed, believing she would never live up to the examples her foremothers had set.

      A subtle shift in the air, a change in energy, and she sensed more than heard Bronwynn approaching. The diplomatic Dragon Fey stopped about ten feet away and waited for Serena’s acknowledgment. “Do you think my parents are proud of me? Wherever they are?”

      “I think your family watches over you.” Bronwynn approached the princess and stood at her side. “I think if you listen, you can hear them. In times of stress, our ancestors can speak to us, offer guidance. Isn’t that what humans believe?”

      “No.” The hint of laughter in her voice resonated as she continued, “Humans believe the dead move on to another place and do not return.” Serena paused, letting out a soft laugh as a slight smile curled her lips. “If a human spirit is talking to you, it’s usually an indication there’s something very wrong.”

      The women stood in silence for several minutes, each lost in their own thoughts. “Bronwynn?”

      “Yes, Highness?”

      Serena took a deep breath and swallowed her pride. “I think we need a school.”

      “Several already exist in the encampment. When the clans move on, they see to their own…” Bronwynn broke off when she caught sight of the princess shaking her head.

      “I did not mean for the little ones. I’ve seen they’re well-schooled. Even the commoners.”

      “Then why the need for a school?”

      Serena turned to face her friend. “For me. That couple in the audience today, only wanted a simple blessing from their princess, and I didn’t know what to do. Do not pretend there have not been other instances as well. I’m not a fool.” She sighed. “I’ve spent so much of my life among humans and have forgotten what it means to be Dragon Fey. How can I rule if I don’t know how to be?”

      Bronwynn frowned. “You need us to teach you how to be more Dragon Fey?”

      Serena sighed and nodded as a frown creased her brow. “Yes.”

      “You are the princess, will be queen. The people will follow you.” The diplomat tried to sound consoling but knew she’d failed even before she said, “I have no doubt of that.”

      “That doesn’t mean I can try to turn them into humans. I spent almost twenty years not knowing who I was or where I belonged.” The princess gestured to the portraits on the wall, her ancestors, most of whom she couldn’t name. “Even though I knew my adoptive parents loved me, life on the fringes of the Illedrian court was lonely. The girls of the court looked down on me. Treated me as less because I didn’t come from one of the so-called proper families. The boys were worse. They were just boys until they realized I could best them…” She swallowed hard and shook herself, pushing the black memories away. “It doesn’t matter. That is in the past. However, I do not want something I do or don’t do to make any of my people feel that way. I want them to trust their princess knows and respects their ways.”

      The other woman stayed silent for several moments, a slight frown creasing her brow. “I am sorry, Highness but, it’s not that simple. Children are taught our ways and customs as a part of their everyday lives.” She walked a few feet down the gallery, stopping in front of a portrait of Serena’s brothers. “It’s not like sitting with a human tutor and reading from a book, memorizing facts, and ideas. It’s much
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