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            THE KINGDOM OF STONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Unruly black locks brush against the delicate skin of a young boy no older than five rotations of the Summersmoon. He sits unchaperoned at his mother’s ornate vanity. It is carved from the tusks of an animal that no longer exists in this world. This gift had been handed down through each generation within his family as a reminder of their wealth and power. The animal was frivolously sacrificed to hold such things as lip stain and hairbrushes. The mighty beast had been hunted into extinction by those who share the boy’s name. But the child is oblivious to the truth. Never once showing aggression.

      The boy’s bright blue eyes flicker with wonder. He gently caresses the pearl necklace in his hand, coveting his newfound treasure. He wishes he could hide it away, never to share it with others. He lifts it over his head allowing it to drop against his smooth chest.

      He’s chosen to wear one of his mother’s many corsets, meant to hug the body and curve the waist. It is stiff in nature with silk fabric stretched tight over long slivers of bone. The material is soft to the touch. Pale pink. Beautiful.

      He tugs at it, wishing it would fit him like it does his mother. She is a beautiful creature. A true goddess in the eyes of a child. But he is too small, not yet growing into what he would one day become. It is assumed that he has inherited his mother’s petite frame and gentle ways. Weak, as his father claimed on more than one occasion when blackberry wine slurred his speech and heightened his emotions.

      The child hums to himself, oblivious to his surroundings. The sweet taste of blood berries lingers on his tongue. He’s used them to stain his lips bright red in color. The boy is happy in this moment. Peaceful. His heart is filled with joy.

      He lifts his chin, momentarily bewitched by his own reflection. His eyes shift, allowing the blood moon to come into focus. He turns to stare at its wondrous beauty. Taking in the sight of the heavenly body hovering in the night sky. It’s reflection now turning his bright blue eyes to blood red like that of the vampires who live to the north.

      A looming shadow fills the doorway to the chamber.

      “What have you done?”

      His innocent smile brightens his expression. He looks to his father, twisting the pearls in between his fingers. “I wanted to be pretty.”

      His father rushes in, striking him across the face without warning. The child lands hard on the stone floor. His palms ache—surely they’ll bruise. The man reaches in to wrap his fist around the pearl necklace. He lifts the boy so that his toes barely touch the ground. The child begins to desperately claw his father’s hand. The necklace sits tight against his throat, stealing his breath.

      His heart beats like a war drum.

      The silver clasp rips across the back of his neck, cutting into his flesh. Then it breaks. The boy falls to the floor, filling his lungs with much-needed air. The pearls scatter in all directions. His angry father hovers over him like a living nightmare. He lifts his hand to strike the boy once again.

      A woman rushes into the doorway. The front of her dress is covered in blood.

      “My King! The first child has been born this night. We have been blessed with a Stone Maiden.” The woman wrings her hands with nervous energy.

      The man’s face contorts in disgust.

      “You shall live long enough to witness a worthy heir. A strong boy who will rule over this kingdom. The son I was meant to receive. Not a twisted creature, such as you, who paints his face and dresses in women’s things. I will let you live because your mother loves you. But know this! You are a disappointment to me. You are no true heir. I see rot and ruin. A curse.”

      The king rushes out of the room, following the woman down the hallway.

      The boy begins to collect the pearls in his hand. His tears make them shimmer like precious jewels in the moonlight. He lifts them up in offering to the blood moon, wishing he could be anyone other than Cassius Brumah’s son. The heir of The Kingdom of Stone.

      Arrowe cries out. Releasing his frustration along with the memories of that night when the Stone Maidens were born. His father had chosen to replace him with another heir. Not wanting to hand his crown over to his only son.

      He rips the crown from his head. His blood-stained fingers slide against the aged silver. He allows it to fall. The clattering sound of metal against stone echoes throughout the now-emptied Great White Hall. It rolls down each step, finally resting at Visha’s pale feet.

      The Stone Heir reaches up to finger at the scar on the back of his neck. It had been carefully hidden beneath his locks of black hair. It had taken so long to heal, nearly giving him a fever from infection. But he wore this scar on his skin as a constant reminder of his father’s brutality.

      Arrowe hated the man. He hates him still.

      He reaches into his pocket and grabs a single pearl. He saved it all of these years. Perhaps in defiance. He was not certain.

      Arrowe’s jaw clenches. His anger is not reserved for only his father. No. His young mother, Queen Elana, chose to side with her king, giving him to a Mother Ward to raise in her absence. Robbing him of not one but two parents who should’ve wanted him.

      That bitterness is not lost on the young heir.

      Arrowe often took it out on those he invited into his bed. Expecting them to accept his detached nature. He could control his emotions with deadly precision. It had prevented him from allowing anyone to get close to him or expose a weakness. Well, until he met the green-eyed beauty in the library. She found flaws in his armor. And now he would pay for it with his freedom.

      He tilts his hand and allows the single pearl to fall away. Releasing the last remnants of his father’s oppression that had haunted him since he was a child. Arrowe massages his palm, nursing his anxiety. He must regain control. It is his duty.

      Silence fills the space. He releases his breath, forcing himself to remember who he is. He is now expected to serve a God who deemed him unworthy. To rule over a Kingdom that would put him in exile if he were anything other than a Brumah.

      Arrowe looks to his father’s decaying body.

      Flesh has made way for bone, and bone has made way for dust.

      It reminds the heir of his mortality.

      The powerful magick was but a memory, along with the book, Starfall, that gave the king an unnaturally long life. This dark magick had preserved his mortal flesh while others perished around him. He looks away, fighting back his tears.

      Arrowe’s voice rises to a fevered pitch, "Is this my inheritance, dear father? You leave to me nothing but blood and bone?” His laughter pools in the back of his throat like curdled milk, he turns to gaze upon the rotted corpse of a man who once towered over him with crushing despair. “If this is my fate, then I shall meet it with the greatest of contempt as I curse your name. For it is you who are rot and ruin, is it not?" His bright blue eyes simmer with rage. The boy’s temper is the only reminder that he is his father’s son.

      He turns to face the towering pillars and smooth walls of the Great White Hall. He had attended various ceremonies over the years in this place, but it never felt as it does now in his father’s absence. The weight of the king’s judgement and expectations now but a memory. But Arrowe would never be free of him for now he would be expected to wear the crown—to govern a kingdom he often scoffed at and to take on the weight of his responsibilities.

      This was the true curse he inherited. Not a mortal’s blood. Not a name. No—it was the crushing realization that all who lived within the royal house would look to him for guidance when often the young heir found it difficult to guide himself. He would need allies. True loyalty. For now is a dangerous time as power would slip from one man to the next. And Arrowe, the last of his father’s bloodline, would be tasked with preserving their name.

      Visha stands silent in the wake of Arrowe’s outburst. She leans down to retrieve the discarded crown, stunned she was able to witness such a display of emotions from him. Her fingertips graze the cold metal. Her eyes dilate with wonder. A small gasp escapes her rose-tinted lips. The bottom edge of her white gown is now stained in red, absorbing some of the king’s blood.

      The new sovereign interrupts the stone maiden.

      “Leave it,” he insists.

      He promptly adjusts his sleeve, then his collar. The material is abrasive. He prefers silk. He brushes his hand beneath his throat. A deep blue vest sits tight against his chest with silver threading. It is laced up the spine to rest comfortably in the curve of his back. The silver buttons capture slivers of light in the room from a thousand flickering candles. The warm glow accentuates his firm shape and flat stomach. He’s worn his finest clothing, fit for an heir. His servants helped bathe him, then stood by as he chose what to wear to the celebration of ascension. This was supposed to usher in a new era. But now he is left with a harsh reality.

      She withdraws her hand, balling it into a tight fist. “As you desire, my Lord.”

      Visha chooses her words wisely, hoping to appeal to what ego he may possess. She knows the Heir of Stone has a reputation, but not for outbursts like the one she had just witnessed. He had chosen to spend his days wooing those who could not resist his charm and reading the occasional book in the Library of Acheron.

      That damned library! Visha thinks to herself.

      The smell of rotting paper churns her stomach. She despises those books. All of them. She’d rather they burn. This, the one honest thing she had shared with Everleigh during their time together.

      She hates the raven-haired maiden as much as she admires her. Everleigh Aeress had been given gifts she would never possess. But her concerns had been extinguished when Everleigh was removed from the cathedral. Hopefully, Arrowe Brumah feels the same way. Allowing her absence to eliminate the memory of her. This is Visha’s hope. Her one wish.

      Arrowe pivots to look down upon her, realizing that he’s exposed a part of himself he would have rather kept hidden away. But this girl had been bred to obey—to serve a king, his father. He realizes she’s put her mask back on and he doesn’t bother to ask her to remove it, but his mind wanders to the memories of the beautiful girl with bright green eyes and swollen lips. She has a mouth he longs to taste like morning dew. Her innocence haunts him. Taunting him just out of reach. He longs to be in her presence once again. To feel her trembling touch. None had enthralled him as the young maiden had. Perhaps it was her curious nature. Her bravery that was mysteriously borrowed from parts unknown. She is a book he wishes to read. Every chapter—every word.

      He thoughtlessly descends each step, until he is standing before the masked maiden. Visha is compelled to study his expression—his eyes, his perfect lips and jawline. His luminous glow.

      She can see the king’s good looks have transferred to his son. But Arrowe possesses something Cassius did not. A gentleness lurks behind his bright blue eyes. It is something the king could not completely dispel with his anger.

      Arrowe tilts his head in deep thought. His mind’s eye cloud’s his vision. He can see Everleigh standing before him. The lovely girl with milk-white skin and lips moist with morning dew. She consumes him now. Driving his desperation for acceptance even deeper. This had caused him to make reckless decisions. Allowing many in his bed who had no right to be near him. But he had longed for love. For compassion. For everything his parents had not afforded him in this life.

      He reaches toward her. Visha’s eyes widen with hopeful thoughts. Perhaps he will touch her—offer his hand, tell her that he will honor her purpose to produce an heir to the throne.

      Arrowe blinks. The image of Everleigh fades. Her loss leaves a hollow space in his chest where his heart should be. She has taken it with her. The Heir of Stone knows this now.

      He pulls Visha’s white veil down over her face to help dull the sight of her Foxcat mask. It pains her, the cracks begin to form in her cold heart. Visha knows that Arrowe was taken with Everleigh, as all seem to be. So, her ghostly memory might linger in the royal house for much longer than expected. She will be tasked with erasing it. Visha Aeress will dedicate her life to making Everleigh but a memory to all who knew her name. This she promises herself. A gift she must receive to drown the jealousy threatening to ruin her.

      Visha looks to the empty throne. She thinks of their now dead king. Cassius Brumah will be prepared for all to see. His body will rest in the cathedral for days, allowing all in the royal house to pay their respects. He will be entombed in a glass case and covered with a white cloth to hide his rot. This is not as things would normally be, but his body has been ravaged as the spell ended. Something she knew would happen as her plot unfolded to shift the balance of power in their kingdom. She is nearly drunk with joy. Knowing what had been spoken of in the shadows had truly come to pass. But the young maiden does not know if Arrowe will honor the old ways. Will he have his mother buried with her king as is custom? Ending her life? Visha looks to him, wondering what he will choose, but hoping, in the darkest parts of her soul, that he will end their reign as one. Insisting that his mother drink the poisoned tea to forever slumber, allowing her soul to slip from this realm to the next in honor of their serpent God, Acheron.

      Visha silently speaks to herself. Yes, the queen should accompany her king. She must leave so that nothing remains that will tether Arrowe Brumah to the past. But how will I convince him? What should I say to plant this seed in his mind?

      But soon, Arrowe will take his rightful place in history and she, Visha Aeress, alongside him if she can convince him of her worth. But fear stretches what little soul she has razor thin. Arrowe must love her—trust her, need her as he’s needed no other. Her future depends on it now more than ever.

      She parts her lips, but the Stone Heir promptly interrupts her before she is able to poison him with her thoughts of his mother, their queen.

      “What do you know of Everleigh Aeress?”

      Visha’s expression changes behind her mask to one of disgust. Hearing her name spoken from his lips drives her even further into the darkness with jealousy. She carefully calculates her response. “May I speak freely my Lord with no limitations?”

      Arrowe eyes the young maiden with concern. “I will ask that you always speak freely with me. I want the truth from you and nothing more.”

      Visha fidgets with her hands, offering a brittle response. “I feel shame for not bringing it to Mother Ward’s attention—but Everleigh was not like the others, she was defiant. I often wondered if she was really a Stone Maiden.”

      Arrowe tilt’s his head. “Everleigh was born of a blood moon as all of you were, handpicked by Acheron—chosen for one purpose was she not?”

      Visha absentmindedly pinches at her skin, a habit she often exhibits when anxious. “It’s true we grew up together under Mother Ward’s guidance, but Everleigh often went her own way, spending time away from us.”

      Arrowe shifts his weight from one foot to the other. “And what did she do during those times?”

      Visha lifts her hands, becoming animated in her response. “Clearly Everleigh was conspiring against her kingdom and our people, even against you, my Lord.”

      Arrowe’s expression freely shares his doubt. He knows that Visha had been poisoned along with the rest of them. His leaden stare anchors her in place. “You say this, but what if she was taken. Can you be certain that she conspired against us?”

      “Taken, my Lord? No, I watched her willingly leave with them—the vampire, the witch and the shifter.”

      Arrowe steps closer to her, forcing Visha to look up at him. His beautiful features consuming her thoughts. She had seen him from afar, but being this close to him was intoxicating. She fingers at the nape of her neck, trying to expel the nervous energy.

      He places a hand to her elbow, subconsciously steadying her, when it is not needed. “I know you have been poisoned.”

      Visha looks at their fallen king, her posture slumping.

      Arrowe follows her gaze. “I apologize, it seems I’ve forgotten that my father is so near, come.”

      He takes her hand. Visha is surprised by his willingness to touch her. Arrowe leads her away from the throne so that his father’s crumpled body is out of sight.

      “I believe it to be true, my Lord, because Everleigh was obsessed with the vampires to the north. She spoke of them so often, and—” Visha pauses for a dramatic effect. “she tasted the Blood Roses the last time we made the offering. Placing the blood-soaked petals in her mouth. She was possessed. It was pure evil. Unnatural.”

      Arrowe tenses, his body unable to hide his displeasure. “Surely this isn’t true.” He uses his charm to encourage Visha to tell him more as he lifts her hand, turning it over, and runs two fingers across the center of her palm. She trembles, breath hitched in the back of her throat.

      “She took pleasure in it, my Lord, I witnessed it myself. It seemed—sexual in nature. She was seduced by the blood.”

      The muscles in Arrowe’s chiseled jaw flex with aggravation. He drops her hand, allowing his fist to ball at his side. The young heir flexes his fingers. Her words have found their mark like a skilled archers aim. She bites into her bottom lip, excited at the thought of it. She is pleased that she’s been able to affect him in such a way.

      Arrowe steps in so close to Visha that she can feel the heat from his body. She looks down as he leans into her ear, his lips nearly grazing it. “This goes no further than us. Do you understand?” His fingers wrap her arm. His feelings of jealousy overwhelming him. He momentarily wishes his heart sat still in his chest and his teeth could elongate to fine points if this is what Everleigh desired most. He knows he would trade his mortality—his very soul for her if she asked it of him.

      His grip loosens when he realizes that Visha should not be the recipient of his anger. She doesn’t retreat, instead taking advantage of the situation at hand. “What I fear most is who else conspired against us, my Lord. She must’ve had help within the royal house. How else would they have breached our walls?” She pauses, allowing her words to sink in. “and of course, how our queen, who wasn’t here tonight, will feel when she discovers what’s happened.”

      The young Stone Maiden hopes to strike while Arrowe is at his weakest. She means to plant a seed of doubt in his mind—to isolate him, bringing him ever closer to only accepting her company. For controlling a man can take very little effort if you choose your words wisely.

      Play to his strength when needed and take advantage when able.

      This is something Visha told herself again and again as she prayed for change in the cathedral. She believes in the old ways. In the Book of All Knowing that houses the sacred words of their God, Acheron. Not that she’s permitted to read. But she follows it with unwavering loyalty.

      Suddenly, Arrowe rushes toward the large doors. Visha lifts the bottom of her white dress and hurries along behind him. She glances down at her bare feet now speckled with blood. She grins, happy that this day has produced what she had prayed for. Acheron had answered her prayers. He had blessed her, and she would not squander the opportunity she had been afforded.

      Arrowe exits the Great White Hall with a determination he’s not felt in years. His anger rising, heart beating like a war drum. He must speak with his mother, Elana Brumah. She had been elusive for far too long. Now, absent when his father had died, the convenience of which is not lost on the soon-to-be King. He is suspicious of her now. Thinking of Visha’s concerns. There must be others who helped in this devilish plan. Why would his mother not attend? On this day of all days?

      “My Lord, is there anything of want I can do for you?” Visha is nearly breathless, rushing along behind him which is her place because women do not walk next to men. This she knows.

      “I want to thank you for reminding me of my mother’s absence.” He admits, continuing his hurried pace.

      Visha hums before speaking. “I meant no harm.”

      Arrowe slows, coming to a stop to look her over. “You’ve done nothing of the sort.” He takes one step closer to her, forcing her to look up at his bright blue eyes. “It seems we find ourselves in a peculiar position. My father now dead and you the only surviving Stone Maiden.”

      “Yes.” She whispers.

      “I suppose you are meant to bring another heir into this world.” His eyes linger on her mouth through the thin white veil. He reaches in and slides it off her head, allowing it to gather around her bare feet.

      She blinks through his admission. “It is my true purpose, my Lord.”

      Arrowe flattens his hair, wanting to regain some control. “We shall see.”

      His response gives Visha a glimmer of hope that her plan will be fruitful. Although her fruit lay rotten on the vine.

      “But first, I want to see my mother. I want to hear it from her own lips. I want to know why she’s chosen to abandon her life. Why she was never there for me. Why—” he eyes the floor. “why she wasn’t there tonight.”

      “Not every woman is built to serve.” Visha’s heart skips a beat knowing she is speaking ill of a woman who birthed him. But she feels this is her best chance to strike. She can see his pain—his anger. She hopes this will show her worth. That she wants to stand by his side and support him in whatever effort he chooses.

      He draws closer, while wrapping his fingers around her wrist. “This is true—but tell me, Visha Aeress, are you?”

      She swallows hard. Arrowe’s grip now firm, his scent intoxicating, but mostly, his control over her is power. A power she has never truly known but is willing to risk her life to gain.

      “I wish for nothing more. I only live to serve you, my Lord. I am at your command, whatever you desire.”

      Arrowe moves but inches from her face. Her eyes lock onto his lips, then his gaze. He is a vision of beauty. A prize worth winning. But his survival is purely due to selfish intention. Without him she has nothing.

      His eyes burn with approval. “An answer worthy of a queen.”

      He releases her and turns to continue on his quest.

      She takes a deep breath, filling her lungs with cool air. The young Stone Maiden didn’t realize she had stopped breathing. Visha clears away the cobwebs of his charm and breaks into a graceful stride, gathering the bottom of her dress in her hands. She had allowed the minutes to pass, giving Arrowe time to reach his mother’s chamber door.

      She rounds the corner to witness Arrowe standing tall before two Stone Guardsman with the royal crest etched into their aged silver armor.

      “Step aside.” He demands.

      Neither man moves and his teeth grind.

      “Obey me!” his voice rings out through the hallway.

      The Holy Scribe, tasked with serving as a go-between mortal man and their serpent God Acheron, urges the young soon-to-be King of Stone to abandon this emotionally-charged decision. “My Lord, please reconsider. Your mother isn’t well.”

      Arrowe’s blue eyes flash with anger. “Why was she absent this day? She hides away so often that I have to question if she’s even alive. Is she—someone speak, I demand answers, tell me, is she dead!? Or is there something else keeping her from her King—her son—her people?” Arrowe’s chest rises and falls with exasperated breath. He knows his words could be taken as treason against a sitting royal, but in truth, it would fall on deaf ears now that he’s the only heir to their kingdom, because Arrowe Brumah, first of his name, is their future.

      Visha stands behind Arrowe with her pale blue eyes steadfast upon him. She glances to The Holy Scribe, but only for a quick moment.

      “If I may be permitted to speak my Lord,” Arrowe offers her his blessing with a nod. “I believe the Holy Scribe only has your best intention at heart. I know you wish to see her, as any boy would his mother, but she is not well. This is something I know to be true as rumors move swiftly through the royal halls, landing on every ear willing to hear it.” Visha eyes the door. She hopes that her words will ring true, although selfish in nature.

      Arrowe takes a slow breath. It isn’t what he wanted. It was enough to have his father’s council, The Holy Scribe, urging him to turn back, but now—Visha, a girl whom he had latched onto like a child to an apron, was parroting the man’s words. Perhaps he had allowed his emotions to guide his decisions, something most dangerous for a king to do. This, as everyone knew, was what caused his father’s ultimate demise. He was a slave to magick. Arrowe silently swears to himself that he will not allow it to happen to him.

      The light glides across the Holy Scribes blue robe. It has their sacred symbols of a serpent and rose sewn upon his chest. He steps in close to the young heir, hoping to soothe him. “My Lord, perhaps the girl is blessed with wisdom worthy of a king.” His tone low and steady.

      A silence falls between them.

      Arrowe locks his gaze upon the man who wishes to calm him. His face is somewhat aged with time, lines licking at the edge of his eyes. He is handsome. His jaw is squared, and his faded red lips are just thick enough to accent his roman-like nose. His hair is peppered with white, pooling at his temples. He would be a prize to any woman. But his purpose is set. He serves his King—and their Queen, offering guidance given to him from their God as he prays.

      In many ways The Holy Scribes had always guided the King’s hand, even urging him to sit down and sign the treaty that ended the war. But no Holy Scribe was offered immortality, not that they would accept it, for they didn’t believe that magick was natural and it might rob one of their soul.

      This had caused much conflict with the holy man, and led to many discussions, sometimes heated, between him and Cassius Brumah. He had urged Cassius to let Naya return home, taking the wicked book of spells with her. He promised Acheron would bless and keep him, but, on this day, it had been proven that the man of faith had been wrong. Cassius now lay dead and would soon be buried. But a memory in the eyes of their people with his name added to the books that housed their history. Yes, The Holy Scribe must embrace the future, that now stands before him. In the form of Arrowe Brumah.

      The Holy Scribe looks to the boy. He is stubborn, much like Cassius was, and he often lets his emotions overtake him. The Holy Scribe, also known as Niam Jazine, but that is a name reserved for Kings to use when wanted, not for anyone else.

      He leans into Arrowe’s ear, much like he had done with his father before him. “My Lord, never let others know what you are thinking. They could use it against you. As you must know, my allegiance—my purpose, is to see to your safety and offer my help in any way I can. It is true that your mother sits beyond that door—but she is not well and hasn’t been for many moons. It is a sickness not only of the body. But of the—” he pauses, eyeing the Stone Guardsmen, tasked to stand before the Queens chamber. “I beg you to reconsider, turn back. The Kingdom has lost their King this day, it cannot afford to lose its future ruler as well.”

      Niam’s words ring true with Arrowe who seems to relax his stance. Visha is relieved as well. Arrowe had already proven to be more aggressive than she had expected. A challenge worth pursuing.

      “Very well.” Arrowe whispers.

      Niam bows, never breaking eye contact. Arrowe looks to his full lips, his gaze lingering longer than is necessary. He enjoys the company of older men. Something he had considered allowing into his bed chamber. But, his need for a father figure in his life outweighs his lustful intent.

      This is not lost on Visha, who clears her throat. “Perhaps my Lord would like something to drink—ale perhaps, or wine. Even a good hot tea to relax your muscles. I would be happy to fetch anything you desire.” She offers.

      Niam looks to her. She is wearing her mask and blood-stained dress. The color has returned to her neck, allowing a pink glow to linger, but her lips still appear a bit pale in nature. She had ingested just enough poison to appear sickly. This she had to do to hide her treachery.

      “You should rest. You were poisoned, were you not?” he asks.

      She places a hand to her stomach. “I was—but I spat it out. I swallowed very little. I only wish my sisters had done the same.”

      “Yes, a great loss,” The Holy Scribe gives her a once over.

      Niam snaps his fingers, and a young boy appears from the shadows. He had stood by so quietly that Visha failed to notice him at all. She blinks, startled as he seems to materialize out of nowhere like magick.

      “Paxton, take the young girl to my chamber and give her an elixir for sleep. See to it that she is comfortable and safe.”

      The boy looks to the floor, but doesn’t speak. He barely eyes Visha, his cheeks growing flush, which matches his pale red hair. He is only about an inch taller than Visha. She is now sixteen rotations of the moon, and he is nearly the same age. His birth celebration is soon to be upon him. Paxton is a loyal assistant to The Holy Scribe and what is known as an Acolyte. It is a great honor to serve in this way and he covets it as a Stone Maiden covets her position.

      He bows to Arrowe, showing his respect. “My Lord.” His submission apparent. The twinkle in his eyes is not lost upon the boy king.

      Arrowe is taken with his gentle features, large chestnut eyes and hair to match. It sits in loose waves around his face, highlighting his pale skin speckled with faded freckles and reddish lips. He could be a painting, if someone were to paint him.

      The boy stands rigid. His build is not that of someone who could fight well. Never holding a sword in his hand. The Holy Scribe speaks to break the awkward tension.

      “Leave us now.” He insists, drawing the acolyte out of his dreamlike stupor.

      Paxton waits for Visha to step ahead of him, and she is struck by it. She had never walked before a man—or even with a boy such as Paxton. But perhaps things had finally changed in her world. She looks back to Arrowe. “My Lord?”

      Arrowe means to persuade the stone maiden with a promise. “I will visit you soon. Get some rest. The Holy Scribe is correct, you need to sleep. Let the boy take care of you. I have much to do.”

      Arrowe takes in the sight of both Visha and Paxton as they walk down the hallway together. His blue eyes lingering on the bottom of Visha’s blood-stained dress as it trails behind her. It reminds him of a bride and perhaps she could be that for him, if he so wanted.

      Niam tilts his head. Arrowe’s true nature is not unknown to him. Cassius had confided in Niam about Arrowe’s unusual tastes. He’d be lying if he claimed to not be intrigued by the young heir. Arrowe showed little restraint with his desires, something Niam was not afforded in this life as he had been chosen as an acolyte at birth and rose to become the most powerful man standing between their God and the King.

      “Come—let us talk.” He insists, holding out his hand to usher Arrowe away from his mother’s chamber. “We can discuss whatever weighs heavy on your mind, for this is my purpose now. I am at your service, Arrowe Brumah, son of Cassius, you are the true Heir of the White Throne.”

      They walk the hallways together. Finally, Niam decides to speak.

      “You look so much like your mother.”

      Arrowe suspiciously eyes the man. “I’ve been told that I look like her, or so they say.”

      The Holy Scribe tugs at his earlobe. “They have not lied to you—these mysterious friends of yours.”

      Arrowe snickers. “Does a future King have friends?”

      Niam is as polite as he is persuasive, offering a compliment. “It seems you are also wise.”

      “I plan to avenge him.” Arrowe admits.

      The Holy Scribe breaks eye contact to take in the grandeur of their surroundings. “Yes—I would expect no less from a loyal son, but perhaps a proper burial to help calm those in the royal house would serve us best before we discuss avenging anyone.”

      “I mean not to mislead you, Holy Scribe,” Arrowe turns toward the open window and speaks directly from his heart. “My father was not a kind man—he allowed a Mother Ward to raise me for reasons I’d rather not discuss, but I’m sure my father spoke ill of me to you and there’s no need to discuss that either. His opinion of me matters not so much, it would seem. Seeing that I am here with you, and he is soon to be buried,” He pauses, pushing his father’s hateful words out of his mind, and says. “I would see him at dinners or for binding ceremonies, and he treated me like a stranger. I was nothing to him although he is the reason I am here. I would guess that we are asked to forgive and forget, are we not?” The Holy Scribe nods to the boy. “Well, I will admit that I felt something deep in the pit of my stomach as my father fell before me.”

      Niam steps up next to him, studying his expression. He can see the thoughtfulness in Arrowe’s eyes. His compassion begging to come to the surface, for he has inherited it from his mother, Elana.

      She being so kind. Giving. Thoughtful.

      None of this has been ignored by Niam who has served as council to her over many years. He would visit the queen in her chamber when she called upon him to offer comfort.

      “What is it my Lord?” Niam half-whispers, placing a hand to his arm, ready to receive his confession. Arrowe sighs. He longs for someone who can guide him—teach him, control him.

      And then the future king speaks his truth. “I felt relieved that he was dead.”

      Niam would laugh if it were appropriate, but in one fell swoop, Arrowe had proven him completely wrong. This boy would not waver. He would not bend. He is his father’s son whether he wants to accept it or not. The son of a great King. The strength lies in his blood.

      “So, when I say I will avenge him, I mean to say I will avenge the act of treason against us.”

      “I will not judge you for this. I understand that your father hurt you.”

      Arrowe grimaces. Not wanting to admit such a thing. He decides to redirect the conversation. “So, tell me. Did Everleigh Aeress conspire against us? How could a girl who seemed so innocent be such a danger?”

      Niam’s gaze locks onto his. “All that proves most deadly appears this way at first, does it not? Innocent until the moment presents itself, allowing it to strike?”

      The Heir narrows his eyes, staring at The Forest of Blood Roses. He can smell the sweet scent on the air. “Of course, it could, I myself can often be deceiving, but she—” he lets the words fade. He is unable to admit to The Holy Scribe that he has fallen for the young girl for fear of appearing foolish. He cannot let anyone think such things now that he will be destined to wear the crown.

      “Did you wish her to be your Queen?” Niam asks, knowing it will elicit an emotional response from him. But he must push the boy before he rules, testing his strength.

      Arrow Brumah’s eyes gloss over with the memory of her as she sat before him in the Library of Acheron. His heart now aches from her absence. Her treachery. She has betrayed him and yet he still loves her as he has loved no other.

      “I must share something with you, my Lord.”

      Niam has drawn the boy away from his memories of the fair maiden.

      “There is a dark truth in this kingdom, something only a king and his Holy Scribe must know. A truth I wish to tell you so that you may claim your rightful place and carry on a tradition that will ensure that your bloodline will continue without interruption. Unless you wish to be free of it?” the man pauses, gaging his expression.

      Arrowe appears eager with a cocked brow. “What dark truth?”

      “Your mother, Elana, nearly died birthing you. She was unable to give our king another child as the king commanded, but you were not the first of his children.”

      The heir steps closer, wanting to know more. “Wait—do you mean I have siblings?”

      The Holy Scribe takes a slow breath. “Your father had been alive for a very long time, accepting the dark magick from that cursed book. But he needed an heir. So, he tried many times over with different women to create a perfect child. One who would be worthy of his crown, but none survived as some of the children he sired were plagued by deathly illnesses. Some exhibited broken minds, and some—the worst of which, were females, who could never be allowed to rule. These children were sacrificed in ceremonial fashion, along with their mothers.”

      Arrowe gasps. He knew his father had treated him unkindly. But knowing the man had killed his children was not something he expected to learn.

      The Holy Scribe places a hand to his shoulder. “All who knew the truth in The Kingdom of Stone have long since been buried, including The Holy Scribes who came before me. But my father, also council to the king and a Holy Scribe himself, told me these truths so that I would know. And it was I who helped your father when our God, Acheron, gave me his blessing for a solution, and so the Stone Maidens came to be. They will continue your bloodline and ensure that a Brumah will retain the crown. I will see to it myself. We must be prepared for what is to come. If, by chance, you birth a child not worthy of the throne, then we must do as is instructed by our God and try again.”

      The boy king is shaken with this truth. His stomach churns.

      “I must know why he let me live.”

      Niam takes a slow breath. “For Elana.”

      Arrowe closes his eyes, accepting what he often suspected as truth. “I appreciate your kind words, but I don’t believe it was for my mother—no, I think my father knew that his enemies would strike if he was without an heir. Ending his reign forever.”

      Niam offers a nod to the boy who would be king. “You are wise my Lord.”

      He jabs his finger at the floor. “I want to know everything that happened this day.”

      “Of course, I will make it my mission to find those responsible and bring them before you.”

      Arrowe lowers his voice. “This includes—” he looks down the hallway. “Visha Aeress.”

      Niam’s brow bends in curiosity. “Oh—do you doubt her loyalty, my Lord?”

      “I doubt most things until proven otherwise.”

      “Spoken like a true King.” Niam adds.

      Arrowe leans forward, glaring at the Forest. “Visha spoke of a vampire, a young Witch and a shifter helping her escape with Starfall. Do you think the vampire acted on its own?”

      “Well, we do give the vampires the blood roses, so I would doubt they would want to lose access to such a thing. Perhaps this vampire chose to go against his king?”

      Arrowe shakes his head. “No—the King of Shadow is said to be more vicious than my late father.” He pauses. “But isn’t that what a true enemy would do? Wouldn’t they want you to believe such a thing? That a vampire has gone rogue, acting alone against his kingdom.”

      Niam taps his lip. The moonlight slides across his silver ring with an image of their serpent God, Acheron, etched into it. “Perhaps, but seeing that they came for the book, I would have to assume that the Witch Queen, Neema Freeborn, was involved. Witches have never been trustworthy, nor any woman, for that matter, for they are of original sin.”

      “Of course, Neema Freeborn. But why now? What has changed? Why would she need the book?” Arrowe asks.

      Niam decides to take the opportunity to reinforce Arrowe’s suspicions. “I am not one for war, but I tell you this, enemies will test your resolve. If you allow them to disrespect you, then others will begin to doubt your strength. There could be those who wish to take your crown—those who see you as weak, but I know you are not.”

      Arrowe’s teeth grind. The thought of it setting his blood on fire.

      He slaps the stone banister and The Holy Scribe flinches. His job now done. He’s reminded the future king of his purpose as he had done with his father. Whatever weaknesses Arrowe may have had would surely melt away and become a distant memory the more he was reminded of just how dire the situation could become if he did not take a stand now.

      Arrowe turns to face him. “I want to thank you for your words of wisdom. It is what I needed to hear. Sometimes it is easy to forget what kind of world we live in when things are so peaceful. I fear I’ve allowed the ease of my life to blind me of the dangers outside these walls.”

      Niam is pleased that the heir has chosen to trust him and says. “Of course, I am always here anytime you are in need, and probably when you’d rather I not be.” He smiles. Happy that he’s been able to strengthen their bond.

      Arrowe nods, hoping this will be one of many times that they will agree. He longs to trust someone. He will need this as the world shifts beneath his feet.

      “I’ll ask that you prepare for the burial of my father. Personally oversee it for me.”

      The man sighs, gladly accepting his task, exposing his palms as if he’s receiving the word of their God, Acheron. “I will ensure that he is honored as he should be. We shall bury his crown with his body. Creating a new one for you, my Lord. Signifying a new beginning.”

      Arrowe adjusts his collar once again, hating the feel of the material against his skin.

      The holy man notices his unease. “As you know, he will lay in the cathedral for all to visit as day turns to night seven times. And on the seventh day, you shall receive the crown.”

      “Yes, I will see you come morning; we can speak of more things then.”

      “I am Niam, my Lord.” The Holy Scribe offers his name. It isn’t custom to give the new king his name until he receives the crown, but he wants to build a trust with Arrowe that cannot be broken.

      “Thank you, Niam.”

      The Holy Scribe watches as the boy is nothing but a distant shadow.

      He turns back and makes his way toward his chamber, reaching the door just as Paxton is giving Visha her tea. The Holy Scribe enters the room, looking to the acolyte, seemingly ignoring the young Stone Maiden. “You may leave us now.”

      Paxton bows without speaking. He places the tray on the table sitting next to the large chair that Visha is now occupying. Her white veil is draped over her shoulder and cascades down onto the floor like a curtain of white mist. She had chosen to place it back on as she sat alone in this chamber with the acolyte.

      The boy leaves the room, closing the heavy door behind him with two hands. Niam approaches the door and locks it, turning back as Visha removes the veil and lets it fall to the floor around her bare feet. She lifts the mask from her face and sets it aside, locking eyes with Niam who approaches her.

      He reaches out, cupping the side of her face. She places a hand to his, cradling it.

      “You did well.” He whispers.

      “My blood, my bone, for the kingdom of stone.” She replies.

      “There is nothing greater than loyalty, even when it may cost us everything, daughter.”

      Visha traces the veins on her wrist. “I lied as instructed.”

      Niam appears happy with her and takes a seat in the chair. The fire that Paxton created warmed the room. Visha sits down opposite him and waits for her father to speak. He lifts the tea cup to his lips and glances at his daughter. He lowers it, because the girl can sometimes make him feel uneasy. He eyes the contents of the cup. She is so much like the one who birthed her. Including the color of her eyes and delicate wrists.

      “I often blamed your mother for seducing me. For women are original sin—this we know.”

      Visha looks to him with undying loyalty. “Yes father.”

      “But she had died in childbirth while bringing you into this world. I delivered you myself. I had ill intention. I was going to leave you to the elements, covered in blood to attract the beasts from the north. I walked through the Forest of Blood Roses and placed you upon the sacrificial stone, but it was then that you reached out to me. I allowed you to wrap your tiny hand around my finger. It was then that I realized that Acheron had not abandoned me, but he gave me a weapon to fight this evil within our walls. You—my sweet daughter.”

      Visha straightens her spine, proud that their God had chosen her.

      “I am grateful.” She admits.

      Niam leans in closer. “Cassius was once a great king, but he lost his way long before I was born. I read of his conquests. And he abandoned it all, signing a treaty with that filth—wolves, beasts to the south, the Elves who muddied their blood with the Fae to the west, and the demons to the north who feed on blood and flesh, but none were as evil as the women who abandoned our God for wickedness to the east!” Niam realizes his hands are shaking so he takes a moment to compose himself, removing his hat and smoothing his hair back atop his head. “those witches sought to ruin us, and then he allowed one to crawl into his bed and poison his mind with her sorcery. Naya Freeborn—demon, whore—ruin. Cassius allowed her—a woman, to bring shame upon this kingdom, but we will restore it to its former glory, my daughter.”

      Visha slides from the chair and sits at her father’s feet, intoxicated with his passionate speech. He reaches down and cups her chin. “And you, Visha Aeress, you shall not be queen.”

      Her brow furrows. “Father?”

      He cups her hands. “No—my sweet child. You shall be an empress.”
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      Koa’s razor-sharp claws dig into the black dirt, bringing him to a full stop. A dust cloud rises around the shadow hound, engulfing his muscular frame. He’s paused as instructed by Cullen Moore almost a mile out from The Black Gates that protect the Kingdom of Shadow. But who’s to say if such a Kingdom needs protection? Surely those with less strength, or the gift of immortality, are at much greater risk.

      Cullen knows that the scent of this girl would drive any vampire to madness with hunger. Something must be done. Not only for his fellow immortals, but for himself as well. He had done his best to control his dangerous urges.

      He looks down as Everleigh mutters something under her breath. She is still healing as Cullen’s blood seeks out the poison lingering in her veins. Naya Freeborns magic is slowing the process down as it also works its way into every fiber of her being. This newly born Witch will awake with a power she’s never known before. Making her a danger to all, even to the immortal prince of shadow.

      Cullen lifts his hands, willing to brush his fingertips along her paling cheek, but knowing he shouldn’t be so enthralled with this small creature. Her use is of great importance to both The Kingdom of Shadow and The Kingdom of The Crystal Garden. Even more so now that the magickal book, Starfall, had lost its steward.

      He retreats, drawing his hand away from her skin even though it seems to call out to him. His blood lingers inside of her—a small piece of his soulless existence now nestled in her being. He almost wishes she had not fed upon him, making him feel so weak in her presence. It angers him, as it would any vampire—but even with that anger lingering, there is something else—something inching through him now. A dangerous curiosity to know her. To hear her speak his name.

      He grits his teeth. The thought of it sets him on edge. He doesn’t enjoy being forced to feel such ridiculous emotions. He’s spent centuries avoiding all the drama his brothers had caused with their conquests in The Obsideon Veil, luring women into their beds, and some back to the land of shadows, with a promise of immortality that would not be given. For Raiden had not turned any mortals since he had bestowed the gifted curse upon Cullen and his two brothers.

      Cullen takes in the sight of her, wishing he had never laid eyes upon this Stone Maiden, Everleigh Aeress, daughter of Naya Freeborn.

      He had done the unthinkable.

      He had shed his true nature. Had he not?

      Cullen Moore had read all of the books in their library, sipped on blood rose teas, avoided the mortals who entered the Kingdom as often as possible. He had behaved when so many others had not. This couldn’t be his fate. To become tethered to this thing now pressed against his chest. This newly born Witch. But who is the father?

      His eyes widen with disbelief.

      Could it be? Cullen would stop breathing if such a thing existed for a vampire.

      No—Naya must have bedded another—not the King of Stone. This girl can’t be his heir. That would make her my enemy—would it not? Cullen silently tries to convince himself that these suspicions cannot be correct. That would mean that this girl was not only a Witch, but mortal, making her even more vulnerable than previously imagined. He would not spend his days keeping her alive. No. That is not his responsibility.

      Koa shifts his weight, drawing Cullen out of his thoughts.

      The shadow hound is barely winded from a run that would have exhausted many a creature—except the dragons. Both wolves and dragons are known for exceptional endurance. It made both of them formidable foes during the War and also known targets of assassination.

      Koa’s sharpened fangs are fully exposed. A deep growl rumbles through his broad chest and muscular frame. He can feel Cullen Moore’s shift in mood. Koa remains on high alert as Odette lands before them carrying Talen Freeborn, upon her back. The magick that courses through Talen’s blood also makes her desirable, but not as much as the sleeping girl pressed against Cullen Moore’s chest. Everleigh’s blood is thick with a magick that smells sickly sweet and enticing.

      Cullen would be lying if it did not make his stomach churn and teeth ache.

      Talen quickly jumps from Odette’s back, stirring up more dust as her feet hit the ground. She takes in the distant sight of The Black Gates with the dark towers piercing the cloud covered sky. She has often wondered what The Kingdom of Shadow would look like, but even at this distance, it has a heavy weight to it, and in many ways matched the nightmare of which she had imagined. No Witch would willingly come to such a place and replace the life-giving sun with this gathering darkness.

      Her face shimmers from a light misting of rain.

      A chill seeps into her bones like a desperate warning.

      This is a tomb. She thinks to herself.

      Her eyes widen as lightening splinters the darkened sky. She can feel the crackling of electricity on the surface of her skin. It raises the hair on the back of her neck. She reaches up to wipe away the droplets of rain dotting her brow, half expecting to collect small lightning bolts on her fingertips. This place is perfect for casting the most powerful of spells as it is also thick with iron.

      Her chest rises and falls with excitement. She knows what she must do.

      “This is where I have to complete my task. I must teach Everleigh Aeress how to harness her power and earn the respect of Starfall. Without it we may all be doomed.” Talen shares her thoughts as Cullen looks on, seemingly emotionless, but he is far from it. Each second that passes by is pure agony for the vampire. He longs to bite into this girl’s flesh and taste of her blood.

      Cullen scoffs. “Doom is a dramatic word.”

      Koa circles her like prey, as she keeps a wary eye on the beast. He can sense her magick.

      The young Witch tightens her grip on Starfall, now pressed against her chest. “The air is full of electricity from the storm. I can feel it on the surface of my skin, and the iron—I can taste it on my tongue. It tastes as if I’ve been eating metal. How many have died here?”

      Her eyes canvas the scene laid out before her. Starfall had become increasingly heavier as they flew high above Cullen and Everleigh. It seemed to long for the girl. Its new steward, chosen by Naya Freeborn herself as she lay dying in The Kingdom of Stone.

      Cullen is quick to counter her insult. “Many—but how many did your kind lay to rest during the War of Mad Kings? I think we all shoulder that guilt.”

      Talen’s eyes lock onto Cullen, demanding his attention. “I did nothing. I wasn’t born yet.”

      “Well, all I remember is waking up there,” Cullen jabs a finger toward The Black Gates. “at the mercy of my father, Raiden Moore. Who is not one to show much kindness.”

      She looks down, realizing that the book weighs next to nothing now that she stands but a few feet away from Everleigh, who appears to be sleeping against Cullen’s chest. Talen is relieved. Her arms ache with exhaustion. Even Odette struggled at times to keep them airborne.

      She approaches him, pausing as her eyes take in the sight of his fierce shadow hound, but her attention is quickly drawn to Cullen’s fingers, now clearly stained with blood.

      She abandons their previous conversation. “Is she okay?” Talen’s concern weighs heavily within her question.

      Cullen is quick to explain. “She’s resting, as most do when pulled back from the edge of death with vampire blood. I assume she’ll be this way for a day or two, maybe three, depending on how much damage the poison did to her system.”

      Talen sighs. Her concern eases, but Cullen’s expression forces her eyebrows to draw closer together. “And you?” she adds. “you know, you cannot drink her blood.”

      “I had no intention—” His otherwise flawless brow wrinkles with worry. “I am the heir of Shadow, son of Raiden Moore, Vampire Prince. There is no need to worry about me.” Usually, he would not care. But his emotions betray him.

      “She is poison to you—I want you to know this. Her blood,” Talen juts her chin. “she’s been weaponized against your kind.”

      He half grins. “Are you concerned about me?”

      “Like you, my interest begins and ends with a personal need, nothing more.” She’s taken aback with the feelings stirring in the pit of her stomach, but she’ll ignore them as she should. Perhaps this is the way she should’ve spoken with him all along. Showing she could be mature.

      He clears his throat, hinting at his mortal past.

      Talen rolls her eyes. “And I didn’t ask for your title, vampire prince—I asked if you’re okay. It’s important that you understand the gravity of the situation we find ourselves in and that you are able to control your—,” she pauses to glance at the blood stains speckling the shadow hounds’ fur. “natural urges.”

      The muscles in Cullen’s jaw become tense, but he refuses to admit his struggle. “Her scent is revolting.” His lie sits between them now. The first of what may become many.

      “Could her father be mortal? Surely you can tell by smelling her.” She adds.

      He offers a truth. “I do not know.”

      If mortal, it was hidden away from him, as it was from Talen Freeborn. He lowers his gaze. He would’ve gladly left this girl behind if the magickal book didn’t need a steward.

      It's only the poisoned blood. She is not special.

      He silently chants to himself, chuckling under his breath.

      Of course, the first mortal he had encountered in three-hundred years that held his attention would be weaponized against his very nature. The irony does not escape him, nor the slight tinge of excitement from the danger.

      Cullen had spent centuries burning through the collection of books in their library, and yet he knew so very little about mortals. He wasn’t privy to their plight within the walls of stone. He didn’t know that these girls had been bred with a purpose to continue a royal bloodline. Perhaps he ignored too many ugly truths out of selfishness? But now that he knew, well, it was slowly burrowing deeper into his thoughts.

      It’s not that vampires are blameless. Surely his brothers—even his father and mother—had done their fair share of damage in the mortal world. Luring them here. Offering immortality and never gifting it. Some of the mortals within the Black Gates had begun to wither with age, still holding onto false hope of a second chance, a resurrection, if you will.

      But his father had denied them all.

      Cullen blinks when Talen interrupts his quickened thoughts. For vampires think much faster than any other in Ellian. It matches their unbridled speed, making them cunning predators.

      Talen tilts her head. “Is that your blood?” she asks, nudging her chin in Koa’s direction. The shadow hound adjusts his stance. The vampire prince instinctively runs his hand through the hound’s thick fur. He knows that it is from bites he inflicted to himself to stop him from taking the girl.

      “You have no need to worry.”

      Talen’s nose wrinkles. “Says the boy with fangs and blood-stained fingers.”

      Cullen reaches up and feels the sharpened edge of one of his teeth. They have yet to retract, and he failed to notice. It’s just one more reason his patience is beginning to fail him.

      “I just fed her. My teeth will be erect for some time.”

      It’s an effective lie, so he thinks.

      She taps the book with her open palm. “Are you sure that’s the reason?”

      His spine stiffens. “Are you calling me a liar, Talen Freeborn? Because I seem to recall helping you retrieve not only the book, but this girl. Which was not the agreement. It was supposed to be the book and Naya Freeborn. Then we were to come here, heal my father, and you would go home to do whatever it is that Witches do with their days.”

      She rests on her heels. “I didn’t realize we were using our full names now, Cullen Moore.”

      “Lord Cullen to you.” He snaps.

      She bows her head with a smirk. “Lord Cullen.”

      He swallows the poison collecting on his tongue that often pools when a vampire is about to feed. It contains a numbing agent that soothes the prey and allows for the feeding to occur with less of a struggle. Cullen can feel his stomach cramp as the poison coats it. He fights the hunger—more than he has in quite some time.

      The vampire’s crimson eyes lower to the book in Talen’s hand. He knows he could take it and kill both of them without much effort, but he won’t. That is something his father, Raiden Moore, would be thinking in such a moment. He is immediately disturbed by the thought of it. Could he be—sick?

      He looks down at his hand and notices something peculiar. A smudge of some sort. It sits right along the crease of his hand. He instinctively begins to rub his palm against the side of his leg, nearly overtaken with panic.

      It can’t be. I cannot be ill.

      The vampire prince silently prays, although prayer is something a vampire would never do. The only thing they fear is true death. At least most who covet immortality do.

      He lifts his hand and the line has faded. It was merely blood. Cullen is grateful it wasn’t the sickness his father is harboring, or that of his mother, Ezlen. But how long will I be able to avoid it? he asks himself. How long until I’m incapable of being around this girl, or Talen?

      Cullen pushes away his intrusive thoughts. “My teeth are the least of my concerns now. We have no Witch to cast the spell needed to heal my father. You say you can teach her,” he pauses, glancing at Everleigh. “can you promise this is something you can do or should we ride to your Kingdom and have your mother—”

      “My mother?” Talen’s voice lifts a full octave, her multi-colored ringlets of hair brush against the side of her heart-shaped face. “No—she is in no state of mind to do such a thing. This will take patience. I fear that my mother has lost her ability to teach anyone, it is why we need Starfall’s power. This book must have a steward before it reunites with its companion, Moonrise.” Her hand brushes against the material protecting the book. She can feel the red crescent moon etched into the surface. It is a beautiful symbol of her people, the matching one sits on Moonfall in white. Each book so similar and yet so different in many ways.

      Cullen’s eyes lock onto hers. “You speak of them as if they were lovers.”

      “And what if they were?” she asks.

      Cullen shakes his head, the laughter floating between them so mockingly. It annoys the young Witch. Talen fidgets with a lock of her multi-colored hair, deciding to tell him what has been passed down to her.

      “The books are bound to each other for all of time. Created from one great white oak tree. They are complete opposites, forever longing to become one. It’s romantic and tragic, don’t you think? One book containing all things good in this world—filled with life, and happiness, and the other,” she looks down at the book resting against her chest. “contains a dark magick that can bend time and control that which threatens us all—death.” She grins. “Well, except for those like you, Cullen Moore—I mean Lord Cullen.” The edge of her pouty lip curls. Her eyes soak the vampire in. He is a handsome man with his opaque skin, crimson lips and eyes to match. His white-blonde hair made him appear ethereal, like an angel in many ways—but Cullen Moore is no angel—demon perhaps, if his thirst ever got the better of him. But it matters not. Talen had come to find him to be more than she bargained for. A boy, yet a man—nearly three-hundred years her senior.

      She bites her lip.

      Male Witches are scarce in her Kingdom, often choosing to travel to The Obsideon Veil. So, being with Cullen Moore had proven to be challenging and intriguing. The young Witch would be lying if she said otherwise. She lowers her gaze, embarrassed by the thought of it. Surely, she’s dealing with heightened emotions from the dangers they faced.

      Cullen adjusts on Koa’s back, lifting his chin. “What troubles you?” he asks.

      Talen shakes her head, forced to turn her gaze. “Nothing and everything.” She answers truthfully.

      “My only concern is the illness that is spreading in my Kingdom. If we cannot stop it, then time will also drag my rotting corpse behind it as it does all of yours.”

      Talen sighs. “It’s no wonder romance cannot find you, Lord Cullen, with such sweet sentiments.”

      The vampire heir stares her down as the moments slip between them, finally Talen waves a hand. “Anyway, I have a plan, but first, let’s get this problem of yours under control.”

      “I wasn’t aware that I had a problem,” Cullen states.

      Talen eyes him and then pulls a small bottle out of her pocket and bites into the cork stopper. She spits it out as the contents begin to escape from the opening. The magick contained within it reaches out like glowing blue tendrils, looking for a host. She approaches Cullen and lifts the bottle, silently urging him to take it from her.

      He scowls. “I’m not drinking your pet.”

      She snickers. “This isn’t a pet—it’s a spell. All spells are living, they must have life in them for it to work. This one has a bit of my life. So, to be honest, I’m offended that you wouldn’t want to drink from me. Do you think I would taste bad?”

      Cullen releases an unneeded sigh, allowing his once mortal body to practice in habits long since abandoned. “I only drink Blood Rose tea. Anything else will make me sick. It will come right back up. My body will reject it. Well, besides fresh blood, of course. I don’t suppose you’re offering any of that, are you?”

      Talen jiggles the bottle as the contents continue to reach through the opening. “No, I’m not, and it isn’t for you, you big baby—it’s for her,” Talen insists.

      She knows that Cullen could easily kill her if he wanted, as could his shadow hound. But she refuses to back down.

      A Witch’s greatest weapon is her ability to outsmart her enemies just long enough to strike a fatal blow. She hopes it will never come to that with Cullen Moore, Heir of Shadow, as she had grown somewhat fond of him on this dangerous mission despite his less-than cheery disposition.

      Cullen peers down at Everleigh. “She’s sleeping. I cannot wake her.”

      Talen narrows her eyes. “Could you please hop down off your large dog and bring her with you, unless you want every vampire to eat us. We both know that she smells delicious to your kind—even more so now that she has powerful magick coursing through her veins. A magick, I might remind you, could be very dangerous if not wielded correctly.”

      Cullen smirks. “No vampire would dare eat me.”

      The young Witch grins right back at him. “I have no idea why. You’re such a delight.”

      He laughs through his words. “Have I done something to offend you?”

      Talen eyes Everleigh. “She is bred for Kings pleasure—and Kings alone. I’m sure you can tell that she’s a—well, a virgin,” she rolls her free hand, “with your exceptional sense of smell, I mean. I assume that’s why you had to nibble on your wrist while riding with her so close to you. I commend you for showing restraint but we both know it won’t last for long. So please, make her drink this.”

      Cullen is visibly bothered by her assumptions, although right.

      “Why don’t you drink from the bottle, too?” he teases.

      “Shut up.” Talen hastily responds wishing she could knock him off of the shadow hounds back, but that would prove more trouble than it’s worth. She will not cast out here in the open. It would light up the ever-growing darkness.

      Cullen is amused, but he won’t tease her any further. Her heart skips a beat.

      “Please,” Talen asks as nicely as she can, fighting through her irritation.

      He dismounts the mighty shadow hound while holding Everleigh in his arms. He lands with no sound. His ability to hide his presence never lost upon him.

      The girl’s breasts are now hardened beneath the thinning white gown in the deathly chill that lingers in this land. Cullen fights to ignore how her body felt against him as they rode with such desperate purpose. Even more so now that they had come to a stop. It allowed his mind to linger on things longer than he intended. He is annoyed by this girl. Everleigh Aeress, Stone Maiden to the king. He wishes to return to simpler things such as Blood Rose tea and lazy days with a good book, although he had read them all more times than he cared to admit.

      But this is the vampire prince’s task, as requested by Ezlen Moore, his mother and Queen of Shadow. Cullen knows he must succeed for the sake of his kind and hopefully restore his own peaceful existence in the process.

      The Shadow Heir takes the bottle from her hand and the blue tendrils reach for him then recoil in disgust. He is somewhat amused by it while sniffing the contents.

      His eyebrow cocks. “It seems it doesn’t want me anyway.”

      “Shocking,” Talen mutters, although the young Witch could understand why, say, some girl, not her, of course, might find him somewhat attractive.

      Cullen lifts the bottle to Everleigh’s lips. He is careful—more thoughtful than he expected to be with a girl he doesn’t know, nor has any plans of knowing.

      The glowing contents light up her features, bringing her beauty into view. Cullen had purposely avoided staring upon her face too long, as it seemed to burn his soul like the sun. His blood nearly shifting in his stiff veins. If his heart could beat, surely it might flutter.

      “Cullen, don’t stare at her. And don’t mention that you have seen her face when she wakes.”

      “Why?” Cullen asks.

      “Because Stone Maidens wear masks, as decreed by their King. No one is allowed to look at them but him, and she must make that choice whether she wants us to see her or not.”

      “What a waste.” Cullen mutters, looking back to Everleigh as she continues to sleep so peacefully in his arms.

      Talen places a hand on her hip. “Waste or not, this girl will be upset if she finds out. We don’t want her turning us all to ash, do we?”

      The vampire’s expression darkens. “No—I suppose that wouldn’t be very enjoyable.”

      He lowers her to the ground, letting her back rest against his leg. He places the small bottle to her lips and the blue tendrils creep inside her mouth. She moans and Cullen is caught in the wake of her presence. He blinks away the moment, scowling. He can still smell her. His blood lingers in her veins, strengthening the bond. It would fade, but until then he will have to control his urges. So many things depend upon it, including his own survival.

      “Thank you for this.”

      “Well, you’re welcome, but it won’t last for long. It only masks her scent. It’s a spell I learned when I was younger to help me hide from—” she stops speaking.

      “Someone like me.” Cullen finishes what she could not say.

      “Yes. As you know, there was a time when vampires hunted us down. Still do, I would assume, further south than I’ve ever been.”

      Cullen is captivated by the young maiden. He lifts his hand to touch her face, but forcing himself to stop before he makes contact. “I am very aware of what vampires have done and still do to those of your kind. Lest you forget that there are those who have chosen to live in The Obsideon Veil. Many have found their way onto my brother’s ships and sailed to our shores in search of immortality. It is offered—not demanded.”

      He hands the empty bottle back to Talen who is happy he completed the task.

      “Yes, well, they chose to do that. They were not hunted down like animals.”

      “Don’t be so certain,” Cullen looks to The Black Gate, “there are many vampires inside those walls who still hunt at a slower pace. Mortals, including Witches who enjoy exceptionally long lives, are never truly safe within The Kingdom of Shadow.”

      “Not even with you, Cullen Moore?” Talen asks with the tilt of her head.

      Cullen leans in closer, bringing with him a delicious scent of his own as all vampires possess. It is part of their dangerous charm.

      “Not even with me.” He whispers, staring deeply into her eyes. The delayed pause leaves both Cullen Moore and Talen Freeborn uneasy in each other’s presence.

      But the strange pull he feels toward Talen can be explained away.

      “It is true that Witches were once a delicacy to a vampire’s palette, the magick in their blood giving a creature like myself a feeling of euphoria. It made hunting them a sport many cherished.”

      “And what about you, Lord Cullen, did you hunt down my kind this way?” she asks.

      Cullen stares upon her, chilling her to the bone. Talen keeps one hand behind her back, twisting a small ball of dark energy that she’s produced in case she must defend herself, but the vampire prince has no intention of attacking her this day—or any other.

      He decides to change the subject, much to Talen’s relief. “I think the two most dangerous creatures in all of Ellian are women and dragons.”

      She blushes.

      “D—dragons?” she stutters. “The dragons live on an island to themselves. They are not a danger to anyone.”

      “Yes, this is true now, but once they ruled the skies above us, a danger to all—even to the vampires.” He pauses, knowing she wants to know more. “But the dragon was rendered useless by the hand of their stewards, the Fate to the west, having clipped their wings as was demanded by the treaty not so unlike a woman might render a man completely powerless.”

      She clears her throat. “And what about you, Cullen Moore? How did you become a vampire?”

      “Me? I was no one. Just a payment that included me and my two brothers. For we were offered in tribute from The Kingdom of Stone, once mortal, but now living with a detached soul.” Cullen eyes the ground, barely able to see his shadow a couple of feet away from him.

      Odette steps into view, she’s been quietly listening to them speak for longer than she prefers. “You may believe that it is the dragons we should fear most, but it is Everleigh Aeress that I fear, if Talen cannot control what she has been given.” Odette stares at Everleigh, hoping the young Witch is strong enough to do what must be done. “She has been given her mother’s gift, combined with her own. This power has not been witnessed before. She may wake with a vengeance in her heart, so I beg you to bind her.”

      The Witch gasps. “What you ask of me is against our laws, Odette. No Witch shall ever cast against another or face judgement.”

      “A far greater judgement shall befall us if the vampires are unable to control their thirst—no offence,” she adds, looking to Cullen.

      He shrugs his shoulder. “It is true.”

      The Witch turns to Odette, knowing they must not delay. “Fly south, tell my mother we haven’t been able to acquire the book, yet.”

      Odette tilts her head in thought. “Why do you want me to lie to your mother?”

      Talen sighs, taking one step toward the shifter. “My mother is not well. Surely you know this. You’ve witnessed her decline, she is probably no better than his father—again, no offence,” she looks to Cullen who shrugs his shoulder once again, “but it will be up to us to fix what has been broken.”

      “She was well enough to devise this plan of which we succeeded.”

      Talen shakes her head as Cullen balls his fist. He hopes that he won’t be forced to end Odette’s life. She had proven valuable in their quest.

      Odette looks to Cullen, sensing his shift in mood.

      Silence sits between Odette and the young Witch until Talen touches Odette’s arm, the shifter flinches. “I know you love my mother. I can see it in your eyes. Please do this for her so that things can return to the way they were before.”

      Odette narrows her eyes. “And why do you think you can teach this girl?”

      “Because I have to, or all is lost.” she whispers.

      Odette leans in. “We could return to the Crystal Garden and teach her there. Magick is strongest in the Kingdom, not in this valley of death. Surely you can feel it in the air all around us. Even I find it harder to breathe in this place.”

      Talen’s gaze softens, reminding the shifter of her mother. “Odette, this girl has never known magick. She wields the power of Naya Freeborn—it’s coursing through her blood and when that magick awakens—”

      Cullen speaks up. “You will need more than Witches to stop her, and I will. I won’t allow her to destroy us or the book. I give you my word.”

      Odette straightens her spine. “Very well, vampire, I will lie as you both wish, but don’t delay.” She leans in closer to the Witch. “Don’t think that your mother wouldn’t dare march upon this kingdom to resurrect your sister, young Talen Freeborn. If she catches me in this lie, she will not hesitate to strip my flesh from the bone, so if I do not return in one cycle of the full moon, know that I am gone, and your mother’s vengeance will be realized.”

      “I know.” The truth sours Talen’s stomach. “I won’t fail you or our people, Odette. I promise.”

      Odette lingers, considering her options, but knows this is their best chance at success. “I will do what I can to buy you some time. I hope to return to bring Starfall home to its rightful place, with or without the girl, Everleigh Aeress. So, teach her well or I won’t hesitate to take her life myself.”

      The Witch intertwines her fingers, forming a triangle that begins to glow and fade in an instant, it is a common goodbye among their kind meant to bring good fortune. “Blessed be.”

      “Blessed be,” the shifter repeats her farewell.

      Odette rushes across the black dirt and takes flight as her body shifts into that of the large falcon. Her wings spin the air beneath them and lift Talen’s multi-colored hair up around her face. She watches Odette head south, her large shadow shrinking off in the distance in what could be mistaken as a dragon. She’s momentarily frozen, hoping she’s made the right choice, but knowing in her heart that she cannot trust what her mother would do. She may try to steal Everleigh’s power and take it as her own—something no Witch had ever done before.

      In one blurred moment Cullen reaches Talen and returns to his shadow hound. She hisses, reaching up to feel the side of her neck. Two small puncture wounds ache in his absence. She lowers her hand to stare at her fingertips in the moonlight. They sparkle from the moisture.

      “Did you bite me?!” she exclaims.

      Cullen wipes away the blood on his lips, he won’t let it touch his tongue. “They will be suspicious if you are not bitten. I wouldn’t bring any mortal, but that of a familiar, inside those walls.”

      “You could’ve asked me.” she huffs.

      “Would you have said yes?”

      She scowls at him.

      He lifts Everleigh in his arms. “Exactly, this is why I bit you without mentioning it.”

      “Asshole.” she mutters.

      Cullen turns his back to her and grins. He begins the long walk up the winding path toward The Black Gates. He could make it there in an instant, but Talen can’t move as quickly as he can.

      The young Witch steps up beside him. He glances at her, placing his hand against her chest and pushes her back. “You cannot walk at my side. A familiar is always three steps behind.”

      “I am not your familiar.” She exclaims.

      The vampire is quick to reply. “This I know. I would never have someone as disagreeable as you as a familiar. It would be misery.”

      She glares at the back of his head.

      Cullen rolls his eyes. “Don’t be angry.”

      “I’m not.” She replies.

      Cullen smirks, at least their banter is helping him ignore Everleigh’s scent.

      “I can hear your heartbeat. It is racing. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Talen shakes her head. “You need to learn the word consent.”

      His eyebrow cocks. “Consent?”

      Talen speeds up, remembering that she isn’t supposed to be at his side, so she slows down, but grits her teeth. “You know, it’s when you ask permission, and the other person says yes or no. Then you do whatever it is you wanted to do as long as they’ve given you permission.”

      Cullen adjusts Everleigh against his chest. She weighs nothing to him and yet there is a weight to her presence. He wishes he could ignore it.

      He cocks his light brown brow. “But we’ve established that you would’ve said no.”

      “That’s the point—to give the other person a choice! You can’t just do whatever you want and expect a girl to be like—oh, that’s fine.”

      He stops and she runs face first into his back. She stumbles, rubbing her nose and giving it a quick wiggle. Cullen turns to look down on Talen, who, is at least a foot shorter than he is, he leans in, which annoys her.

      “Are you okay?”

      She shrugs a shoulder. “I guess.”

      His crimson eyes penetrate her. “Then why are you complaining? I did you a favor. I’m actually saving your life.”

      “I drank the spell, too,” she admits while her cheeks begin to glow with embarrassment.

      “Mmm.” Cullen growls.

      She is disgusted with herself for telling him. “Again—shut up.”

      The golden-haired vampire whistles through his teeth. “Koa!”

      The shadow hound rushes to his side as he places Everleigh on the wolf’s back. He turns to Talen and offers his hand. He pulls her up behind him. She is forced to wrap her arms around his waist.

      He parts his lips. “Home.” He whispers, realizing the spell won’t last forever.

      Koa springs forward with unmatched speed. Cullen begins to chant as they rush toward The Black Gates. The words swirl in the air, echoing like a coming storm in Talen’s mind. She holds on as tightly as she can.

      Koa begins to slow. The vampire heir’s voice reaches a fevered pitch. The shadow hound begins pacing back in forth in front of the jagged barrier. “Je suis l'Héritier de l'Ombre. Prince couronné des ténèbres. Je vous ordonne de me laisser entrer. Ouvrez-moi, Black Gates de Moore. Protecteur du Roi, fils de Dracula. Obéis-moi. Incline toi devant moi. Servez-moi. Car je suis le maître de la mort.”

      Talen takes in a sharp breath, as Cullen repeats the words again and again until her ears can understand them.

      “I am the Heir of Shadow. Crowned Prince of Darkness. I order you to let me in. Open to me, Black Gates of Moore. Protector of the King, son of Dracula. Obey me. Bow to me. Serve me. For I am the master of death.”

      Cullen must charm the gates as he would a lover. They will answer to no other call, making it impossible for anyone other than that of a royal heir, or Raiden Moore himself, to open them. Talen is honored to have been witness to this, knowing Cullen must trust her enough to do this in her presence.

      Finally, movement, as The Gates answer his call, allowing the four of them to slip through. Talen looks behind them as they close, trapping them within the kingdom. Koa slows his pace across a narrowing bridge. It sits high above the angry waves crashing against jagged rocks far below them.

      This place is a true fortress. Seemingly impenetrable.

      Talen feels foolish for thinking her mother could march upon these lands with any hopes of conquering the vampires. The House of Moore is built atop a cliff overlooking The Sorrow.

      The young Witch lifts her chin to stare up at the black towers piercing the gray clouds. Insecurity snakes its way into her mind, and she wonders if she’ll ever see the flowers in the crystal garden again.

      Two large doors measuring twenty feet high begin to open. They slip through. Talen tries to control her heart, now beating quite fast. Cullen whispers to her. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      His words begin to ease her stress. She must trust him more than she ever imagined, but Talen is at his mercy now and she knows it. No one could protect her within these walls but him. Something about it excites her in ways it shouldn’t.

      Koa finally comes to a stop, but no one approaches. It seems the gates are not protected. No Shadow Guards stand watch.

      Talen shakes her head. “Where is everyone?” she whispers.

      Cullen lifts his hand, tilting his head to listen, but hears nothing. It is eerily quiet. A chill settles in his bones. Something unknown to a vampire, but Cullen knows something is amiss.

      He looks to Talen. “A feast.” He lies. Not wanting to admit the unthinkable.

      “I must get you both to my tower.”

      “Tower?”

      “Yes.” He’s quick to answer her. His thoughts are splintered. Cullen knows he must get them to his chamber and lock them away, safe from harm. But he also knows he must find out what has happened in this place he calls home. He stares up at the sharpened towers piercing the gray sky above them.

      “A whole tower.” Talen jabs.

      Cullen slips from Koa’s back, leaving Talen to sit with Everleigh, who is now leaning against her. Talen wraps her arms around the girl’s waist.

      Cullen eyes her. “Do Witch Heirs not have towers of their own?”

      Talen grimaces. “I am a second daughter—not a favorite son.” She jabs.

      “Come.”

      Cullen leads them up a winding staircase until they spill out into an open space with no railing. A howling wind rushes all around them, pushing against her strength, but Cullen is not phased. They cross the walkway to the other side and enter another room, this one with a roof, to Talen’s relief. Cullen nods to her. “That leads to my chamber—we’re almost there.”

      They reach a heavy door with golden hinges. It’s ornately decorated with engraved roses and thorns, mimicking the Forest of Blood Roses. Cullen had the door created just for him. He wanted to remind himself that he was above feeding on fresh blood and could make a solid commitment to drinking the teas. He didn’t expect to see anyone as they approached his chamber. No one stays on this side of the royal house but him. He wanted it this way—to be separated from the rest, but the silence is nearly deafening in the Shadow Kingdom. He can hear nothing—not one vampire or their familiars.

      Talen enters the room first to find it barely lit. The oversized bed surprises her. It sits on the other side of the room. An afterthought, really, but many a woman had found pleasure in it before Cullen had grown tired of such things. His interests turning to education. To the many books in their library.

      The canopy is draped with red silk, flowing like blood in the gentle breeze. The windows sit open running floor to ceiling. Someone could simply step off the ledge and fall to their deaths, but it mattered not in the Kingdom of Shadow. No vampire feared such a fall and if a familiar chose to do this then it would be allowed. A vampire couldn’t worry about such things and could simply find a more suitable mortal who appreciated the life given to them.

      The entire room is elegantly decorated, although sparingly for someone who had existed for three-hundred years. An oversized portrait of his family sits above the mantle on the fireplace that is not lit. Golden candelabras rest between each window, standing taller than Talen. She rubs the side of her arm. Everything felt so cold—so lifeless. She is oddly intrigued and equally unsettled.

      “A fire would be nice.” She mutters under her breath.

      Cullen would have it lit while reading in the black velvet chase lounge that sits alongside it. A white fur blanket lay neatly folded across the end along with two books, waiting for the reader to return.

      A simple tea pot sits on a golden table along with a cup. In some ways it saddens Talen to see such a lonely place in a part of the kingdom that no one visited, or so Cullen had said. But surely someone else lived here, if not now, then before.

      “Has this always been yours?” she asks, turning to look back at the vampire who has Everleigh in his arms. Koa stands tall, but seemingly antsy. Cullen wasn’t the only one who suffered with the smell of Everleigh’s sweetened blood. Any creature given Raiden’s gift of immortality would find her nearly irresistible. That was the purpose of the teas she had been given. It poisons her blood to anyone who dares drink of it.

      “We will find you something fresh to eat, but for now I need you close by, Koa.” He speaks to the shadow hound with compassion. Cullen had always treated Koa with respect. His father, Raiden Moore, had been demanding with his brother, Chaos. Never treating him with the same compassion. “First we must secure them.” He adds, “they must be protected.”

      He looks to the table and eyes his tea cup. Cullen had a soothing cup of tea the day before he left the Kingdom on this quest his mother had assigned to him. His mind returns to that day as he lazily read for most of it. The book unimportant now that everything had changed. In some ways he wished he could go back to that moment and relive it again because his life had most certainly been disrupted.

      Talen flinches when the door closes behind them. Its loud enough to reverberate through the open space. But mostly her eyes are now trained on a large golden cage sat off to the side, under a crystal chandelier heavily burdened with thick black candles. The cage door sits open, and she is frozen in place.

      Cullen walks over to the golden cage and gently places Everleigh in the center of it. She sinks into the soft furs lining the bottom. He lingers over her for longer than is needed and Talen is forced to look away. She doesn’t feel jealousy as much as a slight irritation from his need to dote over a girl he has yet to know. He rises, leaving Everleigh resting in the soft furs. She mutters something to herself. Cullen cannot understand the words. It frustrates him. He hates himself for wanting to know what dreams are swirling in her pretty head.

      “What is that for?” she whispers, barely audible while eyeing the golden cage.

      Cullen rushes in the blink of an eye. He closes the metal doors on each window, barring them shut. He hisses, backing away from them and shaking his hands as a small plume of smoke rises. The doors are made out of aged silver, to stop any vampire from entering, so now they are truly safe and alone. This tower was once a place for refuge, now claimed by the immortal prince.

      “No one can hear you now. There’s no need to whisper. My chamber is soundproof because it can be quite distracting if—well, vampires do enjoy their company.” He eyes the bed behind her.

      She walks over to the table. “Well, I’m glad that I don’t have to pretend anymore,” setting the book down still wrapped in cloth. The young Witch promptly approaches Cullen as his eyes run the length of her. She pauses before swinging her arm and slapping him across the face. He doesn’t move and she hisses from the sting spreading on the palm of her hand.

      “Dammit!” she yells, unable to control her emotions.

      “I suppose I deserved that.” He candidly admits, while folding his arms over his chest.

      She rubs her thumb in the center of her aching hand. “Yes, you did. Don’t ever touch me again. Especially biting me with those things.” She waves her aching fingers toward his mouth. “I don’t want to become infected. I have work to do here.”

      Cullen controls his smile. He knows it will only anger her more. “It was the only choice I had. You had to be bitten.”

      She shakes her head, still rubbing the center of her hand.

      “Can I?” he asks, approaching her. Talen looks up at him as he reaches in and gently takes her hand in his. He presses his thumb in the webbing beneath her index finger. She hisses at first, trying to pull away, but he holds it steady. “You mortals have so many nerve endings, this one will ease the pain as well as end any aches you might feel in your head.”

      The pain eases as Talen studies his face. Cullen is much gentler than she expected him to be. Vampires are supposed to be brutal and unforgiving, but Cullen Moore seemed to float between two worlds. A curiosity to her.

      Talen clears her throat. “How do you know this?”

      Cullen releases her hand and smiles. “Reading. We have a library full of knowledge and your body—any mortal’s body, is something I’ve studied at great length.”

      “Why—I mean, you’re immortal. I wouldn’t expect someone like you to care.”

      “Well—truthfully?” he studies the portrait above the fireplace, but finally his crimson eyes land back on Talen, who is starting to find the color less threatening. “It was required reading by my father. He wanted me—and my brothers, to know exactly where we should bite to keep you, I mean someone like you, alive longer.”

      Talen swallows hard. “That’s unsettling.”

      “I suppose it would be, but I ended up finding a mortal’s body fascinating. There are so many ways to feel pleasure or pain.”

      Talen blinks her way through his words. His admission producing a fluttering low in the pit of her stomach. She takes a deep breath and releases it, hoping to relax. Cullen shouldn’t be admitting these things to her but he’s in desperate need to ignore the girl he placed in the cage. Conversation seems to help more than anything. He enjoys stimulating his mind most of all and Talen was worthy of that. She could be irritating, but Cullen found her oddly intriguing as well.

      “How does it feel?” he asks.

      Talen is caught staring at his lips. She is exhausted. “Better—good, I suppose. The sting is gone.”

      “That pleases me.”

      “I could’ve fixed this myself.” She adds.

      “I felt an obligation. I did do something without your consent—as you stated.”

      “Well, I—I’m tired. I need to sleep. Hopefully Everleigh will wake soon so I can get started.”

      The muscles in Cullen’s jaw tense. Hearing her name spoken out loud in his room has bothered him more than he plans to admit. He would rather think of her as a means to end their mutual problem.

      “Of course, feel free to sleep in the bed. I promise you it is comfortable. I’ve laid in it many times.”

      Talen looks behind her just as Cullen moves faster than she can comprehend. He returns to the same spot. Her hair has been lifted around her face. She sighs. “Could you please stop doing that?”

      “I turned the bed down for you and fluffed the pillow.”

      She eyes the bed. “Oh, well thank you. I just don’t want you to bite me again, okay?”

      Cullen’s eyes shimmer, reminding the Witch of his immortality. “I won’t. It was only out of necessity. Besides, you didn’t taste that good.”

      “I what?”

      He smiles while leaning in. “I’m only teasing. I didn’t taste you at all. I spit out the blood.”

      She crooks her neck. “Oh—I see, well that’s good, I guess.”

      She makes her way over to the bed, looking behind her a couple of times as if it would matter if Cullen decided to attack her. But Talen has to trust that he finds her valuable or she would already be dead.

      She crawls into the bed and slips under the comforter. Her teeth begin to chatter from the chill in the room. She gathers the blanket around her neck and Cullen quickly starts a fire faster than a mortal’s eye could witness. The flames burn brightly, and the warmth begins to fill the space. Finally, Talen Freeborn is able to drift off into a peaceful sleep as the vampire Prince watches over her with a look of worry on his face. He catches himself thumbing at the center of his hand as if he could soothe himself this way.

      He turns as Everleigh rolls over in the golden cage. There are plenty of furs beneath her, but he’s compelled to suddenly hover over her once again.

      His teeth ache. His body tenses.

      He reaches out with a trembling hand wanting so badly to touch her opaque skin, but knowing he shouldn’t. She rolls onto her back and breathes a name he didn’t expect to hear.

      “Cullen.”

      Her voice more powerful than a vampire’s lust for blood.

      It was then that Cullen knew his greatest challenge in all of this might be letting her go free.
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      Arcadia rises up with the small dragon cradled against her chest. She stares into the dragon’s large lilac eyes. Its blue skin is warm to the touch like that of a wolf. A fire is constantly churning in its chest. It will grow stronger as the dragon reaches maturity, which should only take a few months—sometimes less depending on how much the dragon feeds.

      She’s finding it hard to believe that this beautiful creature ever flew high above them, hunting down wolves with devastating precision. It was the dragons that drove the wolves to near extinction. Without the treaty, they would surely be gone. But who controlled the beasts?

      Arcadia takes a quick look at Rowe Efhren, who is fidgeting with a broken stick, and then to Maliah who’s pastel pink braid slips over her shoulder and taps at her outer thigh. She pauses. Trying to remain objective but realizing that if she wanted to, she could end their lives, and no one would ever question her. Not one wolf would protest it as the Fate had spent years trying their best to exterminate their kind, using them as food for their dragons.

      Or maybe she could take them as prisoners and bargain her way out of a life she doesn’t want to live?

      Yes, that could possibly work!

      Arcadia secretly plots while continuing to hold the blue dragon ever so near. She takes a breath, contemplating the decision she has made.

      The dragon begins to purr. It melts her heart. She wants to be angry. She should be angry.

      But why isn’t she?

      The voice of an elder speaks to her. It is an honor to receive such a blessing.

      Hold true to your word, Arcadia. We are nothing without it.

      She blinks through the reminder. The voice of her grandmother lingers like a ghost. In some ways she is grateful she can still hear the voices of her ancestors—but in other ways—ways that would make the young wolf princess happiest, they are a true curse.

      She peers up at the moon, now belly full in the night sky. The light illuminates her bronze skin. Arcadia is a beauty to behold with frosted white hair and bright eyes. Any wolf would be lucky to have her, but her heart belongs to only one, and he is but a few feet away.

      The wolf princess gently strokes the sleeping dragon’s side with her open hand. It’s covered with tough scales on its small frame that capture the light, morphing to match its environment as the dragon moves, making it easier to camouflage itself. Arcadia stares at it in wonder. It is a perfect predator. It will grow with age, reminding her that what she holds in her arms is a threat to her kind, as it always has been.

      The dragon rolls onto its back, showing that it trusts her. She sighs.

      The belly of this dragon is the color of the night sky, even mimicking the stars on the edge of a few scales that reflect in Arcadia’s eyes. It may be the perfect predator and yet Arcadia doesn’t fear it. She can’t allow that to happen. The hate and prejudice against those unlike them must end with her. She knows this is her true purpose now as she stares into the dragon’s innocent eyes. Proving how conflicted she is. One moment contemplating the Fates death for her freedom and the next appreciating their arrival to mark a new beginning.

      The dragon yawns, showing off its baby teeth, still smooth to the touch. They will shed and sharpened fangs will take the place of these. Smooth teeth ensure the dragons can feed longer from their mothers. Their teeth and talons will accompany their maturity, coming half-way through their growth to help it survive. But for now, it is rendered mostly helpless—even more so without its mother to protect it.

      Arcadia feels the pull toward motherhood, even more so now as she’s reached the age that female wolves are ready to mate and produce their first litter of pups. But she is fighting against it, knowing it will mark the end of her life as it is now.

      “I want to thank you for telling me a truth I was never afforded.” Rowe admits, tossing a rolled leaf into the dying embers.

      Arcadia is grateful for the interruption as her thoughts were beginning to consume her. “There are some ugly truths in this world, but meeting you and your mate gives me hope that we can—”

      Maliah lifts a hand. “No—no—we are not mates.”  Heat rises on her cheeks.

      The edge of Arcadia’s lip curls. “Well, meeting both of you has given me hope that not all Fate are filled with hate for my kind.”

      Rowe stares into Arcadia’s caramel-colored eyes. “I have never hated anyone.” He pauses, while watching the moonlight slip across her skin like a veil. “Except perhaps my brother, on occasion. He is to be king, and his ego can often get the better of him.”

      “Siblings can be challenging,” she admits.

      “Noble is more than that. He is, in many ways, just like our father.”

      The wolf princess straightens. “That is concerning.”

      “Not as concerning as how angry Rowe’s parents will be when they realize we are gone and that he left with someone like me.” Maliah lets her distaste for the king and queen known, although she often hid it away.

      “Are women not equals in your kingdom?” Arren asks, disgusted by the thought of it.

      “Oh, no—we are equal, but there is a hierarchy according to bloodlines and mine is tainted because, as Arcadia mentioned, I am more Fae than Elven kind and this is frowned upon, although it is the Fae blood in all of us that helped us survive this many years—and, I’m ashamed to admit, the reason we were so brutal during the War of Brumah.” She lowers her shoulders, embarrassed by the truth of her lineage.

      She instinctively rocks the dragon as if it were one of her pups. “I am ashamed to admit that we also have this hierarchy in our pack,” she glances at Arren, wishing she could change things. “So, it seems that even here, in a place I consider most free, some still suffer oppression in other ways. And do not fret. I won’t judge you for a war you had no part of.” She adds, hoping her words ring true with the second son of the Fate king.

      Rowe steps forward. “I don’t wish for it to be this way. I’ve never looked down on anyone, and I hate the thought of War. I’m glad to have never known of it. I want all people to be equal—all kingdoms, all races, but we walled ourselves away, refusing to cross those lines and for what? Fear of the unknown? We must do better—be better, treat each other with kindness and understanding and stop being so damned afraid.” He straightens his shoulders, proud to admit how he truly feels about the world he was born into.

      Arcadia is ashamed that the thought of using him and his companion as a way to bargain for a life she wished to have ever crossed her mind.

      Maliah looks to him, touched by his passionate words. She had never known of Rowe to share such feelings, but now, here in this foreign place with strangers, he had found his courage.

      “I didn’t know you felt this way, Rowe.” Maliah admits, looking to him with compassion in her eyes.

      “You never asked.” He states, which was true. Maliah’s place had always been to accompany Rowe and be his friend. To offer companionship and entertainment. But their conversations had never reached a deeper level than this. Even as she decided to offer herself to him in a heated moment of passion.

      Arcadia juts her chin. “Then it is you who I wish would be king of your people, Rowe Efhren, for once I am queen it will be my duty to navigate this world as those before me, and I—like you—don’t believe that anyone should be above the other, no matter their bloodline, race, or kingdom. I plan to do my best to bridge this gap created by those who came before us.”

      Arren steps up to her side and stares upon her beauty. Lowering his head. He is humbled by it.

      Maliah and Rowe can see the love the two wolves have for each other, and it is then they both understand that their situation might not be so unlike their own. Perhaps this could be the first steps in understanding each other, as different as they seemed to be when they first met on the black sands of the beach.

      “So, will you offer safe passage and give protection—if not to the two of us, then to her?” Rowe looks to the small dragon, hoping Arcadia will hold true to her want of a new world and do the unthinkable by offering shelter to a creature that once hunted her people.

      “It’s a female?” Maliah asks.

      Rowe thinks back to that moment in the cave when he witnessed the mother dragon’s death and witnessed the birth of her daughter. “She is.”

      Maliah gazes upon the small dragon resting in Arcadia’s arms. “How do you know?”

      Rowe sighs. “I wish I could answer other than saying, I just do. I know it sounds unbelievable, but I think I’ve always known, since the moment I hid her away and carried her from that nest.”

      Arcadia looks to the stars. “You have a bond that cannot be broken. This is something her mother gave to you. It’s a gift, Rowe Efhren. This dragon is the future of their kind, she must be protected and allowed to thrive in this world without being robbed of flight. But convincing my mother of such a thing might prove to be too large a task. She witnessed what this creature, and others like it, can do, and she still suffers from the nightmares of that time. There are also other wolves, Elders on the high council, who may see fit to destroy it.” Arcadia strokes the dragon’s side as it continues to purr in her arms. She would be lying if she said the dragon had not charmed her. She can only hope it isn’t something she will come to regret.

      “No—this cannot be!” Rowe takes one step toward Arcadia and Arren is there to block his advances in the blink of an eye. The Fate stares up at the protective wolf, neither of them willing to back down. A Fate’s bravery known to all even if it causes their own demise. Rowe had often been thought of as a gentle boy, but in truth, he had his father’s blood coursing through his veins.

      “I did not say I would allow this to happen, I simply speak the truth. Yours is not the only royal house with those who cannot move past what once was, and lest you forget, it was not my people who took to the skies with starving dragons to feed upon the wolves. That was yours.”

      Rowe takes a deep breath and releases it. “I feel a great need to protect this dragon, so I apologize for my reaction. It was in haste. I would never harm you, Arcadia Miakoda, soon to be queen.” His eyes shift onto Arren. “Nor you.”

      Arren chuckles under his breath. “As if you could harm us.”

      “You would be surprised what I can do if provoked, wolf.”

      His tattoos begin to glow on his neck and arms as the energy gathers in his core. Arren grits his teeth, allowing his fangs to show. Both Fate and wolf are formidable foes. Perhaps equally matched in strength if forced to fight each other. What the wolf possesses in speed and endurance, the Fate equals in agility and accuracy.

      Maliah slips in between them, placing a hand to both of their chests. “Could you both prove who has the bigger—ego,” she grins, “at another time, please?”

      Rowe sighs. “Maliah.”

      Her brow cocks. “Our quest doesn’t include two boys battling it out—remember why we came here.”

      Arren smirks. “He may be a boy, Maliah—but I am a man.”

      She has to look up at him. “Oh, I can see that.”

      “So, what is it that you propose we do?” Rowe asks the soon-to-be wolf queen, wanting to end this foolishness with Arren. Not to mention, Maliah’s attention to the wolf is beginning to annoy him.

      Maliah steps aside, hoping the two of them have decided to quit acting like children.

      “The only thing that can be done.” Arcadia reluctantly admits.

      Maliah takes a step forward. “And what might that be?”

      Arcadia looks toward the starlit sky. “I must return home. Arren will take you to safety.”

      Arren lowers his head. He is momentarily stunned to silence.

      “Arcadia, please. Don’t do this.” He begs.

      The wolf princess looks to her protector with love in her eyes. “Lead them to a place of safety. Do this for me, please? You know my mother would never allow me to leave. That is not my destiny, but it does not have to be yours.”

      He knows she speaks the truth. Althea would never allow any harm to come to her daughter. The future ruler of their pack. “All that exists are the Witches and Vampires to the North, Arcadia. What safety could they offer us? We have no alliance with either of them.”

      She shakes her head, rocking the dragon in her arms to ensure that it continues to rest.

      Arcadia closes her eyes, calling to her ancestors and asking for their help. She blocks out all sound, deafening the world around her. In that silence she hears the words she both expected and feared.

      Her eyes snap open. “You shall travel to a place my grandmother spoke of when I was but a child. A place where all are free—an oasis just across The Sorrow.”

      “You can’t mean The Obsideon Veil, Arcadia! There is no safety to be found there. It is a place for the banished and broken—traitors to their kind—lawless, as well as the Umbra, who cannot be trusted!”

      “The Umbra?” Rowe’s brow furrows.

      Arren crooks his neck. “They are paid to do terrible things for the highest bidder, they are flesh peddlers, selling off women to the vampires to the north. I’ve even heard that they’ve stolen a dragon egg or two.”

      Rowe is quick to deny his claim. “No one would dare sail to Dragon’s Keep.”

      “Have you been standing guard?” Arren asks.

      Rowe grits his teeth.

      Arren shakes his head. “They are mercenaries. Murderers. Thieves. They are not to be trusted.”

      “Well, they sound great.” Maliah mutters.

      Rowe fingers at his wrist, it glows with his worth as most do in Ellian. His riches are endless as any royal son’s would be. The interlocking triangular symbol is magickly bound to him. It is how they do trade, except for the mortals who still deal in paper currency, believing the symbol branded on the skin to be evil in nature. The Fate prince knows he can pay for safe passage, and gladly will deal with the Umbra to do so.

      Maliah is busy making her case as to why none of them should deal with the Umbra when Rowe speaks up.

      “I will pay for us to travel there. I have more than enough.”

      Maliah steps forward. “I know of this place. My mother told me it is for the damned among us. Those who have no loyalty to their kingdoms. It is dangerous, Rowe.”

      He lets go of his wrist and Maliah glances at it. “No.” she whispers.

      “We have no choice. We cannot go back, only forward, remember, Maliah? Be the future. That is what you told me. Well, I want to be just that.”

      Arcadia looks to her, the moonlight sparkling in her eyes. “What is it that a parent will tell a child if they wish to keep them from eating too many sweets? They will promise sickness—scaring the child. But my grandmother shared a secret with me, that was not supposed to be spoken of until I took the crown. She was rebellious, which might explain a lot about my nature—but this truth has been passed down from generation to generation in my bloodline. For The Obsideon Veil is just that—a veil that hides a truth. It is said that a world stirs beneath the surface of what is thought to be a desolate place of danger. One where all who dwell in it are not only free but accept each other just as they are. A place where love is found, not arranged.”

      “Arcadia—could this be true?” Arren is hopeful for the first time in his life.

      She sighs, walking up to Rowe and handing the dragon to him.

      The wolf princess approaches Arren. “Do you wish it to be?” she asks in a half-whisper.

      Arcadia places her hand to his cheek. He closes his eyes.

      “I would never ask you to stand by me as I am mated with another. I feel for you as I know you do for me. Perhaps this is my destiny, to find freedom for you.”

      Arren’s eyes snap open. His heart skipping a beat. “Arcadia, my loyalty lies with you, now and always.”

      She shakes her head. “You must think of yourself for the first time. Think of what I am offering you. You can be free if this is truth. You could find a mate and never serve another. You could be happy.”

      He takes a step back, filled with defiance. “I would never leave you, Arcadia, it is my duty to protect and serve you until my death, and even then, I would fight to visit you from the next realm, for my soul is bound to yours, now and always.”

      Arcadia stares deeply into his eyes, she knows he will not agree with her now, but if what her grandmother said is true, then perhaps his mind might be changed if he sets eyes upon a place where he could live his life however he wishes. This, the only true gift she could ever offer to him, as her life was never her own. She can’t simply walk away from her mother—the pack, her sworn duty to rule. Her mother would come looking for her, bringing every warrior along with her and killing anyone she believed to be a threat.

      “I ask that you lead them to the eastern shore. You must charter a vessel and sail to The Obsideon Veil without me to offer them safe passage. You know that my mother would never allow for me to simply slip away. She would turn every stone, search every inch of land, and kill anyone who stood in her way to find me. But once they have found safety, you may return to me, if you wish. But if you find something there that brings you joy, please hold onto it, for as much as I wish to lay eyes upon you again, my heart would be full knowing you are happy for it is all that truly matters to me.”

      She wipes a tear from her cheek as Arren lifts a hand, wanting so desperately to insist she is wrong, but knowing she speaks the truth. His life would be forfeited if their queen believed he had taken her only daughter. His heart begins to break. Fearing this may be the last time he will see her beautiful face. Smell her scent. Be allowed in her presence.

      Arcadia takes his hand and kisses it ever so lovingly. “I will build a fortress around my heart that none can breach but you.”

      No more words pass between them for none are left to be said. Her forehead rests against his, then she turns to run, leaping into the air and shedding her mortal form to become the beautiful wolf princess that Arren so loved. She rushes through the thick forest, fighting back the tears and lets out a lonely howl off in the distance. Sorrow weighs heavily in the wolf’s heart as he matches her howl, letting it rise into the night sky.

      Rowe looks to Maliah who has placed her hand to her heart. The sight of the two wolves had nearly brought her to tears. Arren’s love for Arcadia something she feels honored to witness. Not many in this world are as dedicated to each other as these two seem to be, but with this burst of jealousy also comes sadness. Maliah knows that she might’ve witnessed their final moment together.

      “Arren,” she hopes to console him, but the wolf straightens his shoulders.

      “We will travel east as she has instructed.”

      “But if you want to go after her we would understand. Just show us the way and you can go home if you wish.”

      Arren turns to look at the young Fate, his eyes nearly lifeless as Arcadia had used her will upon him. This is something that lives in their bloodlines like a breathing organism. She is a leader, a female alpha, and Arren will always obey. From birth his life had been dedicated to hers. His purpose to serve and protect. Without her his only purpose now being what she forced upon him, something Arcadia despised doing, but knew was necessary. A protective wolf, such as Arren, could not be convinced to leave her side unless she used this power on him. It is something she had promised never to do, because it goes against everything she believes. But she is desperate and has no choice.

      “We will charter a ship and travel to The Obsideon Veil.”

      “I heard what she said.” Maliah reminds him.

      “Then we will do as we are told!” he snaps, kicking dirt onto the last glowing embers of the fire until it is thoroughly extinguished.

      “Fine.” Maliah huffs, embarrassed that he turned on her so quickly. She only wanted to help him, but it seems he doesn’t want her kind words.

      She turns away, biting her lip to stare in the direction that Arcadia had gone. She’s tempted to start walking, just abandon this ridiculous adventure, but she’s kept in place as her eyes skirt over Rowe Efhren. He is trying to cradle the dragon, but he appears awkward in doing so. He may have a will to protect the small creature, but no true nurturing abilities.

      “Come, we will start our journey. The eastern shoreline is a two day walk in that direction. We must get started now.”

      Maliah yawns and so does the dragon.

      “I believe they could use some rest,” Rowe admits, feeling some fatigue himself from a long day. His exhaustion coming more from mental stress than physical.

      “I will carry them, and you, if necessary,” Arren states.

      Rowe narrows his eyes.

      Maliah enthusiastically nods. “I could be carried.”

      Rowe looks to her and she shrugs her shoulders.

      “I will shift, make room.”

      “I—” Rowe begins to speak but is promptly interrupted.

      Within seconds Arren’s clothing is torn away and he stands before them once again in wolf form. “Place the dragon on my back.” Arren insists.

      Rowe reluctantly places the small creature between Arren’s shoulder blades and the dragon sinks into his soft fur. Maliah’s eyes run the length of Arren’s frame, pausing in places it shouldn’t.

      “Do you wish to sleep?” Rowe asks, stepping in between her and the wolf.

      She clears her throat. “Ye-yes.” She stutters.

      Rowe is annoyed with the attention she’s paid to Arren Verrick but realizes that wolves have a power over others that is often misunderstood. The pheromones proving to be effective on Maliah. He grabs her waist and lifts her up, so she can climb onto Arren’s back. She looks down to him, offering a nod. Rowe releases his hold on her leg and allows Maliah to lean forward, quickly closing her eyes and ready to sleep away the excitement of the day.

      But Rowe refuses to sleep, although tired, he will not sit on Arren’s back. Besides, the wolf doesn’t seem tired at all.

      “There is room.” Arren smiles, his sharpened fangs showing.

      “I’m wide awake. Let’s go.” Rowe lies, stubbornly fighting his fatigue.

      Arren begins to walk east as Rowe sticks by his side. He’d rather move away from him, but he prefers to keep an eye on Maliah and the small dragon, now both sound asleep.

      “I swear she can rest anywhere.” Rowe admits, glancing up at her.

      Arren side-eyes him. He wasn’t expecting a friendly conversation, but perhaps it would be a nice distraction.

      “So, you love the girl.” Arren blurts it out as Rowe’s eyes widen.

      “I—no—I mean, maybe—I don’t know why you would think such a thing.” He tries to keep his voice low.

      “I see how you look at the female Fate.”

      “We grew up together.” Rowe crooks his neck. “She was given to me and I didn’t even know it.” His eyes are filled with sadness.

      “This I understand. I was also given freely when I was just a pup. I was trained to defend and protect my future queen and her brother, Nyx.”

      Rowe shakes his head. “Well, I didn’t know that Maliah was given to me in this way. I guess she was meant to be a friend and playmate.”

      “She wasn’t trained to protect you?”

      Rowe shakes his head. “I mean, she can fight—this I know. She is a formidable foe with her daggers.”

      “Mmm, then perhaps she wasn’t so unlike me in this way.” Arren ponders.

      “No—Maliah is competitive. That is all. She challenges me.”

      “But you said she was given to you.” Arren keeps walking at a steady pace. He may seem argumentative, but it isn’t his way. He’s merely stating facts.

      Rowe takes a deep breath and releases it. “She isn’t a slave.”

      Arren chuckles. “We are all slaves to something, Rowe Efhren, whether it be to our hearts, minds—or to another. Some, like you, are born with privilege, because of your station in life, but others, like myself and your mate—I mean, companion,” he corrects himself, “are born to serve a purpose. Hers, it seems, is to offer company, mine is to protect.”

      Rowe steps over some twisting roots as they enter the forest that separates them from the eastern shoreline. His Lilac eyes adjust to the dimming light as the thick trees shield them from much of the moonlight. His blue hair now looking nearly black. The young Fates tattoos begin to glow beneath his skin, allowing him to see. Arren glances in his direction.

      “Is this something done to you at birth?” he asks.

      Rowe looks at the tattoos on his arm. “We are baptized in the silver water that sits in the center of our kingdom when we are born. It allows our tattoos to become visible when needed.”

      “So, you are a candle.” Arren chuckles.

      The fate prince rolls his eyes. “And here I thought you wanted to have a mature conversation.”

      “I’m trying to pass the time.”

      “Right—so, is nudity your thing?”

      Arren grins. “I realize it is hard to look at me without questioning your choices, but perhaps a little running might help build some muscle.”

      Rowe laughs. “I have muscles.”

      “Right—in your jaw.” The wolf scoffs, enjoying their exchange.

      Arren is easily navigating the forest floor as it becomes increasingly cluttered with twisting roots and fallen branches. The moss has grown thick over decaying wood and rock. This is a place that Arren knows well, as Arcadia had often run off to it when she was angry with her mother’s demands. Arren was tasked to retrieve her. She would hide in these woods. But she knew better than to wander too deep, for these woods could be treacherous to those who did not know their way.

      Rowe slows down, gently reaching behind his back to retrieve an arrow. He freezes in place as he listens to a distant humming on the wind. His tattoos begin to fade, taking with them the light. He gasps. This should not be happening. But something is drawing the energy from his body. He can feel it draining him.

      “What evil thing dwells in this forest, wolf?” Rowe lowers to one knee, drawing the arrow to his bow without making a sound. He pulls it tight, searching in the shadows for any signs of movement.

      “Shh, don’t show aggression.” Arren warns while hunching lower to the ground. Rowe looks to Maliah, who is sound asleep. The baby dragon is still nestled between Arren’s shoulder blades.

      Rowe doesn’t heed his warning, instead steadying his bow, aiming it into the darkness.

      “Show yourself!” he demands.

      Arren grinds his fangs. “I told you to not show aggression.”

      “Something is out there. I can feel it draining my energy.”

      “And your plan is to provoke it?”

      Rowe refuses to look at him. “I really need for you to be quiet.”

      “Why? So, you can intimidate it with your muscular body?”

      “I swear, I’ll shoot you first.” Rowe grumbles.

      Arren rises to his feet as the entire forest bed becomes illuminated in a soft glow. The patches of knee-high mushrooms begin to release plumes of glittering dust into the night air. The dragonflies gather. The lightening bugs swarm. Strange creatures’ peek from behind moss covered rocks. A snake slithers over his front paws. He spots a Foxcat, something said to be extinct, but it exists here in this enchanted place. The creature stands atop a rock, it’s white fur practically glowing. It’s large ears twitch as it tracks something yet unseen.

      Rowe is also mesmerized by what he sees. The mushrooms swiftly change from pink, to purple, blue then red. They fill the air with song—nothing that could be detected by mortal ears, but Fate and wolves alike can hear it. Rowe can no longer hold the weight of his bow. It drops to the ground. He’s forced to press his palm into the forest bed. He uses what little energy he has left to look over at Arren, whose legs have also weakened. The song is draining them of their strength.

      “It can’t be. I’ve heard stories, but I thought they were meant to scare us.” Arren shakes his head, fighting off the sleepiness as a young girl approaches them with flowing black hair and yellow eyes. Her feet float above the mushrooms, her bare feet barely touching them as she glides along appearing weightless. She’s humming the song that has rendered them helpless. Rowe looks to her, hoping to speak, but he’s unable to form words. It seems whatever magic this girl possesses affects those caught in her song like the poison seeping from the unusually large mushrooms. His lips begin to tingle. His fingers start to turn blue.

      She sniffs the air, her eyes wide like saucers, nestled in snow white lashes. The colors of the mushrooms ripple on the surface of her skin like water. Her humming continues, proving to be the source of her power. She’s immobilized them. If she chose, she could surely kill each of them without much effort at all, making her as deadly as she is beautiful. Rowe groans. The wolf snarls. His limbs nearly numb.

      She tilts in the air, still not touching the ground, and picks up the sharpened arrow. She breaks it in half with two fingers. Rowe stares at her with a growing horror. He understands they are at her mercy but knows not how he’ll speak to share their intentions.

      Surely this won’t be the end of them. Not so soon. Not like this.

      He had always known he was destined for more.

      The young Fate grits his teeth, fighting to speak through the haze this creature has created in his mind.

      “I am the Heir of Silver Flame. Son of Elio Efhren. Fate King.” He warns, hoping it will be enough to persuade her. “My father will burn this forest to the ground if you do us harm.”

      She glares at him, lifting a finger and flicking it back and forth as if to scold him for threatening her.

      “She is a Forest Spirit—known as Baba Yaga. I thought she was a myth. It was something the elders told us when we were pups to prevent us from wandering too far away from home.” Arren manages to get the words out as he fights to stand.

      She is drawn to him, her hair suddenly changing from black to white—her eyes now saturated in blood red. Arren’s use of her name has angered her. She opens her mouth, preparing to release a sound so piercing it will render the wolf deaf and blind when suddenly she sees it. A small blue dragon curled up between the wolf’s shoulder blades. Maliah slides from Arren’s back and hits the ground, still sleeping and unable to wake in the presence of the girl. But she leans in, eyes locked onto the dragon. The small creature stirs, then yawns. A tiny spark passing through her lips. Her scales begin to change in color, gathering the hues of the forest and the surrounding mushrooms. A mixture of blue, purple, red and yellow glides along the small dragon’s scales. A beauty to behold.

      The forest spirit tilts her head. Trapped by curiosity. The dragon rises, allowing the girl to see her own reflection in its scales. It is the only thing that can cause her anguish and pain. It is her curse to carry.

      She grabs the sides of her head and shakes it back and forth so violently the ground vibrates. The leaves fall from the surrounding trees as if an invisible force is shaking the trunks. Thick limbs splinter and the woodland creatures scatter in fear. She tries to scream, but her voice is now gone. Trapped in the reflection still mirrored in the dragon’s scales. She falls back, writhing on the ground, unable to stop the throbbing pain in her head. Rowe stumbles to his feet and Arren shakes off the cobwebs of her deadly magic.

      The deep growl rumbles in Arren’s chest as he lunges forward, the dragon clinging to his thick fur. Rowe scrambles to retrieve his bow, drawing another arrow from his back and takes deadly aim. His arrow turns to dust, so he draws another, then another. The girl may be weakened but her magick is still preventing him from burying his deadly weapon in her black heart.

      Maliah pushes herself up on all fours, coughing as her throat opens back up. She takes a deep breath, filling her lungs with fresh air and turns to witness the forest spirit rising from the ground. Her hair now changing colors from white to purple to blue. The girl fights to take back the energy from the forest. Her eyes are closed, but she lifts her hands and begins to form a ball of energy that churns like fire.

      Maliah rubs her throat. “What the hell is that!”

      The Fate prince takes a slow breath, drawing another arrow.

      “Ask the wolf who doesn’t like to wear pants.”

      “Forest spirit!” Arren yells.

      “What did you both do to piss her off?”

      “Can we talk about this later, Maliah?” he mutters.

      The forest spirit swipes her hand in the air and Rowe is lifted from the ground. His bow is stripped from his hands. His feet point toward the forest floor as he claws at his throat. She is stealing his breath with each moment that passes.

      Arren digs his claws into the moss and begins to leap toward her, but the girl waves her hand in his direction. Twisted vines sprout from the dirt and wrap his legs. He yelps as they tighten against his fur. He can feel his muscles strain. Soon they will break, and then his bones.

      Maliah pulls her daggers and grits her teeth, pressing against the ground and rushing in her direction. She flings the daggers ahead of her, but the forest spirit spreads her arms and the daggers fly in either direction, embedding themselves into the trees. The forest spirit moans as the sharpened blades dig into the bark. Her sides now moist with blood. Her life is tied to this forest and everything that happens within it.

      The girl lifts her hands and Maliah is thrown against a thick trunk and is held there by what appears to be an invisible force. The young Fate can feel her chest being crushed by the will of this creature. She tries her best to break free but it’s no use. Her eyes widen with fear, Will this be her final moments? She winces.

      “No, it cannot be! I will not let you kill me this way!” Maliah cries out, able to regain her voice in the midst of this terrible attack.

      All three great warriors are now incapacitated. Arren is barely able to breathe. Rowe’s eyes begin to roll into the back of his head from lack of oxygen. Even Maliah’s vision is beginning to blur, but, in their darkest hour, the small dragon crawls out from the twisting vines and stands before the forest spirit. It looks to Arren who is gasping for air, to Maliah who is held against the tree and to Rowe who is hovering just inches off the ground.

      She shakes her head and expands her wings, rising onto her hind legs and takes a deep breath. The dragon fills her tiny lungs with as much air as they can possibly hold.

      The forest spirit begins to laugh. The sound of it echoing through the trees. She had ruled this forest for as long as she could remember. But, like most things in this world, War had driven the creature away from her homeland as the rest of her kind perished. She, being the only one like her left in this forsaken place.

      The girl flings her arms forward, throwing the ball of energy in their direction. The dragon opens her mouth and breathes a flame so burning hot that it could melt steel and char bone. The dragon fire clashes with the ball of energy and drives it back toward the forest spirit, finally engulfing the girl and creating a bubble that continues to shrink as she fights to control it. The dragon continues to release her fire until the energy is absorbed back into Baba Yaga.

      All that is left behind is a small child, resembling that of a mortal. She is lying in the thick moss on the forest floor.

      Arren is able to break free from the twisting vine. Maliah drops from the side of the majestic tree, and Rowe lands on his feet, taking a much-needed breath.

      The dragon brushes against his leg and he scoops her up, cradling her in his arms. Arren and Maliah step up to his side as the young girl begins to sink into the moss, finding peace.

      “Well damn,” Maliah brushes splintered wood and leaves from her hair and clothing.

      Arren shakes out his fur, shedding debris from the forest. “It would seem that we are not protecting this little one.”

      Rowe looks down as the small dragon yawns before drifting off to sleep. He studies her peaceful face, knowing she may be the most dangerous creature in the entire world.
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      Cullen hisses once again. He accepts the searing pain from aged silver as he attaches a lock to his door that would sit unbroken. His paranoia now heightened as not one, but two Witches lay in his bed chamber. Their combined scent stings his nostrils even now with Talen’s spell still lingering on his skin. The shimmering remains of her magickal dust spotting his cheeks and forehead. Soon the Witches magick would fade and the vampire would be forced to face his greatest trial as his hunger grew stronger.

      But his thoughts are now elsewhere. He sniffs the air and catches the scent of his mother, Ezlen, Queen of Shadows. In some ways, it soothes him. At least he knows she is still here, but the scent of the others is faint—somewhat distant. Faded.

      The vampire prince walks across the bridge connecting the two towers. The howling wind swirling around his body and lifting his golden locks. His stride is graceful. His footing solid. He is the only one who chose to stay this far away from the center of the kingdom. But Cullen had grown weary of being immortal. Disregarding a precious gift many would give anything to possess.

      Raiden had given Cullen a life some could only dream of. He only wished he could remember what it was like to be mortal—some three-hundred years ago, when he was offered to Raiden as part of the treaty to end the war.

      But he couldn’t worry himself with such things now. He must speak with Ezlen and make her privy to the truth—as much as he could offer. He was also concerned about his father, who was not well when he left. Hopefully, whatever afflicted him had slowed, but he couldn’t assume such things to be true.

      Cullen pushes on the weighted doors. He doesn’t know what he will discover but realizes he must seek the truth before Everleigh wakes. He enters the grand space. His shadow races behind him, captured in the reflective marble beneath his feet.

      He peers into the darkness. Most of the candles have now been extinguished or simply burned down beyond their wicks from lack of care.

      Where are the familiars? He thinks to himself.

      He senses a presence.

      His mother Ezlen, who is fully armored in gold, is now sitting on his father’s throne. She is motionless. A mortal might take her to be a statue, but Cullen knows better.

      He tilts his head as he approaches her with caution.

      “Mother?” he calls out as her eyes open. She appeared to be resting but why here?

      Ezlen narrows her blackened eyes and tilts her head. She rises from the throne, floating across the floor as she often does. She lingers before him. Cullen can smell the iron on her mouth. His mother has fed, and recently, but it’s more pungent than he would normally expect. Ezlen had never been one to feast, instead sipping on blood. He often appreciated her grace, although she had many a servant girl.

      She parts her lips. A bloody tear slips over her porcelain cheek.

      Cullen peers off to the side, he can see a shadowy mound. “Mother? What has happened?” he asks, hoping to get the answers he seeks, otherwise he may be forced to leave the only home he’s known.

      “My love.” Her voice is weak, it pains him. He’s never witnessed her this way.

      Cullen looks down and can see that she is bleeding from her side. The trail of blood leads back to the throne. “Who has harmed you?!”

      Ezlen looks down at her side and back to her favorite son. “Mmm, sweetest boy. It seems your father’s inability to control his thirst has cost us dearly.”

      Cullen looks around the room. “Where is he—tell me so I may speak with him.”

      “I fear your father has—” She pauses, reaching down to hold her trembling hand against her side. “He has taken our vessel, the Demeter, and set sail across The Sorrow. He slumbers, my son, in the blackened dirt of our land. He will wake as Dracula once did—transformed, spreading like a plague. A destroyer of worlds.”

      “Where are the others?” Cullen asks, fearful of the answer she might provide.

      She shakes her head. “He injured many. They rest now, deep beneath us in the crypt, where I should also be. But some left with him, his most loyal. He has infected them, too. They’re thirst will soon match his own.”

      “Why have you not rested so you could heal, mother?”

      She reaches up and gently cups his face in a chilled embrace. “Because I was waiting for you.” She begins to collapse, and Cullen catches her in his arms. He speaks, but the words fall on deaf ears as Ezlen Moore, Queen of Shadow, falls into a deep trance as her body fights to heal itself.

      He lifts her up, pausing when he realizes that the shadowy mound is Chaos. The blood from his fatal wounds has collected around his body. Cullen knows that his father would never harm his trusted protector unless he was unable to control his thirst. He fears what he will be forced to do if he cannot save him from this disease.

      Koa races into the room, having caught the scent of his brother. Upon seeing his only living sibling, he lets out a sorrowful howl. It is a mournful cry that is customary among wolves. It reverberates through the space, down every hallway and across the tops of the thick forest. No wolf would not hear his cry—or misunderstand it’s meaning.

      “Koa—please, be mindful. I know you mourn the loss of your brother, but you will alert all who understand your howling that a shadow hound has fallen. This will leave us weakened.”

      Koa shakes his head so violently that the chain holding his beautiful amulet breaks. The jeweled stone flies above him. Koa leaps up to capture it in his teeth. The stone shatters, causing shards of sharpened amethyst to puncture his gums. He lands with a deep growl rumbling through his chest. The shadow hound opens his mouth exposing his bloodied teeth. A heated wind swirls around his body. Koa prances in place, his eyes locked on the purple haze that now begins to take form. With a maddening speed, the purple mist rushes in, entering the shadow hound’s mouth and filling his lungs. He shakes his head, whining as it makes it difficult to breathe.

      Koa falls to his side, kicking wildly as the mist penetrates his blood and every fiber of his being. His bones crack, his muscles tear—his body begins to transform. Cullen stands frozen in place, holding his mother’s seemingly lifeless body in his arms.

      Talen sits straight up in the bed, startled from her slumber. She turns her attention to the door when the desperate howl penetrates the room and bounces off the walls. The Witch is forced to cover her ears from the sheer volume of it. A tear rushes down her cheek. She isn’t able to control the pain and emptiness that collects in the pit of her stomach. A Witches empathy can often be as much a curse as it is a blessing. She places her open palm against her heart.

      “Death.” She whispers before exiting the oversized bed and rushing toward the door. She pauses for a moment to look back at the golden cage. Everleigh is still sleeping.

      She reaches in and pulls on the door, but it won’t budge. The young Witch is forced to step back and lift her hands. She rubs her palms together and then slides them apart, pulling a thin thread of glowing white light through the air, carefully weaving her spell.

      Talen lowers to one knee and pulls the white glowing threads tight. Her magick forms a sharpened tool. She guides it through the keyhole while biting on the side of her tongue. It curls on the other side, wrapping around the silver lock. She rolls her hand and pulls, forcing the white string to slice through the metal. It drops to the stone floor with a resounding thud.

      The skillful Witch rises with a smile on her face. If nothing else, she believes in her ability to cast, although she had not learned all there is to know. Talen must trust it will be enough to give Everleigh what she needs to properly bond with Starfall.

      She glances at the newborn Witch who is still sleeping in the golden cage before pulling on the heavy door. She grunts, using all of her weight to move. She retrieves the broken lock and places it back on the door. She cups it with her hand while whispering to herself. Her palm begins to glow. She withdraws her hand, and the lock is as good as new. She turns away, taking the same path in which Cullen had led them to this lonely tower away from the rest.

      She hurries along, wondering if she’s done the right thing, but sees not one vampire. She suddenly hears the whining of what she assumes is Koa, the shadow hound that had carried them into The Black Gates. Her heart breaks for him and she is angered.

      A Witch is unable to ignore suffering once they find themselves close enough to feel it. This connection to life and nature grows as they age. Talen is now coming into her own and it also places her at risk. A young Witch will rush into danger without a second thought, but a mature Witch will mind her surroundings.

      Talen grinds her teeth as she pulls on the heavy door leading into the Grand Hall. Once inside, her eyes widen from the chaotic scene. She begins to concentrate on her craft, walking with a purpose.

      Cullen is holding a woman who appears to be wounded and bleeding onto the polished marble floor. And then she spots Koa, now laying on his side and crying out in pain. She begins to thread her fingers together, weaving a spell to heal him, and the woman, too, if she’s able, while hurrying her pace.

      Cullen can sense her presence as she rushes in behind him. Suddenly, Ezlens eyes snap open, and her jaw nearly unhinges itself. Her sharpened fangs grow in an instant. Her natural instincts have taken over because her body must heal. She hisses, rolling out of Cullen’s arms and lands on all fours. The Shadow Queen crawls toward Talen like a ravenous spider leaving its web in search of prey. She increases her speed as the young Witch is oblivious to the danger she now faces. Cullen is forced to rush toward his mother, jumping high above her and coming down in between the two.

      Talen has completed her incantation, now controlling a collected mass of blue energy spinning between the palms of her hands. Her face is lit up with light pulsating from it. Her hair lifts, the power growing in the orb.

      Cullen places one foot at an angle, turning his body while dropping his hands. His fingernails have lengthened along with his fangs. But it is not to feed. He must protect Talen because she is the only one who can guide the girl now locked away in the golden cage.

      “Why have you come here!” Cullen berates her.

      The young Witch has not taken her eyes off of Koa, still laying in a swirling mass of purple mist. It seems to be entering and exiting his mouth at a faster pace. Forcing his body to convulse.

      “What have you done?” she yells back to him. “I thought you loved your shadow hound?”

      Cullen tilts his head, stepping to one side then back as Ezlen shifts from left to right, trying to look past him. “Love is a bit excessive.”

      “Excessive?! He carried you on his back all the way from The Kingdom of Stone.”

      “Fine—I care for him.”

      Ezlen swipes her sharpened claws past Cullen’s face with unmeasured speed. She means to shred his flesh.

      “Father was right, those claws are ridiculous!”

      He’s forced to move beneath them, then to the side, and finally he arches his back, using one hand to stabilize himself as he looks toward the ceiling.

      Ezlen screeches.

      He grinds his teeth. “Seriously, mother. Stop.”

      Talen bites her bottom lip, twisting her hands. “I don’t know why it’s so difficult for you to admit that you do have a heart?”

      Cullen glances in her direction. “I’d love to discuss this with you at another time!”

      The vampire prince rolls to the left, allowing his shoulder to take the full weight of his body, then lands back onto his feet. His mother lunges at him. He jumps high above her, landing behind the Queen of Shadows, wrapping his arm around her neck. Cullen pulls her back against his chest. She hisses, frantically kicking her legs to break free of him. The scent of the girl has her teeth on edge.

      “I don’t mean to rush you, but could you do whatever it is that you have planned right now?” he asks as politely as he can. His mother bucks against him.

      Talen places her foot at an angle and draws her hands back to her side. The Witch spreads her fingers. The swirling ball of energy changes from blue to bright red.

      She shakes her head. “What is that?” she asks, quickly glancing in his direction.

      The vampire prince shrugs his shoulder and fights to hang on. “Oh this? It’s just my mother.”

      “Oh—well, hello, Cullen’s mother.”

      The vampire heir grimaces. “She isn’t up for conversation right now—she’d rather be eating you, bones and all.”

      Talen wrinkles her nose. “I’ve never met a more disagreeable group of people than you and your family.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Could you finish up and then perhaps be so kind as to leave the room?”

      “I know you don’t understand magick, but it isn’t simple.”

      “Now!” he yells.

      “Fine!”

      The young Witch steps back before throwing the churning ball of red energy at Koa. It slams against the swirling purple mass encompassing his convulsing body. It surrounds it, pressing in, forcing what is left into the shadow hound’s mouth.

      A moment of peaceful silence fills the space until suddenly a wave of invisible energy detonates. It throws the Witch into the air. She yelps. Cullen slides across the floor, still upright, while struggling to hold onto his mother. He looks behind him.

      Talen stumbles to her feet, rubbing the side of her head. The Witches eyes widen as the shadow hound is no longer there, but in its place lays a naked man, curled into a defensive ball.

      Cullen tightens his grip, crushing Ezlens golden throat armor just enough to send a clear warning. She struggles to cry out but cannot make a sound. Her favorite son drags her across the marbled floor. The proud vampire queen continues to kick her feet, but they slow with each step. Her jaws snap with hunger. Ezlen Moore had allowed her temper to flare with her husband in the past, but she had never become feral.

      Cullen is pained by how he must treat his beloved mother.

      He presses his heel into a hidden square. Triggering a mechanism built beneath the floor. Gears begin to grind. The throne shifts, exposing a set of stairs leading downward into the vampire’s crypt.

      He shouts to the young Witch. “Stay exactly where you are! Don’t move!”

      Talen Freeborn is completely enthralled with the man who is lying still before her. She tilts her head, taking one step forward.

      “What did I say?!” Cullen warns.

      Talen rolls her eyes. “Fine! But if he moves, I’m going to turn him into a toad.”

      Ezlen sheds her golden metal claws. They fall to the floor around her feet. His mother digs her elongated fingernails into the opaque flesh on his forearm. Gathering his pale white skin like sheets of crumpled paper. His face contorts from the searing pain.

      “Perfect, do it.” He hisses.

      Cullen’s skin bubbles up, mending itself almost as quickly as his mother is able to damage it. She repeats her assault, bringing the skin to her mouth. The vampire prince shakes his head.

      The naked man flinches.

      Talen shouts behind her. “I mean it, vampire. I don’t care that he is your shadow hound!”

      Cullen Moore is growing tired with the Witches constant threats as he fights to keep himself upright. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I am handling a precarious situation over here. My mother has decided that I am food, and if she gets away from me, you will be next on the menu.”

      He groans, struggling to control the vampire queen, who is clearly overcome with a same mysterious illness that has twisted his father’s mind. This relentless hunger had forced Raiden Moore to flee from these lands on a vessel once sailed by Dracula.

      Arrowe releases an exasperated sigh. “Now I’m going to go bury my mother, if that is okay with you, and then we will deal with whatever that is on the floor! But do nothing until I return.”

      “What if you do not return?” the young Witch asks.

      The vampire heir tilts his head. “Do you have that little faith in me?”

      Talen waves a dismissive hand in his direction, while gawking at the naked man. He is trembling now. His rippling muscles flex and relax down his back.

      “Try to be quick about it,” she urges.

      He grinds his teeth. “I will do my best.”

      The vampire prince navigates the winding staircase beneath the throne with caution. The torches are still lit along the curved stone wall, providing just enough light. The shadow queen hisses, snapping her blood-stained teeth. She will attack him like a rabid animal if he falters. Finally, his foot lands securely on the floor of the crypt. His crimson eyes scan the tomb for hidden dangers. But none exist.

      Bodies are scattered throughout the tomb. It is clear that a final standoff had been waged in this very place. Raiden must’ve torn through them like a beast.

      The vampire heir is desperate to find Dracula’s coffin wrapped in chains. His crimson eyes search the dimly lit room. He is relieved to see that it is not disturbed. Releasing Dracula upon the world at this time would be a terror.

      He stamps his foot. His shadow has been slow to follow him down the winding stairs. “Coward.” He mutters.

      He follows the trail of blood that runs like a crimson river through the center of the room. Ezlen continues to struggle. She must be placed in her coffin to sink into the dirt of their homeland. This would be the only way the shadow queen would be able to heal, but it would not be enough to rid her of this mysterious illness that plagues her.

      The vast space resembles that of an underground cemetery that might rest beneath a city. The walls are hollowed out to house the lower classes among the vampire hierarchy, as well as any fallen familiars. The floor is reserved for the Shadow Guard and royal court. Their ornate coffins are placed in rows like wooden pews, as if they were attending a church service. But at the end of the crypt, elevated to overlook the rest, is a sacred space reserved for Cullen’s family. Their red crest is etched into the wall above their coffins, lined in gold.

      This would one day be his final resting place. Unless he chose to allow his head to be removed from his body and burned, or for the sun to turn him to dust. The vampire prince would be lying if he claimed to have never entertained the thought.

      The musty scent fills his nostrils and would churn the contents of his stomach if he had been afforded to drink his favorite tea. He despised this place most, having been shown by his father soon after he was changed into what he is now.

      The gold candelabras light up one by one in his presence. Tall pillars run from the floor to the ceiling, supporting the weight above them. At the far end of the room, he can see her coffin lying next to an empty space. His father’s sarcophagus is missing. He knows it must be on the ship he has sailed beyond the horizon.

      Cullen is relieved he has reached his mother’s resting place, so he can finally whisper the magick words into her ear that will lull her to sleep.

      “Dors maintenant ma reine.”

      He lowers her body into the coffin, and it slowly sinks into the dirt. Her pale face, arms, and hands are the only parts of her left that are exposed to him.

      He gently inspects her fingers, now completely charred. He notices the scratches on his arms are healed but darker in color. She had surely infected him, giving him an even greater sense of urgency. But he would have to keep this truth to himself for fear that Talen would insist he take to his coffin as well. This he cannot do for it seems he may be the last of his people that will give them any hope of survival.

      Cullen rubs the side of his neck, turning back and rushing up the steps. He quickly presses his foot on the golden square until the throne locks into place.

      He takes a moment to let the reality of the situation sink in.

      Talen breaks his concentration when she speaks.

      “Cullen?” she seems apprehensive and sincere. “Your help is needed.”

      He turns to see the naked man is now standing. He is facing Talen who is frozen in place. The vampire prince moves with unmeasured speed to position himself between the man and the young Witch, his hand now held at his side to offer what protection he can for the girl.

      Her multicolored locks slip over her shoulder when she leans to get a better look. Cullen is annoyed with her fascination. He sighs.

      The man stands a good six foot three, with shaggy black hair. His chest is heavily tattooed with different phases of the moon running from one shoulder to the other. It is mirrored on his back, forming a collar. The man’s arms seem to be chiseled from stone. His stomach ripples as he takes in a slow breath to fill his newly formed lungs. He lifts a hand and stares at it, flipping it over and then back again. His vision is clouded in red. He can hear his heart beating in his chest. It is so loud he has to shake his head, hoping to control it. A thin layer of sweat glistens on the surface of his skin. His lips are full, jawline squared and eyes familiar.

      Cullen is forced to speak his name. “Koa?”

      The man lifts his chin. “Where am I?”

      Talen moves around the golden-haired vampire. She gives Koa a once over—lingering on parts of him she should probably ignore.

      Cullen steps in her way and she grumbles.

      “I am Talen Freeborn—heir of Neema Freeborn, Queen of The Crystal Garden, but you can call me El.” She offers, hoping to soothe him.

      “El?” Cullen asks while side-eying her.

      “Yes—it’s what my sister called me when she was little. She couldn’t pronounce my name.”

      Cullen shakes his head with a smirk.

      Talen narrows her eyes. “What?”

      The vampire shrugs his shoulder. “We just invaded a kingdom to retrieve a magickal book and you never told me you had a pet name.”

      The Witch places a hand on her hip. “I wasn’t aware that you cared enough to know.”

      He snorts.

      “Seriously, I don’t get you at all, and what’s with locking me in your room?” She waves her hand in disbelief.

      Koa points at the two of them. “Mates?”

      They both face the man with expressions of disbelief.

      They speak in unison. “No!”

      “Mmm,” Koa tilts his head and then places a hand to his stomach as it growls.

      Cullen senses his hunger. “You need to eat.”

      Koa bites his bottom lip while allowing his gaze to run the length of her body. The vampire reaches in and places his hand against her flat stomach to position her behind him once again, she moans. “Stop.”

      “Come, follow me.” He urges.

      Talen looks down at his hand. She takes a step back to break the connection. She is sensitive to emotions when others touch her and Cullen’s need to protect her is stronger than she expected. The young Witch shakes it off and takes a deep breath to center herself.

      “I’m going to return to your chamber.”

      Cullen narrows his crimson eyes. “Yes, and stop picking the locks.”

      Her brows knit. “A Witch’s need to help when a creature is in distress is not something I can avoid.”

      Cullen turns to face her. “So, it seems we are both slaves to nature.”

      The words sit between them until Koa steps in, still naked.

      The vampire prince’s eyes wander down his frame. “You need clothing.”

      “Well, I hope you have someone who is built like him.” Talen teases.

      Cullen’s lips draw into a straight line. “He can wear my clothing.”

      The Witch slaps a hand over her mouth to muffle her laughter.

      The golden-haired vampire disappears in an instant and returns with neatly folded clothing in his hand. He holds them out. Koa lifts the pants. They are clearly smaller than what is needed. Cullen growls, disappearing one more time and returning with another outfit. This time, Koa lifts the pants and easily slips them on one leg at a time, but he stumbles, not having worn clothing in so long.

      Koa rises, fully clothed.

      Talen nods. “Who’s clothing does he ha—”

      Cullen swiftly interrupts her. “Surely you are hungry.”

      Koa’s steely gaze lingers on Talen. “Starved.”

      She rubs the side of her neck. Her cheeks heated with embarrassment.

      The vampire prince folds his arms across his chest. “Shouldn’t you be resting?”

      Talen blinks with a nod. “Yes, I suppose I should.”

      Cullen leads Koa to the heavy doors and opens them with little effort. The Witch rushes along behind them not wanting to be left alone in the Grand Hall. It has a heavy feeling. Many have died in this place and the Witch fights to stop the nausea building in her stomach.

      She suddenly notices that Cullen’s shadow in the floor is eying her. She maneuvers around the specter. Not wanting to step on it. It reaches in her direction.

      The vampire glares at his detached soul.

      “Et tu, brute?” He grumbles before closing the door.

      Koa follows the immortal heir through the winding hallways in the Kingdom of Shadow until they reach the kitchen. It exists for familiars who now seem to be absent from within the royal house.

      The vampire prince approaches the ice chest and opens it to retrieve some game the familiars had prepared for their dinners. It appears to be a large bird plucked clean of its feathers nestled in a bed of hearty vegetables.

      He pulls it out, placing it on the thick wood block table that sits in the center of the room.

      “One moment,” He disappears in the blink of an eye and returns with some firewood. He tosses it into the brick oven and snaps his fingers, producing a spark. A dangerous trick for a vampire to use, but he had learned that his quick movement would cause enough friction to produce fire. He shakes his hand. Then sucks on the tip of his finger. The pain lingering for longer than it ever had before. It worries him that the illness might be growing stronger from the wounds on his arms.

      He steps back to grab the bird. Koa has a raw leg sticking out of his mouth. “Could we act civilized?” he asks with a smirk while removing the leg from Koa’s teeth and tossing it back in the pan. He places the entire thing on the hot grate above the flames.

      Koa growls and Cullen matches his energy. The wolf decides to take a seat on the opposite side of the table so he can keep an eye on the vampire.

      “What am I doing here?” he asks, hoping to get some answers now that the fog is beginning to lift from his mind.

      Cullen takes a seat, placing his hands on the table and interlocking his fingers.

      “You are safe here.”

      Koa chuckles. “Are you directing that toward me or trying to convince yourself, vampire?”

      The immortal grins, exposing his white teeth. “Perhaps a little of both.”

      Koa sniffs the air. “There is someone else with a heartbeat within these walls.”

      Cullen glances toward the door. “It’s of no concern to you.”

      The shifter wolf tilts his head. “I know what you eat.”

      “I don’t eat them.” Cullen is quick to correct him, tightening his grip. His fingers would turn white if blood flowed in his veins as it does all other creatures.

      “Honorable. It’s too bad that most things a vampire chooses to do is not.”

      Cullen glances at the oven, not wanting to burn the meat, but the scent is filling the air. Soon it will be ready, and the wolf will be able to eat and calm his mind.

      “I know what hunger can do and I choose another way.”

      “Starvation?” Koa asks while looking him over.

      The shadow heir is annoyed with his assumption but also amused, he grins while saying. “Blood Rose Tea.”

      A soft voice comes from the doorway. “I can help you.”

      Talen’s lifts her palms to show she is no threat. The shifter wolf stands as she pulls a glass bottle out of her satchel and pops the cap. He narrows his amber-colored eyes.

      “Witch.” He growls, taking one step back from her.

      “I can retrieve your memories and place them in this bottle.”

      “Then use them to control me!” Koa shouts.

      Talen shakes her head. “No—I would never. The memories belong to you and no one else.”

      “You were supposed to go to bed.”

      She shrugs her shoulder. “I can feel his confusion. He needs to know his past. He deserves that, does he not?”

      The vampire is silent. Finally, he nods.

      “I believe she can help you.”

      Talen is surprised by his admission, but grateful. “Thank you for not arguing with me for once.”

      Cullen maintains a fixed gaze on the shifter wolf who had served him in the form of a shadow hound for so many years.

      “It won’t become habit.”

      She scowls at him.

      “What if it angers me and I decide to kill you both?” Koa warns.

      The shadow prince calmly reminds the wolf that he should not be underestimated. “You can try, but I doubt you would get very far even if I allowed you to bite me.”

      “Allow me?” the shifter wolf scoffs.

      Cullen extends his hand. His fingernails grow and his teeth elongate in his mouth.

      The young Witch ignores the feelings that rise in her. Cullen’s warning rings true. He means to protect both of them if Koa loses control. She refocuses her efforts on the wolf. She knows he will never be settled without seeing his truth.

      Koa nods. “I’m ready. Please show me.”

      Talen places the bottle on the table and then cups her hands together. She forms an invisible ball of energy, then pinches her fingers. The Witch slowly pulls them apart, creating threads. Her face lights up from the pulsating glow. She closes her fist and begins to pluck the strings, creating notes that reverberate through Koa’s body. She continues to play until the song allows the wolf to retrieve his memory from so long ago…

      

      The thick scent of iron weighs heavy in the air. A flurry of war cries reaches a fevered pitch. Koa yells to his fellow wolves on the battlefield. Urging them to rally. Bodies lay piled all around him. His paws now glistening with the blood of the fallen. He lifts his chin and can see a winged shadow just beyond the clouds, it’s a mighty dragon with bronze-colored scales.

      Koa rushes forward, gritting his teeth as he forces his aching muscles to pull against bone. He reaches the edge of a cliff and leaps without hesitation. The Sorrow sits far below him. The brave warrior will surely die if he falls into the dark waters, as it is well known that wolves do not swim.

      His fur is soaked in blood, turning him from white to red. He extends his claws and lands on the side of a dragon, digging into the only soft flesh he could find. The beast cries out, pulling to the left and then it begins to spiral toward the water.

      Koa fights his way onto the dragons back, rushing toward the beast’s neck. The wolf furiously digs at it, finally ripping away one iridescent scale, then a second, and a third. They float away on the wind before the dragon suddenly pulls up, gliding along the top of the black water.

      Koa growls, locking his jaws on the back of the dragon’s neck. Blood oozes from the winged beast’s torn flesh, filling the wolf’s mouth, nearly choking him, but he refuses to let go.

      Suddenly the dragon rolls, and Koa’s back legs hit the water. He yelp’s when it breaks one of his bones. His leg curls as he winces in pain. He will heal, but not until he shifts back into his mortal-looking form. For now, he will be forced to fight while injured.

      The mighty dragon reaches land, and hits the ground, digging its razor-sharp claws into the dirt. Koa is thrown from the beast’s back and rolls to a stop, unable to stand with his broken back leg. The dragon approaches him, opening its mouth to reveal rows of bloodied teeth that still have pieces of fur and flesh from Koa’s wolf pack.

      Anger forces him to rise. He refuses to die lying down.

      A glow begins to build in the dragon’s chest. Koa’s eyes light up from the fire hot coals churning in the beast’s throat. But before it can incinerate him with a flame hotter than the sun, a large black wolf leaps through the air, clawing at the dragon’s narrowed eye. The winged demon rises onto its back legs. It captures the shifter wolf, crushing its ribs with little effort. The dragon tosses the courageous warrior to the ground in front of Koa who is horrified to realize that it is his brother, Chaos, who risked his life to save him.

      He crawls toward his brothers broken body. Desperate to help. But Chaos fights to breathe, unable to fill his lungs with much-needed air. He kicks his legs until they slow, and his eyes begin to roll into the back of his head. Koa collapses next to him, howling with grief as their bond begins to break. The pain of which is nearly unbearable for a wolf to experience.

      The dragon draws another breath, ready to incinerate both wolves. Koa accepts his fate, knowing without his brother he will be lost. Suddenly, a shadowy figure moves in between them and with one swing of his hand, he slices into the side of the dragon’s head, blinding it in one eye. The winged beast cries out, forced to retreat. Koa leans against his brother’s body as it begins to lose its warmth. Chaos will soon leave this realm for the next.

      The man leans into Koa’s ear.

      “I can save him.”

      Koa nods, unable to allow his brother to leave him in this violent world alone.

      He lowers his head in submission as Lord Raiden, Shadow King of the Northland, lifts his brother’s mangled body. The vampire’s fangs grow long behind his blood-soaked lips before sinking them into the wolfs neck. Chaos violently convulses. He falls to his side. Lord Raiden slits his wrist with his razor-sharp fingernail. He hisses with pleasure before pressing it against his brother’s lips. The dying wolf drinks slowly at first, but soon his hunger grows as his belly is filled with the immortal blood of Dracula’s heir.

      Koa can hear the splintering sounds of his brother’s ribs when they are drawn back together and begin to expand. The King of Shadow rises, knowing he has offered what no other creature could. This immortal gift only exists in his blood.

      Chaos writhes on the ground. Pink froth lines his lips as his teeth swell to sharpened points. The wolfs chest rises and falls with deepening breaths. Soon, his heart will stop, bringing with it a waking death. He whines as Koa looks on in horror. Unable to stop the transformation.

      “What have I done!?” he cries out, believing he has damned his brother to a fate worse than death. Chaos kicks his legs while his body grows larger in size. He is now three-times bigger than any wolf in all of Ellian. He fights to stand, finally crooking his neck. A deep growl rolls like thunder from his barreled chest. The thick black fur stands erect down his spine. Chaos has been reborn this day. No longer a wolf, but a mighty shadow hound.

      “You will serve me, and we shall defeat these beasts.” Raiden demands.

      Chaos stamps his feet into the bloodied ground, accepting his new master’s call.

      Koa fights to stand while nursing his broken leg.

      “Take me.” Koa begs. “I will serve you.”

      Lord Raiden looks to the injured wolf. “You understand what this means? You will never be able to shift back to your mortal form, serving me until your last breath.”

      Koa stares at his brother. “I cannot be without him. Where he goes, so do I.”

      Raiden approaches Koa, taking a knee before him. The vampire lifts a necklace over his head with an amulet attached. “Very well. I accept your offering. May this be a treasure you enjoy from the spoils of war.”

      Raiden slips the amulet over the wolf’s head before sinking his fangs into the side of his neck.

      

      Koa stumbles back, clutching at his chest where the amulet once rested.

      “Oh.” Talen whispers, wiping a tear from her eye.

      She compresses the floating strings and wraps them around her fingers.

      “The bottle!” she cries out. Cullen is quick to grab it. He holds it up to her.

      She grits her teeth while forcing the growing mass hovering between them into the bottle. Koa’s memory has transformed into gathering clouds and lightning. A storm, shrunk down to the size of the witch’s hand. She caps it just as a crack of thunder rumbles from inside. She nearly collapses with exhaustion.

      Cullen rushes in closer to her. “Are you okay, El?”

      She tries to hide that she enjoys his use of her nickname. “Yes. I will be.” Her eyes seek refuge in his. For a moment they share only each other.

      Koa clears his throat.

      The young witch looks to him, then says. “That amulet—it was my grandmother’s. She died in the Battle of Brumah, saving my mother and her sister from the vampires,” Cullen is visibly disturbed by this truth. “Raiden must’ve taken it like a trophy and then given it to him. I told you it could trap a soul and that’s what it did. It trapped Koa’s soul inside of it and he somehow knew to bite into it. She must’ve spoken to him on the wind—to help him escape.”

      Cullen looks back as Koa straightens his shoulders. “I remember everything—including your face.”

      Cullen shakes his head. “I wasn’t changed until after the war.”

      “No—you were not, but you fought on the battlefield against my people.” Koa shifts his stance. Cullen watches him closely. A shifter wolf can move quickly, but their emotions often give them away in time for a vampire to counter an attack.

      The vampire prince shakes his head. “No, I remember none of it. I was nobody. Cassius chose me in tribute to The Shadow King. I was an offering as part of the agreement and nothing more.”

      Koa lowers his chin. “Is this what you’ve been told, Son of Drystan, brother to Cassius Brumah—Heir of Stone?”

      Talen gasps while staring at the churning storm inside the bottle, knowing everything has changed.
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      Arrowe stands in the doorway to the Stone Maidens chamber. The adjoining rooms were once filled with laughter, but now a deafening silence lingers. A sadness weighs heavy in the room. So many moments had been shared between five girls with one purpose. They depended upon each other—loved each other, trusted each other. And now all of that was gone as if it had never existed.

      He crosses the threshold, eyes heavy with a need for sleep. He avoids looking at Everleigh’s bed until he can no longer resist. He can remember how the warmth of her body felt against him. How he longed to taste her lips even as she slept. He refused to take her innocence. But now he wonders what would’ve happened if he had allowed his passion to take control.

      Arrowe had never denied himself pleasure before meeting her. His hesitation still a mystery. He doubts she would’ve denied him, knowing how she reacted to his touch, but it was all a lie, was it not? She had conspired against him—against the kingdom, against everything they believed in.

      She told him. She hid nothing. He was just too foolish to understand.

      He read her defiant words in that journal that contained her visions. But were they really visions, or what Everleigh wished the world to be? Had she longed for freedom—to fight, to be a warrior when she wasn’t meant for such things? Did she effectively use the heir like a plaything when he thought she would be that for him?

      He presses his hand against his stomach and feels the ache settling into his being. Her absence was both devastating and infuriating. He longed for Everleigh even now. He knows what she is—what she did, but not what she plans to do. He wishes he could predict her movement, retrace her steps, but could he blame her? Perhaps she is a reckoning that his father had earned with his brutal ways. The King had held fast to their religious beliefs. Damning all women to serve and never be in power. But that is their way, is it not?

      Their serpent God, Acheron had decreed it or so The Holy Scribes had written in the Book of All Knowing. It wasn’t Arrowe’s fault that women were treated this way, but truly, don’t those who stand by and practice complacency also bear the guilt?

      If not, they should.

      Being in her room is nearly suffocating him. Arrowe loosens his collar so he can breathe. Curiosity draws him closer. His mind’s eye creates a ghostly apparition of her lying below him. His thumb gently caresses her bottom lip. The heir leans in, his mouth hovering so close to hers. He takes a slow breath, releasing it. Everleigh’s image shifts but continues to hold together.

      Arrowe studies her face. He longs to hold her. His bright blue eyes close.

      He places his hand against the pillow and kisses her. Long and deep. Moaning at her lips.

      “My Lord?”

      He stands upright when Visha’s voice forces him to return to reality. She is hovering in the doorway, watching him as he steps away from Everleigh’s bed.

      “I thought it to be wise to take this.” He reaches in, under her bedding and produces the journal with the red ribbon. He wiggles it like he’s found a prize.

      Visha’s eyes widen. “What is it?” She approaches him pretending to not know what he’s found.

      “This is a journal that she—well,” Arrowe decides to hide the truth from her, not knowing that she means to deceive him, and says. “She took it from the library. It wasn’t hers to keep. It belongs to the people. To our kingdom—to me.”

      Visha nods. She won’t correct him although she knows what it is.

      “Would you like for me to return it to the library for you, my Lord?”

      Arrowe taps it against his fingertips. “No—I will do it myself. You should rest. Drink some tea. I can send someone to make it for you. We will have much to do come morning.”

      She gestures while speaking. “That is why I returned to my chamber as instructed.”

      Arrowe steps past her. Visha reaches out toward his hand. She hoped he would show her some attention, but it seems that even now, with Everleigh gone, she is still consuming his thoughts. Her muscles tense as Arrowe reaches her doorway and then pauses to turn back. “I appreciate your loyalty.” He admits. “I will need it as you know, with power comes turmoil. There will be those who may not want me to be king.”

      Visha’s eyes widen. “But they bowed to you in The Great White Hall, my Lord. They showed their intention to accept you as their king.”

      “In a crowd many will do as expected. It’s what they do in the privacy of their chambers that concerns me most.”

      Visha blushes, fidgeting at her collarbone, rubbing her thumb across her smooth skin. She wishes to know what happens in the privacy of their bed chambers but understands she must be patient. Her compliance will be the key to making Arrowe long for her as he seems to long for Everleigh Aeress.

      “Conspiring,” He adds, noticing her discomfort.

      “Yes of course, my Lord.”

      Arrowe studies her face.

      She has removed her mask, allowing him to see her once again.

      She is a beautiful girl. A true prize. Any man would be lucky to have her, but Arrowe’s thoughts are stolen. His attention splintered. He wishes he could seduce her if not only to ease him mind and the stress of the day. But he won’t. He can’t. Arrowe Brumah is trapped like a wild animal by a green-eyed girl who chose to leave him.

      “My blood my bone.” Visha replies.

      Arrowe blinks out of his stupor. It seems even now the girl with raven black hair and bright green eyes means to ruin him in her absence. Love is but a treacherous thing. A prison—a golden cage.

      He approaches the Stone Maiden, lifting her chin and staring deeply into her eyes. “I need for you to be my eyes and ears, Visha. My duty will not allow me to roam freely as I once did, although I plan on stealing moments of freedom here and there,” he brushes his fingers along her cheek, sending a shiver down her spine. “But first we must bury my father and accept the crown, right?” his voice now low, nearly a whisper.

      Visha is mesmerized. Arrowe can tell she lusts for him. That she will do anything to gain his favor. But her willingness to please the young heir has spoiled the boy’s desire. He prefers to pursue. To fight for what he wants most in this world and Everleigh Aeress had set this game in motion.

      In some ways he feels bad for the girl, knowing she is simply standing in place of what he truly desires. He backs away, giving Visha just enough to sustain her for now.

      The young Stone Maiden sighs. She will not get what she wants this night.

      Arrowe turns to exit the bed chamber, allowing a timid grin to gently curve the edge of his swollen lips, softening his reputation. He doesn’t mind, knowing she will only adore him as many had before her.

      He closes the door. His thoughts are consumed with the beautiful girl who smelled like roses in full bloom. She had chosen to deceive him. In some ways, Arrowe respects her ability to navigate her way through a kingdom of men. He should be angry with her but finds it impossible.

      He rushes toward the library, finally reaching the door and pushes his way into the room. The smell of old books stacked high on the shelves and the burning wood in the fireplace fills his nostrils.

      He’s always loved this place more than the kingdom itself.

      In many ways, Arrowe had secretly wished that this would be his fate—to spend his days reading, sipping on tea and enjoying the company of who he desired. But now this library was filled with the ghost of her. She had sat in the large chair by the fire, climbed the shelves to hide her precious book, and allowed Arrowe to touch her when no man, other than a king, was to lay hands upon her sacred flesh.

      He closes his eyes, leaning his shoulders against the hard wood as the door locks into place. What he would give for one more night with her. He wonders if he could have changed her mind. Given her a reason to stay. What if he had bedded her and allowed his seed to settle inside of her? Would she then belong to him?

      No.

      The soon-to-be-king knows in his heart that Everleigh Aeress was not meant for this place—for these walls—for him. If she had been then she would’ve found it impossible to leave.

      His heart aches with the thoughts of what could’ve been.

      Arrowe pulls the journal out to look at it, deciding to take a seat by the fire, and places it upon his lap. His hand moves across the smooth cover, wishing it was her skin and not the memory of her. The boy fingers through the pages. Her handwriting is so elegant. Her words so precise. She writes as if the stories live inside of her just begging for release.

      He stiffens when he sees a word that chills his blood.

      Vampire.

      His eyes narrow. He wants to toss the journal into the fire, but he is unable to destroy it because it belongs to her. Arrowe takes a slow breath, leaning back and holding the book up so he can read what Everleigh felt compelled to record. He twists the red ribbon, wrapping it around his finger until he’s forced to loosen it.

      But this is it. It is all he has left of her now. The only physical thing in this world that proves she existed.

      He begins to read it out loud, hoping it will dull the sting.

      

      He’s allowed me to walk these halls without instruction—given me access to a treasure trove of books I was never afforded in the place of my birth. He encourages me to read his books, the same ones he’s spent decades devouring like a slave to the written word. All of these things he does for me without my asking. But he refuses to give me what I desire most—to be in his company. Does the vampire find me a temptation he is unable to control? Does he want to feed on my blood, taste of my flesh? Bed me as if my body belongs to his every want and need?

      

      Arrowe pauses, pinching the bridge of his nose. Everleigh’s words are like sharpened daggers, but he can’t look away. He longs to know her thoughts—her needs. And if this is all she’s afforded him, then he will take it, like a starving animal accepts discarded scraps from a butcher. He pushes through his discomfort and carries on.

      

      I cannot lie. I do want him. I want him as a delicate flower desires water or sunlight. I want his company—his words, his attention and yet he denies me. Perhaps he wants to starve me of it? To force me to beg? Well, I will not beg for him to give me love. Not now or at the end of time, but what I will insist is that he show me compassion. I will not die here in longing. I would rather step off the ledge and fall to my death, robbing myself of eternal life in the hear after than spend another moment being ignored.

      The vampire enters the library as I set down my quill pen. He’s allowed me too many moments to spread my feelings across these pages. Books lay scattered, once neatly stacked, but in a moment of anger I tossed them around the room as if they meant nothing to me.

      I am quick to stand, the sound of my chair scraping across the stone floor.

      His crimson eyes inspect the mess I’ve made.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Am I okay?” I ask, mocking the very thought of it. My hand rises and falls. “Tell me, is a bird okay without sky? Is a fish okay without water?”

      He hides a grin, it infuriates me.

      “I enjoy how passionate mortals are.”

      I narrow my eyes, slamming the book shut, not caring if the words smear across the page.

      “I am not passionate—I am—I am—” I want to scream at him. To pound my fists against his stone like chest, but I won’t. He doesn’t deserve it.

      “What?” he asks.

      I shout into the grand space allowing my voice to bounce off the walls. “Every time I see you, I feel more alone!”

      He’s frozen in place, more so than usual. His head tilts with curiosity. “Alone?”

      “Yes—alone.” I nod, wiping an angry tear from my cheek with the back of my hand. My fingers are stained with ink, and I care not. “I have spent my days in this place—spilling my thoughts into these books,” my eyes wander the floor as I fight to control my emotions and say, “and for what? Who will ever read them?”

      He lowers to one knee and begins to collect them, gently placing the books in a stack on his hand. He’s careful not to damage them any further and I am caught in his sway.

      He looks up at me. His expression gentle. His crimson eyes digging into the deepest parts of me. His lips barely parted, allowing me to see the tips of his sharpened fangs. He is a beauty—painfully so. He devours me without trying. Destroys me without words. His inability to feed my longing is what will ultimately be the death of me. I know this now.

      

      Arrowe gasps. Placing a hand to his heart. He would’ve gladly offered her everything and instead Everleigh chooses to give her love away to a creature with no ability to love her in return? He slams his balled fist against the arm of the chair and then flexes his fingers. Her words painted a picture in his mind. He is unable to look away. Continuing to read from her journal.

      

      I reach down, placing my hand to his cheek. The chill of his skin nearly burning me, but I refuse to remove it. I so need him to look at me the way I do him.

      “Why won’t you love me?” I ask, knowing I’ve given him the only weapon he’ll ever need against me, but unable to stop myself from sharing it.

      He places his hand over mine. The stack of books falls to the floor. He closes his eyes, allowing my love to fill him or so I believe. Then he removes my hand and rises before me, forcing me to look up at him once again. I much preferred him on his knees. Not because it made me feel powerful—no—because it gave me hope that he could surrender as I had to this overwhelming need to be in his presence.

      “Because I can’t.”

      I cry out, beating against his chest as he watches me with compassion. He won’t harm me—not physically, his abuse goes much deeper than that. It is of the mind and heart.

      I sob through my words. “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Both.” He admits.

      I back away, glancing toward the open window and decide to make my escape. I rush toward it, feeling the last bits of floor beneath my feet fade away. I leap into the open sky. A bird once caged and now free.

      I plummet toward the ground, surrendering to my decision. He won’t cry for me. He’ll have my books to console him if he ever chooses to read a word I’ve carefully written. That’s all I will allow him to keep of me. I hope each time he reads my words he will feel the vast emptiness that fills my soul.

      I spread my arms, allowing the cool air to rush all around me. I know it’ll be over soon. I will finally be free. Then I feel a hand gently wrap around my waist. I’m drawn back against him. I feel the ground beneath my feet. He has not allowed me to die as I wished.

      I had chosen to stay within his tower behind The Black Gates. I could’ve ran at any time but I didn’t, instead choosing to waste away within those quiet walls.

      I stumble forward, turning to face him. My face contorts with anguish.

      “Why!?” I scream. “Why have you done this? Why will you not let me go?!”

      He reaches out, but I won’t allow him to touch me.

      “You refuse to give me anything—not one piece of yourself! Instead of watching me write day after day about a life you refuse to give me. You allow me to suffer—to languish, to practically beg you for companionship after I spent my life kneeling at the feet of men who didn’t deserve to be in my presence. You brought me here—stole away with me, gave me shelter and yet you cannot give me your heart.”

      My body is trembling. My face now moist with tears.

      “Everleigh, you are not meant for me or any man.”

      He looks beyond me. My eyes follow.

      An army of warriors are gathering outside The Black Gates.

      Men and women alike, standing side by side.

      Some mortal—some Fate—some Witches. Even some shifter wolves from the south.

      My eyes narrow. A majestic dragon glides over those who have gathered before us. I can see that a boy sits upon its back. His blue clothing fit tight against his body. He looks down upon me and offers a nod before the dragon circles the black tower then slips through the clouds to become but a shadow.

      “You are meant to lead them.”

      “Where?” I whisper.

      “To freedom.”

      

      Arrowe stands up so abruptly that the journal falls to the ground along with the red ribbon once wrapping his fingers. He stumbles back, trying to shake the sight of the blue dragon—the gathering army—of Everleigh standing tall before them as not a Stone Maiden, but a great leader who will threaten his reign.

      His heart pounds in his ears.

      “It was all here—every bit of it. Right in front of me.” He mutters to himself, sickened by the truth. He realizes now that Everleigh was never meant for him, just as the vampire said. She was hidden away in this place, allowed to thrive, to grow—to become what would one day threaten his crown.

      “She was meant to do harm. To rise up and take what is mine.” Arrowe hisses. The thought of it poisoning his mind as power often will.

      The stone heir’s brow shimmers with moisture. His chin quivers. The boy who will be king is shaken by the vision that took him away from this place. The book is growing stronger. Her book. She had created it with such care. Treasured it.

      He stares down upon it and watches in horror as the letters begin to fade. He drops to his knees desperately leafing through it, but everything she has written now sinks into the pages as Everleigh’s strength grows beyond his reach in the land of shadow.

      The Holy Scribe rushes in to steady him, having come to the library door, only to hear the boy reading from the journal. He had entered the room to discover the heir in a trance. His bright blue eyes clouded in white. He grabs Arrowe around the waist to bring him to his feet, giving him a firm shake.

      “My Lord! Fight against this evil—this sorcery.”

      Arrowe gasps, filling his lungs with warmed air. His chest rises and falls. His heart beats like that of a wild beast being pursued by a hunter.

      The Holy Scribe kicks the journal into the flames. Arrowe screams, dropping to his knees, scrambling to retrieve it. His hands are burned as he digs through the red-hot shards of wood in the stone fireplace.

      “Let it go! Do not injure yourself! She is evil, my Lord. A Witch. A sorcerous. I have received the holy word of our God, Acheron this night.” He pulls Arrowe away from the fire. The boy clutches what is left of the book. It is now charred on the surface, but the pages remain, protected by the magic Everleigh had woven into the journal without knowing. His hands shake, blistered by the immense heat from the flames.

      He shakes his head, tears streaming down his face.

      “It is all I have left of her.” He whines.

      The Holy Scribe straightens his spine, lifting his hands in prayer.

      “I pray to thee, dear Acheron. I ask that you give Arrowe Brumah, first of his name—son of Cassius, and heir to the white throne your strength and guidance. I ask that you rid him of this curse that plagues him. Rid him of his sexual deviance and desires. Rid him of the Witch known as Everleigh Aeress, daughter of Naya Freeborn—whore, trickster, ruin. I ask that you help him rise to meet the day and serve you, our God, to defend our lands, our way of life, our people. Fill him with your righteousness and courage. Place the mighty sword, which is our faith, in his hands and allow him to lead us into the sun! Tell him, my God, through me what he is to do this day! Do not allow what I speak through you to fall upon deaf ears for I have received your word, my God!”

      Arrowe has watched the man in awe as his words calm his spirit.

      “Rise and accept this blessing, Arrowe—allow the strength of our serpent God, Acheron, to fill you with a newfound courage and strength. He has spoken this day through me, forgiving you of your sins. Our mighty God has blessed you with his future. You have been baptized in the fire.”

      The heir looks to his hands as the trembling subsides. He can no longer feel the pain.

      “Tell me—what shall I do?” he begs, stumbling to his feet.

      “You shall show your strength, my Lord. You will burn that which binds us to the filth that festers in the north, and once this is done, we shall bury your father before you are crowned, but not that of a king—no, son of Cassius, you shall be emperor.”

      A Stone Guardsman rushes into the library, alerted by The Holy Scribes elevated voice that echoed down the hallway.

      “Are you in need of aid, my Lord?” the man asks with a sword drawn, posturing himself for battle.

      Arrowe looks to Niam. “Burn it all.” He commands.

      The Stone Guardsman appears confused. “What is it you wish for us to do my Lord?”

      Arrowe turns away and Niam faces the guard to speak for the boy. An act that will become custom between the two of them.

      “Take a small company of men and gather the blood roses. Pile them high along the northern border and set them on fire. Topple the sacrificial stones. We will send a clear message to the shadow king that we are no longer bound to the sinful treaty of Brumah.” Niam clarifies.

      “My Lord?” He asks of the heir.

      “Do as The Holy Scribe commands. He speaks in my place.”

      The Stone Guardsman lowers his head before exiting the library in search of others to do as he has been told.

      Arrowe faces Niam with a new purpose. His heart turning to stone with the vision given to him from Everleigh’s journal.

      “I want every book that speaks of love ripped from these shelves and destroyed. Tear out the pages and set them aflame. All that shall remain is the word of Acheron and a history of our people that you find suitable for men to read. We should be proud of our heritage—of our kingdom, of what we’ve done in the name of our God. I want everything stripped away that is unfavorable to us. Rewrite the books as they should be, Holy Scribe. Teach our people to love our kingdom and imprison anyone who denies it until they accept this truth.” He sighs, then continues. “This is something my father should have done, instead of building a wall. He allowed these books to poison the minds of our people. They abandoned their kingdom, their faith—our mighty God for a damned place that encourages sinful lust and lawlessness. The Obsideon Veil is a curse upon this world. It should not be. I wish to sink it into the black waters. To bring our people home and kill the rest.”

      The Holy Scribe nods, his eyes watery with joyful tears as Arrowe shows his dedication to their faith. “And what of that book, my Lord?” Niam eyes the journal created by Everleigh Aeress that is still cradled against his chest. The boy heir had almost forgotten he was holding it, or had he? For Everleigh’s image still lingers in his mind. His want of her torturing him still, only hidden away now in the depths of his being. He is angered by this love he cannot shed. But assumes she has cast a dark spell over him which he must end.

      The young heir hesitates, rubbing his thumb across the cover. His hands are growing redder in color, burned from the flames as he desperately retrieved her journal. Arrowe grits his teeth. He rears back, ready to be rid of it, knowing if she will not reveal her secrets to him then he’d rather not lay eyes upon the wretched thing again. “The words disappeared, sinking into the pages. It is a cursed thing.”

      Niam lifts a hand, taking a step forward. “May I suggest that I keep it? I will ask our God to give me guidance so that we might use this to our advantage. If I am able to bring the words back, then we will know more of what is to come.”

      The muscles in Arrowe’s jaw flex as he glares at the charred cover. He would rather be rid of it but realizes that Niam is wise. The journal could be useful to them if The Holy Scribe is able to break the spell that blinds them to it now.

      “And how will we end such dark magick?” Arrowe asks.

      Niam takes a slow breath, deciding to share what he knows although he himself was part of the devious plan. “We will need a Witch, my Lord. Perhaps the one who breached these walls and stole away with Starfall? Surely such a powerful book will contain something of use to us. I have seen her face, my Lord. Our mighty God has given me second sight so that I may recognize our enemies.”

      “And the vampire? Did you see his face, Niam?”

      The man nods. “Yes. He has golden hair and crimson eyes. He is the heir of Shadow. Cullen Moore.”

      Arrowe closes his eyes, disgusted by what he feared to be true. It is the vile creature that Everleigh will choose over him according to the writings in her book.

      Arrowe nods. “Find her. Being her here and make her do as we ask, no matter what it takes.” He extends his hand, offering Niam the journal for safe keeping.

      The Holy Scribe steps forward, taking it from the stone heir’s burnt fingers. His eyes linger on the boy’s wounds. Arrowe seems not to care, ignoring his blistering skin, for nothing compares to the truth of what Everleigh will become. He knows what a threat she is to his kingdom—his people. His power. But mostly, to his heart.

      “You should rest, my Lord, and I will come to tend to your wounds.” His eyes lower to the boy’s hands.

      Arrowe nods. “I am grateful for you, Niam Jazine. I know my father disappointed you, I will not.”

      The Holy Scribe bows to the heir and exits the room, rushing through the hallways until he reaches his private chamber. He enters the space with new purpose, placing the book on his table and then rifling through his things until he is able to find what he is looking for.

      He lifts a long black feather, twisting it between his fingers. It belongs to the shifter known as Odette Ender. The feather had been given to him so that he could send a message when needed.

      He lifts the feather into the air and breathes his message along the shaft.

      “Send word to your master that I am in control of the boy who shall be king.”

      The gift lifts from his hand as the words begin to glow like fire along the rachis of the feather in an old language shared between the two.

      Di' al tuo padrone che ho il controllo del ragazzo che diventerà re.

      It is used in caution so that no other may understand it. A plan hatched as he and Odette Ender conspired to take not one, but two kingdoms under their control.

      The black feather floats toward the window and out upon the wind. It will seek its master and deliver his message.

      The Holy Scribe grabs his satchel full of elixirs, salves and mixed herbs used for medicinal purposes, then rushes back to the boy’s chamber, eager to attend to his burnt hands. He approaches the door, calmly smoothing his hair back before knocking.

      “Come.” The boy calls out before Niam enters the room to find Arrowe standing by the open window. He is staring out across the Forest of Blood roses. A place he once enjoyed as a child. The fires are burning bright to the north. Plumes of red smoke roll and boil as the Stone Guardsman does his bidding. His message will be clear, alerting all of Ellian that something has changed in the Kingdom of Stone. Surely the message of the king’s death will follow.

      Niam tilts his head, noticing the boy’s raven locks are now scattered on the floor. A sharpened dagger sits on a table near the fireplace. He has chosen to cut his beautiful hair, something many admired.

      Arrowe reaches up to finger at the scar on the back of his neck, now fully exposed, no longer hiding beneath his hair. He has cut most of it off, leaving shaggy bits atop his head, but the back and sides are now short, bringing out the sharpened features of his face. Making him appear more mature in nature.

      “My Lord?” Niam calls to him.

      Arrowe turns to face him. “You shall call me Lord Brumah from this day forward.”

      The Holy Scribe bows to him. “A title fit for a king.”
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      Arren Verrick spills out of the forest and breathes in the cool air. He pivots on one heel, with a look of concern deepening his brow.

      Rowe breaks free of the twisted vegetation with Maliah by his side. She is now holding the dragon against her chest. She wrapped a piece of cloth to swaddle it. The hum of its breathing reverberates throughout her body.

      Maliah looks to the dark waters. Two ships sit along the shoreline. Both owned by The Umbra. Their vessels often seem menacing, painted black as night, but it allows them to glide across The Sorrow undetected until it is too late. That has proven to protect them for as long as anyone can remember. For the Umbra’s origins date back to a time before the War of Brumah began.

      “What is it?” Rowe asks, noticing Arren’s concern.

      “Do you not smell that?”

      Rowe sniffs the air and picks up the scent. “It’s faint, what is it?”

      “The Blood Roses.” Arren states.

      Maliah looks to the north. “Why would mortals burn that which is bound with the treaty?”

      Arren shakes his head. “There is only one reason men would burn that which keeps the peace with the shadow king in the Northland—the treaty has been broken. The king of mortal men must be dead.”

      

      Maliah gasps, clutching the dragon closer to her chest. “The only thing that kept the peace in the Isles of Ellian was at the center of our world. We must move quicker. We are in grave danger for I fear the ruthless nature of men more than I do an angered Fate king.”

      Rowe narrows his eyes and then looks to the ships on the water. The port appears to be empty. The plumes of crimson smoke begin to collect, drifting onto the black water like a heavy fog. It clings to this side of The Kingdom of Night as well as the shoreline to the west. Soon all will know this terrible truth.

      “Then we should move quickly, as Maliah has warned.” The Fate prince peers at her, his lilac eyes hoping to soothe her nervous feelings. But he is also unsettled by what has transpired.

      She places her hand against the cloth now hiding the sleeping dragon. She fears what will become of it if mortal men, and Fate, discover that it has wings.

      “Your mate speaks the truth.”

      Rowe is quick to respond. “She isn’t my—”

      “Mmm.” Maliah grumbles, moving past him.

      Arren watches as she makes her way toward the port. “She cares for you, you fool.”

      Rowe sighs. “I—never mind. Maliah’s right, we need to go now. We don’t want to be wandering around getting our asses kicked by more evil spirits in the woods that you failed to mention.”

      Arren tilts his head. “That was the quickest way. We could’ve traveled north, but it would have put us on foreign land, and going south would’ve taken too long.”

      “It doesn’t matter—lets go.”

      He rushes along, trying to catch up with Maliah as Arren decides to move past both of them without much effort. Arren has always been one of the fastest in his pack. It is why he was chosen to serve as protector to the royal bloodline.

      His ancestors were brave warriors, unwavering in their loyalty, some to their own demise as they fought against the mortals to the north, the Fate to the west, and the Witches to the east. Vampires seldom fought against the wolves except toward the end, right before the treaty was created and signed. This was the bloodiest time of the entire war in which many sons and daughters in the royal houses began to lose their lives. Only then did those who ruled begin to care. Fearing their bloodlines might end.

      Arren slows as he reaches the dock and immediately gets weighted down by a heavy net. Rowe draws his bow, quickly shooting multiple arrows until the net is damaged enough for Arren to escape. He growls, bearing his teeth as his fingernails grow and his back hunches. He’s preparing to shift, but Rowe dives forward, rolling on his shoulder and ends up next to Arren. The Fate prince has his bow steady and sharpened arrow aimed at a shadowy figure now standing on the bow of the ship. The stranger appears to be wearing a long coat with a hood that won’t allow his face to be seen.

      “Show yourself or die!” Rowe yells his one and only warning to the stranger, ready to make good on his promise if need be.

      Maliah has drawn her daggers and stands with her feet apart while still cradling the dragon against her chest. She flips the daggers in her hands and grips the handles tight, now holding the sharpened blades at an angle. She wishes she would’ve had time to hide the dragon but it’s too late now. She’s worried they will be outnumbered with a whole crew who have not revealed themselves yet, but the shadowy figure stands tall, seemingly alone and unafraid. If he was not an enemy, she would be impressed with his bravery.

      The stranger grips the edge of the ship and leaps over the side. He lands silently on the dock. Maliah eyes the figure, who has yet to show their face.

      “Is it you who will end my life?” The man asks, giving Maliah a once over.

      She huffs. Of course, it is a man who threatens them.

      Rowe instinctively positions himself between the two, offering protection, but Maliah is visibly irritated with his decision to shield her. She takes one step to the side, refusing to let Rowe fight for her, regardless of the fact that she’s carrying the dragon.

      “Do you mock me?” she demands.

      A smile forms beneath the hood of the stranger’s coat, he seems pleased with her reaction to him. He reaches up and grips the edge of his hood with tattooed hands. Symbols lay etched in black on each finger, some known, but many not, as they tell the story of the man’s life.

      “Slowly.” Rowe insists while stretching the thin wire of his bow. It crackles from the strain. But the Fate prince knows his aim is true and he will not miss.

      “There’s no need for hostility here.” The man lifts his hood, allowing it to slip from his head and rest against his shoulders. Maliah narrows her eyes. The man appears to be older than they are, with a scruffy beard the color of sweetened chocolate and slightly wavy hair to match. He has white at his temples earned from the life he’s lived. His skin is brown from exposure to the sun and sailing. He has a scar running across the bridge of his nose that is rose colored and a thin metal ring resting above his upper lip pierced through the flesh between his nostrils. His eyes are light blue, giving him an otherworldly appearance. Maliah is sure this would intimidate some, but she is Fate, and Fate do not cower in the face of strangers. It would dishonor their name. To some women he would be a fine catch, and to others a threat. She is sure he has broken many a heart with his bright teeth and joyful eyes.

      Maliah stares at a tattoo on his forearm. It’s of a single dagger with a rope. She knows what it means.

      She remains on guard. “Umbra.” She juts her chin as Rowe looks to her and then at the man’s tattoo.

      He runs his open palm over it. “Yes—well, I was.” He admits.

      “Once an Umbra always an Umbra.” Arren growls.

      “A bit judgmental don’t you think?” the man exclaims with a smirk tugging at the corner of his lip.

      Arren takes a step toward him. A growl rolling deep in his chest. “You tried to capture me in a net!”

      The man shifts his weight and Rowe tightens his grip on the bow. “Careful now.” He warns.

      The man opens his arms, trying to show he is of no threat to them. “I believed you to be an enemy—come to take my ship. Would you have thought the same? A wolf, two Fate and what I can only imagine is a child, traveling together—exiting such a dangerous place as that forest? Surely something very bad drove you into that madness.” He waves a hand at his vessel and Maliah looks up at the mighty ship. It slowly rocks from side to side as The Sorrow commands.

      “It’s none of your business how we choose to travel.” Arren growls, baring his teeth.

      “Fair enough.” The man gives up his pursuit for the truth as to why the three of them had ended up here. In this world he had learned to ask as little as possible of others for many he knew would just as soon slit his throat than be his friend.

      “We mean to charter this ship.” Rowe states.

      The man cocks a brow. “Is that what you meant to do as you ran toward it?”

      Arren shakes his head. “Are you calling us thieves, thief?”

      The man looks to him with a grin that could charm anyone other than his current company. “I am many things, but a thief isn’t one of them.”

      “Right.” Arren grumbles.

      “You said you were Umbra, not are—what do you mean?” Maliah asks, curious to know his story.

      The man appears grateful that one of them seems to be reasonable. “Well, I left my Gen.”

      “What is that?” Rowe asks, still pointing his bow directly at him. He will kill this stranger in an instant if he feels he’s become a threat to any of them—even the wolf, Arren, who annoys him greatly. He glances to Maliah, who is still holding her daggers in a way that he’s seen many times over the years as they sparred back home in The Kingdom of Silver Flame. She often bested him, and he never became bitter. Instead, his fondness of her had grown.

      “My Gen? It’s my tribe—my family—or pack.” He looks to Maliah and studies the bundle against her chest. He assumes she’s carrying her own child. He knows what a mother would do to protect their little ones. That type of woman, no matter the race, is oftentimes the most dangerous warrior one could face.

      He eyes her daggers. She’s holding them correctly. This girl has been trained well. He is impressed. If nothing else, an Umbra can recognize one who could easily join them.

      “Are you the father?” he asks of Rowe, who narrows his eyes and glances at Maliah.

      “Yes.” He lies, not wanting to expose the truth, possibly placing the dragon in more danger. Rowe knows she will grow quickly as dragons do the first few months after they are born into this world. Soon she will be larger than he is and yet still learning her way without a mother dragon to guide her. He feels tasked to help in whatever way he can. But right now, she sleeps, and is vulnerable. Luckily, Mara had passed her protective instinct onto Rowe, and he could not ignore it the best he tried.

      Maliah parts her lips and Rowe shakes his head. She is reminded that she cannot share what they carry with just anyone, especially that of an Umbra who often deals in trading whatever they possess. Even if it has a beating heart.

      “Yes, and I’m the mother. We are the parents. The two of us. We did this,” she announces awkwardly.

      The man smiles. “I’ve met very few Fate in my time. They don’t often wander this far away from the city with a silver flame. And a wolf—I dare say you could’ve torn me to pieces if you wished. So, I thank all of you for not killing me on sight.”

      Maliah lowers her daggers, placing them back in their sheaths strapped to her sides. She reaches up and touches Rowe’s arm and he’s slow to react but decides to lower his bow. “Flattery will not gain my trust.”

      The man wags a finger. “Wise decision,” He touches the scar on his nose. “This was given to me for that very reason, by a woman who was almost as beautiful as this one.” He winks at Maliah who sighs.

      She isn’t impressed with his romantic gesture.

      Maliah had spent her entire life ignoring the advances of other Fate males in the Kingdom of Silver Flame, often embarrassing them with her quick wit and skill with her daggers. Even Rowe’s brother, Noble, had once shown affection toward her, when they were younger and she quickly insulted him, making his friends laugh. She wanted nothing to do with the Fate prince who would one day be king. Besides, his intentions with her were empty. She was never to be queen. King Elio Efhren would never allow a companion to take the crown. She was considered beneath them, and Noble knew this, making his advances toward her that much more insulting.

      The Umbra pauses, then offers his name. “I am known as Grim Dashiell, and you are?”

      Maliah looks to Rowe, who decides to speak for them. “This is Maliah, I am Rowe and that is Arren. The wolf who could eat you if he wanted to.”

      Arren grumbles. “I’m not an animal.”

      “And the child?” Grim asks.

      “Eirwen.” He responds without much thought, as if he had always known what she was to be called.

      Maliah stares at him in disbelief and then reinforces his admission. “Yes—but we call her Wennie for short.”

      Grim pauses in thought. “Eirwen—that means the Wintersmoon dragon, does it not?”

      Arren steps in, tired of his questions. “Are your services for sale or not?”

      Grim chuckles. “Well, what sort of Umbra, retired or not, would I be if I refused to charter my ship for payment?”

      “Right.” Rowe steps in closer to the man and lifts his wrist. Grim places his wrist against his and holds it there, collecting payment until Rowe draws it away and the symbols beneath their skin cease to glow.

      Grim retrieves his clear crystal and places it to his wrist. It reveals what Rowe has paid him simply by thinking of an amount that he felt was suitable. He nods, realizing that Rowe must be well off in the Kingdom of Silver Flame to pay that much to charter his ship. But he will not mention it. He’s found that it’s best to take the payment from his clientele, do as asked, and move on without incident. Many Umbra had made the mistake of digging too deep into their lives, ending up hurt, or worse yet, at the bottom of The Sorrow. Grim would not be one of those fools.

      “So, where are we headed?” he asks, hiding his concern.

      Rowe nudges his chin across the water. “The Obsideon Veil.”

      “None go there without a warning—I mean, what sort of new friend would I be if I didn’t mention the dangers of sailing the waters around the veil?”

      Arren shakes his head while pushing past him. He takes a running jump and lands on the bow of the ship, sniffing the air and making sure that the Umbra isn’t tricking them into boarding a vessel full of others like him. He will not be ambushed again. Baba Yaga had bruised his ego.

      Rowe steps closer to Maliah and leans in, touching her shoulder. “We know of the dangers.”

      “Just so you know, my job is to take you there, drop you off and leave?”

      Maliah places a hand to her hip. “We don’t expect anything much of you except to guide this vessel to the shores of that land. We can handle it from there.” She walks past him toward the gangway connecting the ship to the dock. Grim’s light blue eye’s follow her.

      “She is a feisty one.” He chuckles through his words, impressed with the Fate’s ability to hold her own.

      Rowe purses his lips. “You have no idea.”

      “No—I do. She reminds me of the woman who gave me this scar. Be mindful what you say to that one. They are always as beautiful as they are dangerous.”

      “Again, I know.” The Fate prince is growing tired of man’s interest in Maliah. He knows how special she is. He always has. Rowe only wishes that Maliah knew how much he cares for her, and that what happened on the ship now sitting at the bottom of The Sorrow off the shores of The Kingdom of Night, was something he treasured.

      Grim smirks, holding out his arm, urging Rowe to walk ahead of him.

      “No, after you.” Rowe insists, not wanting to allow an Umbra to walk behind him. He might have spent his life in his kingdom or exploring the island of Dragon’s Keep, but he is not one to trust strangers—especially an Umbra who had spent his life living off the misery of others.

      They board the ship and Rowe takes a look at the bow. It’s a beautiful vessel, with ornate carvings and gold-colored inlays running the length of it. He’s never seen anything like it. Not even the mighty vessels belonging to his father were as decorated as this one seems to be, making him wonder if Grim stole it.

      The Umbra takes a deep breath and releases it. “This is my mistress, as well as The Sorrow. My heart belongs to both.”

      Rowe looks above him to study the vessel. It has a foremast, a mainmast and a mizzenmast full of black sails. But no crew to work them.

      “It is a beautiful ship.” He admits.

      “Yes, she is. I’m honored to be her steward for as long as she’ll have me. In many ways she is like a real woman. Often fickle, moody—” he nudges Rowe in the side of his ribs “—passionate.”

      Rowe takes a look around, ignoring his attempts to befriend him. “You have no crew?”

      “No—they chose to stay behind. As I said, I left my Gen.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      Grim looks to Rowe’s wrist. “Information requires payment—that is your first lesson as we sail to The Obsideon Veil.”

      Rowe laughs, the breeze catching his light blue hair. “I think I’ve paid you a fair amount.”

      Grim lets out a hearty bit of laughter. “That you did. But can I ask of your Gen—or whatever you call those who are your family?”

      Rowe glances at the man’s wrist. “Information requires payment.”

      Silence settles between them until they both laugh.

      “Fair enough, Rowe of the Silver Flame.”

      “So, how will you sail this vessel all alone or are we now expected to be your crew as well as passengers?”

      Grim steps up to the large wheel and lifts his hands. He begins to chant, as his eyes turn completely white. The ship glides forward as if drawn by an invisible force. He places his hands upon the wheel and the entire ship lights up section by section with ancient symbols. He steps back, blinking once and his eyes change from white to light blue again. He turns to smile at his new guests after mentally connecting with his ancient vessel. He’s shared their desired destination. It is something only the Umbra can do with any sort of success. Making them rulers of the waters that surround the Isles of Ellian.

      “She will take us where we need to go. How about a meal and something to drink?”

      “Yes, food.” Arren is quick to agree as his stomach rumbles. He presses his hand against it, trying his best to quiet it down.

      Maliah shakes her head. “I should get some rest—the baby needs sleep.”

      “Of course, let me show you the way.” The Umbra steps closer to Maliah. Rowe blocks his way. His purpose set to protect both.

      “Feel free to go below deck and choose a room. There are seven.” Grim clarifies his intentions while Rowe stares him down. He realizes that this young Fate will do whatever it takes to protect his family. He can respect that, along with the hefty payment he gave him to sail them across the black waters.

      “Thank you.” Maliah offers.

      Rowe places a hand to her back and guides her to the door leading below.

      “I will send food and drink if you wish.”

      Rowe pushes her through the door and closes it behind them.

      “Let’s find a room for you to rest.”

      Rowe moves past her, looking in each room to make sure no one is hiding in silence. He is prepared to kill them if he must, but he hopes the Umbra chose to be honest with them and it won’t come to that.

      “The ship seems to be empty.” She says. “I mean, Arren would’ve smelled them, right?”

      Maliah stands in the middle of the wide hallway. Rowe checks the last room, ignoring her compliment to the shifter wolf.

      He turns to face her. “This one will do.”

      Maliah narrows her eyes. “So, are you picking the room for us?”

      “Your room.”

      “You won’t be staying with me tonight?” she asks.

      He holds the door open for her while she enters the space and is impressed with the large bed along the back wall. It’s covered in a golden blanket with matching pillows. The four wooden posts run from floor to ceiling anchoring it in place so it will not move if they encounter a storm.

      She steps up to the bed and unwraps the material keeping the dragon warm and safe. She cradles the small blue creature in her arms as she yawns. Maliah’s heart melts at the sight of her. But she has already grown a few inches, and tomorrow, she will grow even more until Maliah is unable to hold her. They must hurry if they are to find a safe place. Soon, Eirwen will be too large to hide away against her chest.

      She reaches in and gently brushes her fingertips along the dragon’s muzzle. “It is hard to imagine such a small thing being a destroyer of worlds, don’t you think? I mean the way the wolves talk about them hunting them down. And to starve them. I will never forgive—” she pauses, not wanting to insult Rowe by mentioning his father, but she knows she will never return to the Kingdom of Silver Flame, unless she is a prisoner.

      Maliah places the dragon on the bed while Rowe gently covers her with the golden blanket. The dragon tucks her head beneath her tail. Allowing sleep to calm her hunger. But it will grow as she does, making it impossible to ignore.

      “She must’ve exhausted herself in the forest.”

      Rowe bobs his head in agreement. “She saved all of us.”

      “Yes, she did.” Maliah half-whispers. “So, I think it only fair that we return the favor.”

      Her eyes turn skyward. “And that means killing him if he tries to deceive us.”

      “He’s been paid well, Maliah. He isn’t concerned with who we are or why we want to go to The Obsideon Veil. All he wants is payment for his services.”

      Maliah’s expression darkens. “He’s an Umbra, Rowe. He deals in deception. They all do. My mother told me many stories about his kind. They betrayed so many during the War of Brumah. All kinds, our people included. Many looked to escape the violence and the Umbra often took advantage of them, taking their payment and still handing them over to those who hunted them down. So don’t trust him. Now or ever. He isn’t our friend.”

      Maliah can feel the rocking of the boat beneath her feet. She accidentally leans into Rowe when she tries to walk past him. He steadies her and she is caught up in his beauty.

      The Fate prince had grown as she had, both being the same age. He was annoying in his younger years but grew on her as any companion would. So, as time passed, her feelings for him changed, until one day, while sparring, she felt something strange in the pit of her stomach. A stirring of butterflies. And now he stands before her, fully grown and offering something she had only dreamed of. His affection.

      He leans in to kiss her, and she stops him by placing her fingers to his lips and eyeing the dragon in the bed. “Do you not remember what happened the last time you kissed me?” she asks.

      “I believe it was you who kissed me.” He jests.

      “It ended in flames, Rowe Efhren.”

      His expression lightens. He reaches in to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear. His fingers brush the side of her cheek, and she sighs. “Perhaps it was a sign.”

      “Yes—that we should never do exactly what we did on that vessel.” Maliah warns, as Rowe studies her strained expression.

      “You can’t believe that. She didn’t mean to sink the vessel.”

      Maliah bites her bottom lip. “Maybe it was jealousy.”

      Rowe leans in closer, forcing Maliah to look at him. “She is not jealous of you.”

      “I don’t mean her.” She whispers.

      His eyes narrow. “Maliah.”

      She steps around him, refusing to show her weakness any further. “I can feel how much you want to protect Eirwen, and I’m not jealous in that way—I just wish you had once felt that way for me all those cycles of the moon that we spend growing up together.”

      Rowe steps up behind her and gently places his hands on her shoulders, turning her to face him. “Maliah, can’t you feel me?” he asks.

      She shakes her head. Wanting to look away from him.

      He cups her face, and she sighs, placing her hand over his. “I can feel you Rowe Efhren, but it’s as if you’re drifting away.”

      He steps in closer, wanting to convince her. “I’m right here.”

      “But for how long? You are an heir to the Silver Flame. I know we have good intentions, but they will come to bring you home. Your father will never allow you to leave the kingdom for good, but me? I am no one in his eyes. He would rather I be dead than here with you.”

      Rowe takes a slow breath. “Maliah, I am not needed there. I never was. My brother will take the throne, and he will rule as my father did. I will be but a memory.”

      She shakes her head, and he touches her chin. “My life is here with you now, Maliah. I will not leave either one of you.” He glances toward the bed and back to stare deeply into her eyes. He hopes to convince her that he has no intention of ever leaving her side.

      Rowe leans in, his mouth hovering close to hers. His hand slips to the base of her back to steady her. His body hums with excitement. The young Fate’s tattoos begin to glow as the energy gathers. The kiss he longs to give her is now just seconds away.

      A knock comes to the door.

      He groans.

      “Go.” She whispers.

      Rowe opens the door and Grim is standing there with bread, cheese, and a bottle of wine. The Umbra has kept his promise to feed her. He looks past Rowe and grins at Maliah. She nervously rubs the side of her neck. Her tattoos now glowing with embarrassment.

      “I brought some—”

      “Thank you.” Rowe takes everything out of Grim’s hands. He kicks the bottom of the door while the Umbra leans in, trying to speak.

      “I would be happy to share a glass of—” the door closes in his face “wine,” he finishes with a sigh, turning to see Arren staring him down.

      He flinches, grabbing at his chest.

      The shifter wolf had crept up on him without making a sound.

      “Come, I have food and drink.”

      Arren suppresses laughter. “Good, I was thinking about eating you.”

      “Of course you were.” Grim grumbles while pushing past him.

      Arren calls out, “Did you think you could seduce her?”

      The Umbra rolls his eyes. “I will toss you over the side.”
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      “Cullen, please wait!” Talen calls out, pitying him.

      The vampire, as she had known him, had been enjoyable regardless of everything that had transpired. He had proved to be more than she expected. She hurries after him as he glides through the hallways. She can sense him, for now, having collected a memory for Koa. She would’ve never guessed that he was the king’s son, brother to Cassius, and in line to the throne.

      Her heart aches for the vampire prince, knowing he had been used to end a war and clearing the way for his brother to rule without interruption or rivalry.

      But she couldn’t see beyond what Koa had allowed to be collected.

      The shifter wolf had been a great warrior, along with his brother, during the War of Brumah, and fought gallantly to protect his pack. It was a tragic story that also festered within the young Witch now.

      Collecting memories was a dangerous decision.

      A Witch could get lost in her emotions, but Talen had successfully navigated Koa’s mind, allowing him to find his answers and begin to heal—but what of the vampire? Would Cullen survive such a truth? She couldn’t be certain.

      Finally, she spots him standing in an open window, right on the edge. She slows her pace, worried that he might jump, but it would not be dangerous for a vampire. He would simply land on the ground with ease.

      What Cullen could not do was transform and take flight. This ability was reserved for his father, Raiden Moore and the creature who turned him. Only Raiden and his master, Dracula, could shift into many creatures and scurry about as rodents or fly high above as a cauldron of bats.

      “Cullen?” Talen calls to him with one raised hand.

      She produces another bottle ready to offer him some peace if he wishes for it. She would do this for him, even though her energy waned from helping the wolf.

      He stares out across the countryside, seemingly bewildered by what he can smell and see.

      Talen approaches from behind, holding the bottle firmly in her hand when the vampire decides to speak.

      “This can’t be.” He mutters, his crimson eyes locked on the plumes of red smoke rising from the south.

      “I know it seems hard to accept your truth—I myself am not so happy with who I am, the expectations of being in line to the throne are—well, it doesn’t matter. What I offer is relief. I will gladly collect your memories for you, and we can place them in this bottle so you can heal as Koa will.”

      “I’m not concerned with a brother who discarded me. Knowing he is dead is more than enough payment for his treachery. He can’t possibly survive without the dark magick.”

      “No. He cannot.” She admits.

      Talen steps up beside him and nearly slips from the edge, but Cullen grabs her waist without looking at her. He draws her into his side, and she glances up at him, studying his chiseled jawline and full lips. She ignores how it makes her feel and follows his gaze.

      She narrows her eyes. “What is that?” she asks, unable to understand what she’s witnessing.

      “Stay here, with Koa and the girl. I will return.”

      “Cullen, wait—”

      The vampire prince slips his hand from her side and steps off the ledge. Talen yelps, leaning forward to witness his descent. He glides down the side of the black tower, reaching out to touch the smooth stone with his fingertips until he reaches the bottom. He lands without injuring himself.

      Cullen rises, looking above him to see that Talen has decided to watch until knowing he was safe. In a small way, it touches him, as much as a vampire can allow.

      The wind catches her multi-colored hair, and it brushes against her forehead and cheeks. She pushes it out of the way, holding it aside, until Cullen disappears, heading south toward the Kingdom of Stone.

      She cries out with frustration. “Of course! Just leave, that’s great!”

      Talen backs away from the window and is startled when she sees a girl with raven-black hair and bright green eyes swaying on her feet.

      Talen lifts a hand, not knowing how the girl escaped the golden cage, but knowing she can’t be trusted until her powers are under control.

      “Hello,” Talen slowly places the glass bottle in her satchel.

      She takes one step and Everleigh’s hand twitches at her side, so she pauses, knowing she must be gentle and cautious at the same time.

      “Where am I?” Everleigh’s voice cracks as she begins to regain her focus. She had awoken in a golden cage and escaped without any memory of it. All she knows is she feels drawn to this place, where this girl now stood before her with multi-colored hair and a heart-shaped face.

      Talen glances behind her as she sees Koa approaching. He’s been silent, as wolves often are.

      But Everleigh tilts her head. “I know you are there,” not bothering to verify her suspicion. “Is this a vision?” she asks. “Am I to keep these words?’

      Talen considers her options but decides that truth is better than deception. “No—you are really here with me. That is Koa—a shifter wolf, who is behind you. He will do you no harm.” She’s lifted her hands so Everleigh can see them. “And I am Talen—Talen Freeborn.”

      “Freeborn?” Everleigh asks, as if her memory has been accessed.

      Talen looks to the shifter wolf, who has moved in a little closer, she shakes her head, urging him to stop. “Yes, I am the daughter of Neema, Queen of the Crystal Garden—who is also Naya’s twin sister, my aunt.”

      Everleigh gasps. “I know of her, of Naya. I don’t know how, but I do. I can feel her.” She looks to Talen for support. “Does that make any sense to you?”

      Talen steps closer but minds her movement. She doesn’t want to upset Everleigh. The girl is already unstable and possesses a power that even Talen has yet to understand. She knows she has to get to her—to touch her, to bind her powers so she can teach her how to be a steward to Starfall.

      Everleigh lifts up the book, wrapped in black cloth, and the material slips off of it, allowing the red crescent moon to be seen.

      Talen eyes the book, then Everleigh. This was something she didn’t expect. Everleigh had blindly collected it, as the book would naturally call out to her. Talen Freeborn remains calm, but silently berates the vampire prince for leaving at the absolute worst time.

      “May I see it?” Talen asks, while stepping closer to the girl with an outstretched hand.

      Everleigh barely acknowledges Starfall, she holds it with abandon, not knowing why it called to her.

      She decides to surrender the book.

      Talen is forced to catch it as Koa grabs Everleigh from behind. It startles her and she shakes her head before crying out. Talen spins on one foot and tosses Starfall behind her, whispering a hovering spell so it will not hit the floor, but instead, float on the air.

      Everleigh’s fear forces an invisible wave of energy to be released in all directions. It throws Koa down the hallway behind her, but Talen slides her hands together, quickly forming a glowing shield of protection, created from connected strings of light. Her feet slide as Everleigh’s power pulsates against the glowing white shield of energy.

      Everleigh Aeress rises above the floor, but her energy is spent, giving Talen the opportunity to bind the newborn Witch. She allows the shield to fade like mist and rushes through it, slipping a hand into her bag and producing a bottle with a swirling mass of sparkling purple light. She claps her hands together breaking the glass between her palms. She blows the contents of the bottle into Everleigh’s face, who drops to one knee, now coughing through a glittery haze.

      Talen falls to her knees and whispers her binding spell. “By air and dirt, by water and fire, so be you bound as I desire. By three and nine, your power I bind. By moon and sun, my will be done.” She crosses her fingers in a V shape and pushes the last bits of the powerful magick through Everleigh’s essence. It attaches to her soul and binds Naya’s powerful gift that now swirls in her blood.

      The raven-haired beauty reaches down and touches her stomach with a look of confusion.

      “What have I done?” she asks, nearly in tears.

      Talen shakes her head, reaching in to push Everleigh’s hair behind her ear. “Nothing—you did nothing.”

      She turns to see Koa lifting himself up off the floor.

      Everleigh’s eyes widen with regret. “I’m so sorry!”

      He waves it off, irritated that such a small thing could so easily overtake him. “You did not harm me, little one.”

      Talen rises, helping Everleigh to her feet as she looks around. “Where are we?”

      The young Witch looks to Koa and back to Everleigh. “I have much to tell you.”
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        * * *

      

      Cullen comes to an abrupt stop at the edge of the Lonely Forest, careful to stay hidden away. He peers across the open field toward the sacrificial stones. He can smell the smoke and the pungent scent of heated iron. His teeth ache. The vampire prince is angered that the mortals have decided to burn the one thing that has kept him from tasting living blood in over a century. He rises, considering his options, but knowing he cannot fight them alone.

      It is then that Cullen understands that whoever has made this choice doesn’t care if he angers those to the north because they must know that the vampires played a part in all that had transpired.

      But how?

      Had Odette told them?

      Had she come to this place instead of doing as Talen instructed?

      And if so, how long would it be before the Witch Queen, would find it impossible to ignore that her daughter, Talen, had not returned to her with what she required?

      Cullen narrows his eyes, trying to control his temper, and then decides it would be best to return to his home, where he could prepare for whatever might come from behind the Black Gates.

      The vampire prince abandons his last hope of controlling his thirst as the fires burn high. He breaks through the Lonely Forest, caring not when the sharpened thorns tear at his flesh. He bleeds, but immediately heals, only to have it repeated again and again.

      Thoughts of the treachery that has befallen him elicits more emotion than he allowed to be shown in front of the young Witch, Talen Freeborn.

      He breaks free of the thick vegetation and twisted vines, taking in the sight of a place he has called home for as long as he can remember. He releases a bellowing cry that forces birds to scatter into the air and woodland creatures to burrow for safety. He crooks his neck while the last gash on his cheek draws his opaque skin back together, slower than it ever had before. The illness was becoming known to the night prince.

      He gazes upon the Black Gates, and beyond, to the black towers piercing the gray clouds.

      But it is not his true home, as Koa had admitted.

      Cullen Moore, chosen son of Lord Raiden was once a prince among mortal men—but, his immortal gift had forced him to walk in both worlds—making him The Heir of Shadow and Stone.

      But what of it? How would this change anything? His heart sits still in his chest. His blood does not flow as a mortal’s does. And his shadow lags behind, ever lurking—detached, carrying his soul.

      He closes his eyes, wishing he could see more clearly, and then he senses something so peculiar. It seems to be a guiding light, drawing him home.

      He can feel something calling out to him—as if from another time and place. A voice—a whisper on the wind. Her voice. That of Everleigh Aeress.

      He crosses the land at a slower pace than any vampire would usually allow, minding his steps and trying to control his emotions. Somehow the girl is calling out to him without speaking. Her essence a beacon in an otherwise dark world. It pulsates from the towers, nearly blinding him, but he can’t stop. His shadow lingers further away, finally catching up to him, but fearful of what might come.

      He rests, letting out a small moan.

      His teeth are erect with excitement.

      Cullen senses that she’s awake, so he decides to move faster than he ever has before, until he reaches the Black Gates. He doesn’t bother to call out to them, instead jumping high into the air and landing on the other side. The gates groan behind him. He ignores their frivolous attempt at protesting his arrival.

      He can barely contain himself, rushing into the glass atrium, to find Everleigh Aeress standing in his poison garden. It is filled with hemlock, nightshade, oleander and every other thing that is most poisonous to a mortal. Many black roses fill the spaces in between with sharpened thorns.

      Cullen had treated this garden with such care and now he finds this creature in it—this giver of light.

      He grits his teeth, fingers flexing at his side as he sees her reach in and gently touch the blackened leaves. He steps closer, his body humming with an excitement he has not experienced since he was turned. This newborn Witch is the most poisonous thing among the rest. Her blood tainted to lure him in and take what life he’s been afforded.

      Then the girl turns, allowing him to see her true beauty.

      Her ink-black hair nearly shining, framing her milk-white face. Her green eyes bright with wonder. She lifts her delicate hand. A beautiful blue-winged butterfly sits lifeless in the center of her palm.

      “Good,” Talen offers support.

      Cullen is forced to watch, his brow relaxing with each passing moment.

      The girl speaks, her voice coming out like a song. “Remove the chains of time and space and make your spirit soar. Let these mortal arms embrace the life that haunts before.”

      Everleigh breathes life into the butterfly, and it begins to move. Her breath coming out like glittering white mist. It’s blue wings unfolding before her. Her smile could light up the night sky and all of The Kingdom of Shadow if she wanted.

      The prince of night is struck down with her beauty and connection to life. He can feel the pain of his curse. The death that lingers in his skin and bones. The lifeless moments stretched out before him like an abyss, but this girl—Everleigh Aeress, brought with her a light in the darkness that Cullen could never reach. A bloody tear stains his cheek. His thoughts are clear. His heart longs for her—to be near her—to feel her light. Then something unexpected happens, he feels a fluttering in his chest. One brief heartbeat. His shadow cowers, shaking its head in the reflection on the floor, frightened by this dark magick now swirling around the poison garden.

      Cullen moves forward, and Talen steps in between him and the newborn Witch. She shakes her head. Cullen is nearly broken with the warning she issues to him. “She is built to destroy you.” She whispers while Everleigh continues to coax the beautiful butterfly to rise higher with each breath she releases.

      “No.” he mutters.

      Everleigh turns as the butterfly begins to dissolve midair, ending the spell and her connection to it. She grabs at her chest just as Talen reaches her. She sways on her feet. Casting has left her lightheaded.

      “You were amazing.”

      Talen hopes to encourage her. Knowing what it means to have someone there to support you along the way. Her mother has mostly been absent, and Talen will not do this to Everleigh.

      The green-eyed Witch pauses, looking to Cullen for one brief moment until Talen places a veil over her head and leads her out of the garden. Cullen wants to follow, but knows he cannot, instead lingering like the ghostly remains of a life once worth living.

      And for the first time in three hundred years, Cullen Moore wishes for death.

      “We must be ready.” Koa speaks up and Cullen turns to face him. The shifter wolf had stood silent in the shadows watching the girl as she took direction from Talen.

      “For what?” Cullen asks.

      “For war. I know what we’ve done. I know who she is and where she came from. Her being here is a constant reminder that things will change and the peace we’ve enjoyed for the past three-hundred years will soon come to an end,” he looks past Cullen. “I can smell the fires burning.”

      Cullen steps into the garden, leaning his back against the wall. He feels the weight of Koa’s words digging into the very core of his being. “Yes—the mortals have decided to burn the blood roses.”

      “And what will you do? How will you feed?”

      Cullen’s eyebrow cocks. “I have enough for now to brew my tea. I will simply slow down and drink less.”

      Koa shakes his head with worry. “And hunger more.”

      The shifter wolf’s eyes graze Cullen’s arm. Black streaks have begun to form on his opaque skin. He pulls his sleeve down to hide it, but it’s too late.

      “Your mother infected you.” Koa states.

      Cullen looks down at the floor, and back to his loyal protector, who is striking in his mortal form. “Yes, she dug her fingernails into my flesh, and it seems I’m now fighting for not only my family, but myself as well.”

      Koa lifts his hand, animated as he speaks. “I believe in her. I know she has powerful magic running through her veins. It is Naya Freeborn’s magic, passed to her daughter.”

      Cullen stiffens. The thought of Everleigh being Naya’s daughter isn’t something he wishes to dwell upon. Not with knowing his own true history in this world.

      “Do you think she is also the king’s daughter?” Cullen asks, hoping Koa will stamp out his suspicions.

      Koa reaches up and rubs the side of his neck. “My knowledge of Witches is limited. We don’t have a good history, probably as treacherous as the one my kind shared with mortals, and even the vampire and Fate, who attacked us most viciously with their winged dragons.”

      “If she is Cassius Brumah’s daughter then that would make me her uncle.” Cullen admits.

      The shifter wolf nods. “This is true, separated by an ocean of time, but you have someone here who might be able to answer your questions, all you have to do is ask.”

      Cullen steps in closer to the poisonous plants he’s so diligently protected. Many of them can be brewed in teas, in small amounts. “I don’t wish to ask Talen such things.”

      Koa’s brow furrows. “Do you have feelings for the Witch?”

      Cullen laughs, his amusement echoing through the large room pinned together with golden metal rods and a glass dome. “Feelings? No. Why would you ask such a thing?”

      “Because I see how you look at her, and she at you.”

      Cullen turns, agitated with his observation. “We need each other, nothing more.”

      Koa’s eyes soften. “I’ve experienced such a need with a female before.”

      Cullen tilts his head, tossing a small black leaf that he’s been twisting between his fingers. “I dare say, I might’ve enjoyed you more before you could talk.”

      Koa takes a slow breath. “You mean while I was a slave to your father?”

      Cullen lifts his hands. “I didn’t know how you came to be with us here in The Kingdom of Shadow, nor your brother. If I had, then I…”

      The shifter wolf interrupts him. “What if you had? You were mortal before this. You fought in the war as I did. You have blood on your hands as do we all.”

      Cullen takes a step toward him, feeling a need to close the emotional gap that separates them now. “You are right. I was mortal. A Brumah. An heir of Stone. Surely, I fought for my people as fiercely as you did for yours. I will admit that I don’t remember what happened before Raiden took me. But I believe memories are like fog rising off the land once you’ve been presented with a truth. I feel that in time I will have to face things about myself that I do not want to know, as will you, Koa. But a slave you were not. Not to me. I felt compassion for you. I never asked for more than you could give. I protected you when my father—Raiden, became increasingly unpredictable. I only wish that I could’ve been here to protect your brother. I would’ve fought to save him as I would you, Koa. This you must know and believe, or it would be best that you leave me now and seek out your people to the south. I won’t follow. I won’t beg. I won’t ask for you to stay with me, but I feel that this girl—Everleigh Aeress, is a key that we must utilize. She may well save us all.”

      Koa stares deeply into the vampire’s eyes. He can sense that Cullen is telling him the truth and it fights against his urges.

      He longs to see his homeland. To walk among his people.

      To run in the moonlight shifting at will.

      He longs for peace and a mate.

      But he also knows that what happens in The Isles of Ellian will affect them all. He cannot outrun a war. It will spread to every part of what is left of this world, and many will die unless they can find a way to stop it.

      Koa offers a nod. “I will stay with you, Cullen Moore, until my belief is extinguished. But if this girl cannot stop the sickness that spreads in this land and restore your strength then I will be forced to leave you and rejoin my people in the southland. If I fight, I will fight alongside them as you will fight alongside yours. This is who we are. It is destiny.”

      “I understand, and I would never hold it against you. But I promise, Koa, I won’t fight you on the battlefield. I cannot.”

      Koa reaches in and grabs Cullen’s shoulder, as Cullen does the same to his. They stare into each other’s eyes acknowledging a truth they wish they could erase.

      “You should feed.” Koa points a rigid finger at Cullen’s mouth.

      The vampire prince moans, stepping back to lift a hand to hide his elongated teeth.

      “I will add a poison to my tea so I can slow myself down and control my feelings while I’m around the girl.”

      “This will leave you vulnerable.” Koa reminds him.

      “I know it will—good thing my friend is here to help protect me.”

      Koa places a hand to his heart. “That I will, Cullen Moore.”

      “I will brew my tea and then speak with Talen. We must decide what’s best.”

      “Best?” Koa’s curiosity spreads across his face.

      “We must regain our strength because the land of men could decide to march upon these walls, and we are all that stands between them and all who sleep below us. And we cannot forget that my father set sail on The Sorrow, but once he wakes from his slumber, he will leave a trail of destruction in his wake and that could include your people as well.”

      Koa stiffens, standing a couple of inches taller. The thought of Raiden Moore hurting his kind sets his soul on fire and heightens his sense of urgency. “Yes—this is truly a threat. Raiden must return to the Black Gates, but how will we lure him?”

      “With her blood.”

      “Are you suggesting that we use Everleigh as bait?”

      Cullen speaks in a quieter tone. “We must. Her scent is intoxicating. She will drive him mad.”

      “Do you wish to use her to heal yourself and then sacrifice her?”

      “It isn’t my intention, but if needed…” he pauses, hating how much he sounds like his borrowed father. But is Cullen’s brutality really all due to Raiden’s immortal gift? Or had the vampire prince possessed it long before the vampire marched upon the stone gates?

      Koa lets the horrible truth settle into his bones. He looks down at Cullen’s detached shadow as it lingers toward the door, wanting to go see the girl with magick in her blood, but never able to wander too far from his host. Cullen follows the wolf’s gaze.

      “Even your shadow longs to be with her.”

      Cullen would sigh if it were necessary. “Yes, I know. I can feel it.”

      “Then drink your tea, vampire prince, and let’s do what must be done.”

      Koa leaves the prince of night standing in the atrium among his poisonous garden. Children, as Cullen had once felt them to be. Each plant harvested and grown by Cullen’s own hand and used over time to dull his need for mortal blood—or the blood of any other, but now these plants might be his only hope, as the blood rose petals will not last much longer. They will wither and die by the next cycle of the full moon. So, time is finally of the essence for the boy who seemed to have endless days ahead of him.

      Cullen gather’s a few petals, cupping them in his hand. He must brew his tea and get this animalistic urge under control. He rushes to his chamber, opens a locked box and retrieves a few precious blood rose petals. He brews his water and places the blood roses and the poisonous leaves in his cup. He pours the boiling water over the leaves and allows it to steep, turning the water a bright red, then black in color.

      He hisses when he places the edge of the tea cup to his full lips, sipping at first, but taking the rest in two large gulps. It burns his throat, and he drops the cup, allowing it to shatter on the floor. Cullen places his hand to his mouth, keeping the contents from coming back up. His body fights to reject it. The chaos eases, while he grips the edge of the mantel above the fireplace.

      The blood roses and poison slip through his veins, dulling his senses and forcing his eyes to dilate. The crimson color of his irises now darker than The Sorrow itself. He taps the mantel, fighting to control. Finally, he turns to sniff the air. It’s worked. Her scent is mild—still there, but tolerable.

      He's ingested more poison than he’d ever allowed beyond his lips before. This deadly cocktail would’ve killed any other creature in only a few moments, but the vampire can handle such a thing. Reminding him of what he is and what he’s lost.

      He walks with a purpose from his room, unable to gain the speed he would normally enjoy, but it’s what was needed so that he could be of use to Talen, his people, and the girl. The vampire prince will not be able to stand being in her presence otherwise. In some ways, it makes it easier for him to ignore his need to be near her. He must push these feelings aside if he wishes to be a part of saving this world from a war it will likely not survive.

      Cullen pauses, placing his hand against the wall as an uninvited memory comes to the surface. It seems that poisoning himself has created a moment of clarity he did not expect. He can see a grand White Hall and a king standing before his throne with his arms opened wide. Cullen is drawn to the man with bright blue eyes and wavy black hair. He is dressed in white fur and aged silver armor. Cullen rushes up the steps, finding it hard to navigate with his small legs until he reaches the king. The man leans down, taking a knee before him and holds up the silver crown. Cullen’s eyes widen as the man smiles. His aged features jolly in nature.

      “Someday you shall be king, my son.” He whispers.

      Cullen gasps and pushes off the wall. The memory ends as quickly as it came but it leaves him with a knowledge he wished not to know.

      Cullen Moore was the eldest and true heir, not Cassius. He blinks through another painful memory as it splinters his thoughts. He can see his brother approaching him. Cullen is on his knees. His father lies dead before him as well as his mother. Cassius uses his bloodied sword to lift Cullen’s chin, staining it with royal blood.

      “You shall be our salvation.” Cassius claims. “On your feet.”

      Cullen is unable to speak, his hands bound, his mouth gagged. He turns wide eyed as Raiden enters the Grand Hall of White with Ezlen by his side. Cullen tries to scream behind the gag, but Cassius kicks the back of his knee, forcing him back down.

      Raiden leans in to inspect Cullen, grabbing his chin and turning his face from side to side. He looks to Ezlen, who is wearing all black and a veil in mourning. She is stricken with grief with the loss of their sons. Two other boys are tossed next to Cullen and all three stare up at the vampire, who seems pleased.

      Ezlen turns her back as Raiden rushes in and bites into Cullen’s neck. The searing pain paralyzes him as he drops onto his side. He’s unable to move. Barely able to breathe, but the pain eases as Raiden’s poison seeps into his blood stream. He is lifted like a bag of seeds and tossed onto the back of a shadow hound—Koa, as he would come to know him, who is wearing an amulet around his neck. The wolf is careful not to drop him as the other two boys are bitten and suffer the same fate. Their bodies are tossed onto the back of another shadow hound, known as Chaos.

      Raiden wipes his bloodied mouth. Cassius Brumah lifts the crown and places it upon his head. The doors to the Great White Hall close to Cullen Moore, for what he assumed would be forever.

      “Cullen?”

      The heir of shadow is shaken to his core, something not often seen with a vampire. Talen steps in closer, sensing his fear and confusion. It will pass, as all things do for a vampire, but this is something he did not expect to see.

      His truth was tragic.

      His life stolen.

      His brother deceived him.

      He presses his hand against his stomach. Cullen wishes to return to the Kingdom of Stone and tear Cassius Brumah limb from limb, dead or not. Scattering his remains from one edge of their land to the other, placing his decapitated head on a spike leading to the Black Gates.

      His guttural growl would frighten any other, but Talen stands by him, wanting to help him absorb what he has seen. She knows it can lead those who receive such a powerful vision to make rash decisions in the heat of the moment. The young Witch has witnessed his vision along with him, knowing how painful it must’ve been.

      “I must go!”

      “No—please. No. There is no need, Cullen. He is dead. You said it yourself,” she cups the side of his face as he struggles through his emotions. “It is true he could not survive long without the magick of Starfall. It was the book that gave him long life. His reign has ended. His terror gone. His flesh would have withered and died, rotting on the bone. His death painful—agonizing. Worthy of his brutality,” She assures him.

      She places a hand to his arm as his vision returns. Her radiant eyes come into view. Suddenly he twists her against the wall and places her hands above her head, leaning in so close she could kiss him if she wanted to. But she dares not. The vampire is not himself. She can see it in his eyes.

      His teeth sit rigid. His eyes narrowing.

      The golden-haired vampire fights to control himself.

      The moment lingers between them like a warning as Talen holds her breath.

      He blinks, showing signs that he may be regaining control. His rose-tinted lips nearly brushing against hers. She arches her back. The moment is right there before her, all she has to do is take it, but instead she sniffs the air.

      “Have you taken nightshade?”

      He quickly moves away, letting go of her wrists. She lowers her arms, rubbing at what will surely become bruises.

      “I’m sorry.” Cullen admits, wishing she had not seen him this way.

      She shakes her head, leaning in closer to him while lifting a hand. “Are you okay?”

      He waves her off. “Yes.”

      “You know I can help you. I can gather the storm that collects in your mind and bottle it.”

      He narrows his eyes. “You cannot help what ails me.” He pushes up his sleeve to let her witness the charred flesh on his forearm.

      “Oh, no, is this what made your mother—” she reaches toward it.

      Cullen quickly hides it away while interrupting her.

      “No magick can stop this except for what is in that book.”

      Talen swallows hard, understanding the urgency. “We will stop this.” she promises.

      “We must, or this world, as we know it, will die. My father is sailing The Sorrow, and he will attack when this fully takes over his mind. He will know nothing else but the hunger—the thirst.” Cullen’s gaze glides over Talen’s neck. She is tempted to hide it away from him behind her hand, but she allows him to linger. His eyes the closest to an embrace she may ever experience from him.

      “Everleigh will be ready. I just need time.” She says.

      Cullen steps closer to her, forcing Talen to look up at him. “Time is something I never thought I’d admit may get the better of me.”

      “I won’t let this happen—to you, to her—to anyone. I will teach her what she needs to know and how to control the book.”

      Cullen’s gaze lingers beyond her. “Who is she? Who is her father?” Cullen asks, unable to avoid it any longer.

      She tilts her head with confusion then begins to understand. “You think she is of royal blood?” Her tone now filled with sadness.

      Cullen awaits her answer.

      Talen sighs. “There are two ways a Witch can conceive a child, surely you know of the first.” Her cheeks redden, and Cullen is surprised how much he cares how she feels but hides it away. “And then there is the other. The conjuring.”

      Cullen’s brows nearly touch. “I’ve never read of such a thing.”

      Talen Freeborn’s expression darkens. “It isn’t in any book. It’s a knowledge only handed down from one Witch to another. But it is forbidden, because such a Witch could possess a power so great it could consume her.”

      “And of which is she—the girl—Everleigh Aeress. Is she born of natural means or conjured?” Cullen begs.

      The young Witch pauses, biting into her bottom lip. “I do not know. She is bound—or at least as much as I am able to bind her, too dull her power so I can teach her before she has access to Starfall. Allowing her to hold the book right now could be more dangerous than your father sailing The Sorrow. She could be consumed with it and become a danger to all of us.”

      “Will we ever know?”

      Talen nods. “Yes, we will. She will come into her power and the tattoos will form on her skin,” The Witch brushes her fingers across her chest just above her breasts and Cullen is unable to ignore it. His thirst has heightened his needs. Needs he had suppressed over the past century. But here, in this darkened space, with Talen so close—well, his mind begins to wander, and he can remember pleasure.

      “What tattoos?” he asks.

      “A large blood rose and flames licking at the edges, right here, above her breasts.” She eyes her skin as Cullen’s gaze follows.

      “Has any Witch ever been conjured before?”

      Talen shakes her head. “Only one—my grandmother, who—” she pauses.

      “What?” He urges her to tell him the truth.

      “She tried to kill my mother and her sister, Naya, before taking her own life. My sister, Averill, was like her in many ways and my mother believed that she was touched by this curse—this conjuring. I often wonder if this is what truly changed my mother. I have to assume the answer is yes.”

      “Are you?”

      “Don’t push me, vampire.” She whispers.

      Cullen clings to her ear, his full lip grazing it. He is attracted to the danger she may present to him.

      “Or what, El?” he asks, using the name her sister so affectionately calls her. “What will you do in this place alone with me?”

      She licks her bottom lip, biting into it and leaving behind a shimmering moisture in the low light of the hallway.

      “Look!”

      They both move away from each other in an instant.

      Koa stands there with two limp jack rabbits with horns, one in each hand.

      “I’m not hungry.” Talen mutters, rushing down the hallway.

      “Have I told you that you seem to have the worst timing?” Cullen huffs.

      Koa lowers the game in his hands and tilts his head. “What?”

      Cullen pinches the bridge of his nose.
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            THE KINGDOM OF SILVER FLAME

          

        

      

    

    
      Noble stands in his brother’s empty bed chamber staring at a discarded blanket. His nostrils flare. He can smell the dragon. It infuriates him. His brother had chosen to abandon him on his most important day and taken his given companion with him.

      He tucks the blanket into the satchel strapped to his side, not wanting to leave such a thing for others to discover. Noble wanted to love his brother, although he often irritated him in their youth. Rowe Efhren was stubborn—courageous, often taking chances when he shouldn’t. He had made his way to the island of Dragon’s Keep more often than Noble wanted to admit, but this time it had cost them dearly.

      Their father was furious. Demanding to know where his youngest son had gone, but Noble had lied, taking his father’s anger on as his own, protecting Rowe as he always had, but he was growing tired of doing such things. It had been exhausting looking after Rowe when he cared not of his duties. His people, or the crown. He spent more time with those damned beasts to the north than with his own kind!

      The first son of King Elio Efhren balls his fist at his side. His body tenses.

      And now Noble was denied his rightful ascension to the throne, as his father insisted that his brother return home before the ceremony be held. Leaving Noble with nothing but a new wife whom he did not love.

      His parents had chosen the girl, according to their laws, because she was of good blood and would produce a healthy heir.

      But Noble wanted more. His sexual tastes could not be express with this new wife. He enjoyed a struggle. A fight. He longed for a challenge. And he knew what drew his eye.

      He originally hoped he could track his brother down and convince him to abandon whatever foolish ideas he had conjured up with the help of his companion—Maliah Bazzel, who Noble once found intriguing. In many ways he was still enthralled with the young Fate. But the girl had rejected him, embarrassing him in front of his friends.

      He grows angry. Thinking of her laughter.

      He often fantasized about taking her although he hadn’t. His brother enjoyed her too much. But thoughts of her had helped him bed his wife on their wedding night, so he could spill his seed.

      He narrows his eyes. Maliah had been a bad influence on Rowe. Often encouraging him to take more risks than he should. Yes—he would blame the girl and make it known to his father. She was an acceptable casualty if it meant he could bring his brother home.

      Noble turns when he hears footsteps drawing near. He looks up to see Maliah’s mother pausing in the doorway as if she’s been caught. Noble tilts his head, approaching her as she stands frozen.

      “Tell me what you know of this?” he demands, drawing the cloth from his satchel and placing it in front of her face. She catches the scent of the dragon and takes a step back. Noble grabs her wrist and pulls her inside the room, slamming the door behind her. She stumbles forward, nearly falling but regains her footing.

      “Tell me now.”

      She swallows her fear while eyeing the open window. Noble moves in to grab her by the shoulders and drags her toward it, making her step up to the ledge. She is fearful, fighting to make him stop, but Noble forces her to look down.

      “I suggest that you do as you’re told and tell me what you know of this.”

      She shakes her head. “I know nothing.” She lies. Maliah had shared the truth of the dragon with her mother before escaping.

      Noble tightens his grip, moving up behind her and forcing her to feel as if she might fall to her death. He cares not if the woman dies. She had been purchased, as most are with more Fae blood than Elven, to serve in their kingdom. It was an unspoken truth that the Fate chose to hide away as well as what had been done to the dragons.

      He leans into her ear. “I will be merciful on your daughter. She will feel no pain, but you have to tell me where they’ve gone, and why, or I will drag her back to this kingdom and make her suffer for endless years.”

      The woman grits her teeth. “Okay—okay, I will tell you what I know. I will tell you.” A single tear rolls down the woman’s cheek as she looks out beyond the walls of the Silver Flame. She had dreamed of freedom so many times before, hoping someday she could give her daughter what she was not afforded. But Maliah was free now—outside this kingdom and away from those who looked down upon them for the blood that flowed in their veins.

      She turns to Noble with a peaceful look on her face.

      He pulls his dagger from its sheath. His tattoos begin to glow upon his skin. It lights up her eyes that match her daughters. Noble places the dagger to her side and pushes it just enough to break her skin.

      “Tell me,” He hisses. “I promise I will not harm her if you give me what I want.”

      She takes a slow breath. “South, to seek freedom.”

      He removes his dagger and grins. “Too much.” Letting the woman know he will still make her daughter suffer.

      “Forgive me.” She whispers to Maliah upon the wind, hoping it will reach her.

      The woman spreads her arms and falls backward, unable to accept what she’s done. Noble rushes in to watch as her limp body plummets toward the grown. She lands against hard stone, eyes open and feeling no pain. Blood begins to pool around her head like a halo. It slips through the grooves between the stones, finally reaching the Silver Flame. It momentarily turns the water red before returning to normal.

      Noble Efhren cries out, slamming his fist against the window frame in frustration, but knows what he must do.

      The Heir of Silver Flame rushes to find his father, who is sitting at a long table with more food placed on it than one man could eat. A hungry dragon sits chained up behind him with a heavy collar. The creature begins to lift its head but drops it back down when Noble enters the dining hall. He makes his way along the table until he reaches his father’s side. He places his fist to his heart and bows to him.

      “It was his companion who convinced my brother to leave the kingdom.”

      His father drops the food on his plate and wipes his moistened lips. “This you know as fact?”

      Noble solidifies his lie. “Her mother told me.”

      “Bring her to me.” His father insists. “I’d like for her to tell me this treachery and explain why her daughter, of Fae blood, would do such a thing!”

      “Father—the woman—she is dead. She jumped to her death, just now.”

      His father sighs, slamming his fist against the table and allowing it to echo throughout the dining hall. The dragon flinches but doesn’t rise. Two scars still sit along its sides where wings once rested.

      “Where has this half caste taken my son?” The king uses a slur that is not often spoken aloud.

      Noble crooks his neck, stretching the tight muscle to relieve it.

      “To the southland.”

      His father rises. “The southland? Those filthy wolves. I knew she was wrong for him. I told your mother she should not be his companion, but she believed Maliah would be no harm, and now, we have this. My youngest son is missing, and his mother mourns as if he has died.”

      “I know she has always favored him.”

      The King considers his proposal. “Worry not. You are Heir to the throne. Soon to be King of The Silver Flame.”

      “Yes, this is true father—but I wish to bring my brother home in your honor and make my mother happy.”

      Elio places a hand to his son’s shoulder. “If only more could be as brave as you, dear Noble, and accept fate as we are instructed by the flame.”

      Noble nods to him. He had not taken a drink to find guidance yet but knew he must before setting out to find his brother. It would show him the way as he shares a blood tie with Rowe like no other. Only siblings may use it this way with the sacred chalice.

      “I will not fail you, father.”

      “I know this, Noble Efhren. May the flame guide and keep you, my son.” Elio snaps his fingers, and a boy approaches the Fate king with a wooden box. It has no discernable markings. The boy holds it up and Elio Efhren opens the lid. He reaches in and produces the bronze chalice. He lifts it above his head, muttering a few words in silent prayer. The Fate king hopes the chalice will guide Noble on his quest.

      “If I do not return then I ask that you bed my wife and produce an heir in my honor.” Noble says, as is custom among their kind.

      The king nods.

      He offers it to his eldest son, who takes it and closes his eyes. He knows he must drink of the silver flame and allow it to give him the vision needed to find Rowe and bring him back home. He opens his eyes, offering a respectful nod to his father. The heir knows this may be the last time he will see him, but it bothers him not. His purpose is to serve the kingdom and if the silver flame has decided this to be his last act of loyalty, then so be it. He tucks the chalice into his side satchel.

      “May the silver flame bless and keep you.”

      “You as well, father.” Noble places his fist to his heart and bows to him once again.

      The doors swing wide, and a woman of tall stature enters the room wearing all green. Her strawberry blonde locks flow down her back. A thick braid lay dead center. She’s wearing a thin band of bronze metal across her brow. Her matching wrist bands wind up her arms holding the thin material in place. Her bodice is held tight against her curved waist intricately woven with bronze colored thread. The fountain with the silver flame sits dead center on her chest.

      Her eyes are almond shaped, her cheekbones pronounced and lips moist like the morning dew, pink in color. The woman’s skin is sun-kissed with a splattering of faded freckles across the bridge of her petite nose and across her cheeks. She is a beauty often compared to the old Gods. A woman who had bewitched Elio as he set eyes upon her so long ago.

      The Fate king rises, showing his respect to his wife. “Letti.”

      Her focus is hard set on her eldest son, and she offers a nod to her husband before placing a gentle hand to Noble’s cheek. The Fate prince reaches up and cups her hand. This an affectionate greeting from one Fate to the next. But Letti’s eyes are glossed over with sadness.

      “My son.” She whispers.

      “Mother.” Noble replies.

      Letti removes her hand and looks to her king—her husband, her mate. “What have you done?” she asks, unafraid.

      Elio looks to Noble and back to his most treasured wife. “Noble has accepted his calling.”

      “No.” she looks to Noble with fear in her eyes. “I mourn this day for Rowe, I refuse to do the same for my only remaining child.”

      Elio approaches her with compassion. He has never lifted a hand to her nor would he. Her beauty alone has held him transfixed on her for centuries. “My love, we must listen to the silver flame.”

      Letti sighs, knowing she cannot deny the will of the flame.

      She turns to Noble. “The flame called out to you?” she asks, knowing she must hear it from him.

      “Yes—since the moment Rowe left these shores. I have felt the calling.”

      Letti looks to the floor and back to her king. A shimmering tear slips over her delicate cheek. A Fate’s tears often resembling liquid bronze. Elio reaches in and wipes his thumb across her silk-like skin. He sighs, cupping her face and wanting to console her.

      “We must prepare ourselves for what may come.”

      Her silence speaks volumes. She is unable to deny what The Silver Flame demands.

      “Did you give him the chalice?”

      Elio looks to Noble, who appears steadfast in his decision. The fate prince will not share what he discovered in his brother’s room. Clearly, Rowe had escaped with what he assumes is a baby dragon. If his father knew this, he would send a whole division of Silver Flame Guards to hunt him down along with the dragon. No dragon was allowed to leave Dragon’s Keep unless they be brought within the walls of the kingdom. It was forbidden. What Rowe had done was treason. Even Letti, their most adoring mother, could not save his younger brother from what would come. But, if Noble could find the wayward prince, remind him of his purpose and kill the beast—well, then perhaps this could simply be a memory and not something etched into history that could change their futures.

      “I will witness.” Letti insists as Noble’s brow furrows.

      “Mother, a Fate is meant to drink of the Silver Flame alone.”

      “Not this time.” Letti steps away from her king, allowing his hand to float on the air between them. She is unable to allow the old ways to trick her into thinking that her eldest son must go on this quest.

      “Very well.” Noble bows to her and turns away. Letti pauses, glancing toward her husband who will not join them.

      “Letti.” He calls out to her, but she hurries after her son wanting confirmation more than acceptance. If her husband chooses to stay behind, then so be it, but she will not. She had already lost one child and would not allow for a second to leave the royal house without knowing in her heart that it was necessary.

      Noble moves across the open square toward the sacred Silver Flame and pauses only to produce the chalice. The bronze metal shines brightly from the sun, sending sparks of light. No one else is privy to step this close to the Silver Flame unless of royal blood or deemed worthy by their king. Elio approaches the window as his son stands before the sacred fountain.

      Noble steps up to the edge and catches his reflection in the pooling water. It rolls like liquid metal. This fountain is their direct connection to the energy that churns beneath them. It has been visited in the past by scholars and kings for guidance. The last Fate to drink of it was King Elio Efhren and it guided him to sign the treaty that ended the War of Brumah. It is the only reason he felt it necessary to follow through with what every kingdom demanded with their dragons. Over time, Elio had lost his compassion for the dragons, often taking his frustrations out on them for what he had been forced to do. Making their relationship with the mighty beasts even more tragic in nature.

      Noble dips the chalice into the pooling water and places it to his lips. It wouldn’t fill if the vision is not meant for the Fate who seeks answers. The Fate prince is happy to see he will be able to receive his vision, allowing the sacred waters to guide him. He drinks of it and stumbles back, feeling a great surge of energy roll through him. His tattoos begin to glow on his face, arms, back and legs. He grinds his teeth, falling to his knees and dropping the chalice. Letti rushes in and catches it before it hits the ground. The Queen of Silver Flame gives very little thought before lifting it to her lips. She looks to her husband before taking a drink, knowing the dangers, but desperate for answers. Elio cries out from the window, jumping from the ledge and landing with much grace on the stoned walkway.

      Letti is thrown back, landing in Elio’s arms. The chalice flies from her hands and lands on the stone. A thick crack forms up the side and splits the sacred cup. Her eyes now closed. He shakes his head, trying to wake her, but it’s no use. The queen will slumber for as long as her body needs to rest—possibly never waking again.

      Noble opens his arms, arching his back before the visions overtake him. His pupils dilate and his lips tremble. The Fate heir is unable to speak.

      The Silver Flame courses through his blood depositing what is meant for him to see.

      

      A mighty ship glides across the surface of the black water. Fire consuming the bow. He can feel his brother’s presence and hear his voice like whispers on the wind. Wolves rush across the land, running from the flames. Their homes burn—their kingdom set ablaze. Charred bodies lay in piles. A boy king sits upon a great steed, overlooking the destruction. A girl sits at his side, but she wears a mask. Noble is unable to see her face but fears she may be as dangerous as the boy.

      He is of fair skin and black hair. His eyes bright blue. His armor aged silver with his crest—his crest—Noble balls his fists, wishing for the silver flame to allow him to see—his crest becomes clear to him.

      A serpent with a blood rose.

      Noble shakes his head.

      More flames—more destruction—more conquest.

      He rises to his feet to look skyward as an ominous shadow slowly circles above the Kingdom of Silver Flame. Large wings—a bellowing cry. A dragon has come to exact revenge upon them. He turns in a circle to see that everything is on fire around him. The fountain crumbles. The silver water boils. His home—his kingdom, now lay in ruin. Death has come to their land. Swift and merciless.

      

      Noble falls to his hands and knees, saliva dripping from his lips. His stomach churns with the knowledge of what he knows will come if he fails on his quest to find his brother. For he knows now that the dragon his brother has chosen to protect will come to seal their fate.

      He can feel it in his bones.

      His muscles ache. His head spins. His vision blurred.

      The Silver Water has sent a dire warning to the young prince who will one day take the crown. But will it be a peaceful transition, or will his father lay dead leaving Noble no choice but to lead his people?

      Elio cradles his wife in his arms, tears streaming down his face. Never had he expected for Letti to drink of the sacred waters. She knows it is forbidden—dangerous, and yet her need to protect her child outweighed her own safety. He is angry—wanting to lash out, but mostly his thoughts are consumed with his youngest son, who had set everything in motion.

      “What did you see!” Elio demands, knowing he shouldn’t, but unable to control his emotions. He lowers Letti to the ground, stumbling to his feet. “What did the sacred flame show you?!”

      Noble is barely able to stand, but his father is there to help hold him up.

      “Wings.” Noble mutters, unable to collect his thoughts.

      Elio gasps, looking toward the island of Dragon’s Keep.
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        * * *

      

      Letti is placed in her bed. Tended to by their greatest healers. Elio holds her hand, leaning into her ear. “Return to me.” He whispers, hoping his words will draw her from her slumber. He looks upon her face, gently moving a strand of hair and tucking it behind her ear. He rises, jaw clenched, eyes darkened. The Fate King had spent three-hundred years enjoying his days with no worry only to have it all come to an end in a matter of hours.

      His youngest son is missing. His eldest tasked to find him and his love is now trapped in a dreamlike state from drinking of the sacred waters—waters not meant for her unless they called out to her.

      He exits the room to find Noble waiting in the hallway. He lifts the broken chalice to his father and Elio knocks it from his hands. It hits the stone floor, rolling to a stop. Noble doesn’t bother to look, instead keeping his eyes locked on his fathers.

      “Will she—” Noble begins to speak, but his father interrupts him.

      “I do not know. She chose to do that which we are forbidden. The sacred water was meant for you and you alone.”

      Noble sighs, unable to offer any words that will properly convey his deep sorrow for his father. He knows that the queen is his father’s most guarded treasure.

      “Father—I must go.”

      Elio looks beyond his son to the skyline. “I understand that your loyalty lies with our people and with the vision given to you by the Sacred Silver Flame, but—”

      His father’s reluctance leaves this moment of clarity corrupted for the Fate Prince. “Yes?” he asks.

      Elio swallows hard, considering the gravity of his request. “I ask that you tell me everything you saw.”

      Noble is stunned by what his father has requested of him. “A vision is meant for one.”

      “Yes, but you uttered one word to me—wings, and I must know what you saw.”

      “Father.” Noble begs as Elio rushes in and grabs his shoulders, giving him a firm shake. Noble is unnerved seeing his father so dismantled.

      He swallows hard, deciding to share what he can. “Ships, flame—a warrior upon a steed.”

      “Was it your brother?” he whispers, unable to see past his paranoia.

      Noble shakes his head. “No—it was not, Rowe, it was a boy carrying the crest of mortals—the serpent and rose.”

      Elio’s eyes widen. “So, they will march upon us after all this time? After we did as we were asked according to the treaty?”

      “I cannot say. As you know the sacred waters of the Silver Flame show what could be, and not what will be. My actions starting now will determine what comes next, father.”

      “And the fire, did it come from the sky?” Elio asks.

      The muscles in Noble’s jaw flex. “Yes, from a winged shadow.”

      Elio moves back, fearful of what he’s heard from the lips of his eldest son. His heir. His beloved bloodline. “A dragon—with wings?” he asks. “How could this be?”

      Noble’s facial expression concerns his father. He tilts his head.

      “Tell me, what has your brother done?” Elio demands.

      Noble shakes his head. “I don’t—”

      Elio draws his sword and places it to his son’s throat. His eyes full of anger.

      “Father?” Noble is shaken.

      “Tell me—what has he done? I know that he sneaks off to the island of Dragon’s Keep. I know he went there before your wedding. I know more than what I say because the actions of my sons have never concerned me. I believe both to be loyal to their people—to me. Or—I did until this day.”

      Noble lifts his chin, the blade sitting beneath it. “I promise you that I am loyal now and always.”

      Elio narrows his eyes. “And what of your brother’s loyalty? Has it not been proven that he cares not of his people—for his family, his king?”

      “I will make him prove it to me.” Noble speaks true.

      Elio grips the sword so tightly that his knuckles begin to turn white. His memories of war had long since stopped haunting his dreams, but now, they loomed once again. The guilt of what he had allowed to happen to their dragons weighing heavy on his heart. He fears that his brutality and foolishness will cost him everything.

      “How do you plan on doing this?” Elio demands, pressing the sharpened point of his sword against Noble’s throat. He can feel the sting as it penetrates his skin. His father cares not for his welfare. Only for his wife—his kingdom.

      “He will have to kill me.”

      Elio lowers his sword to speak a terrible truth to his eldest son, words that will nearly break him. “I can have more sons. A fallen kingdom cannot be remade.”

      Noble’s pride is damaged. “Father—you cannot mean this.”

      “Kill him, Noble. Rid us of his disloyalty. Prove you should be king.”

      Noble struggles to contain his emotions. His mind is flooded with memories of his childhood. He has always felt jealousy for his brother. A boy who had been afforded every luxury without sacrificing anything. Noble had not experienced the same life as Rowe, and killing him was something he had often pondered, when his bones ached from training and his life seemed to be tethered to the kingdom. But, beyond that, his mother seemed to favor his brother more than she favored him.

      Noble takes a slow breath, measuring his reaction, he doesn’t want to appear to eager. “I will do as you ask of me with one request.”

      “Yes?” Elio awaits his son’s answer.

      “When I return, I shall be king. You will give me the crown and enjoy the rest of your days tending to our mother and whatever else you desire. But your reign shall end.”

      Elio stares deeply into his son’s eyes. “Bring his body so we may give it a proper burial and you will receive your just reward.”

      Noble takes a slow breath. “May the Silver Flame protect and guide you.”

      Elio turns his back on his son, fighting back the tears. He knows that when Noble returns he will have lost a son and if the Silver Flame did not give him guidance to relinquish the crown to Noble, then he would be forced to lose another—taking his life.
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        * * *

      

      Noble stands before his vessel, looking down the side, and turns to face a small crew of loyal warriors who he’s chosen to accompany him on this quest.

      “We sail into the unknown, and what I ask of you may have great consequence, but none as great as what we may lose if we fail. So, I ask that you obey me without question. Can you do this?” he asks.

      The Fate nod to him, but seem apprehensive.

      One Fate with teal colored hair steps forward. “Is it true that we are to find your brother?” he asks.

      Noble stands tall. “It is. And his companion, Maliah. Is this something you can do?”

      “And what are we to do when we find them?”

      Noble’s jaw is set, and he steps in closer to the Fate who has chosen to question their intentions. “What the king—your king, has asked of us.”

      “I am loyal to our king—to this kingdom.” The fate warrior proudly clarifies.

      Noble stands tall before them. “As I expected. I chose you—all of you, because I believe that you are driven to do whatever it takes to protect our home—our people. Have I chosen correctly?”

      Every Fate standing before him slams their fists against their hearts.

      “Even if it means not all will return?” he adds.

      They speak in unison. “Yes.”

      “What we must do is protect our people—this quest carries as much weight as the treaty of Brumah that ended the great war. My brother will have to prove his loyalty.”

      The Fate’s stir. This truth has visibly bothered them as they have been tasked to protect Rowe as much as Noble—if not more, in some instances when he took chances on the island of Dragon’s Keep.

      One of the Fate Guards finds the courage to ask what they’re all thinking. “And if he is not loyal?”

      Noble Efhren takes little time to mince his words. “Then he must die.”

      They all stand in silence. The weight of their truth settling into their bones like rot. This mission shall be one that requires steadfast loyalty to their king and country.

      Noble takes a step back as the Fate board the ship and then he takes one last look at The Kingdom of Silver Flame. It may be the last time he sets eyes upon it, but he knows he mustn’t fail, or all may be lost. This would be his greatest adventure and most important task. He would make his father proud and earn the respect of his kingdom, bringing his brother’s body home to his king as asked, to receive his just reward.
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            THE KINGDOM OF THE CRYSTAL GARDEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Odette cries out in pain as she hovers inches off the ground. The Witch Queen has held her prisoner upon her arrival in the high tower. No one would dare approach her, not even her youngest daughter, Sage, who now cowers in the shadows of the room.

      Neema approaches her with blackened fingers and teeth filled with rot. The once beautiful queen had tried to force Moonrise to do her will, and without Starfall, the magick had twisted and warped her mind.

      She felt the loss of her twin sister as most twins would do. This was too great a pain for her to bear.

      She clicks her tongue, slowly making her way around Odette who is nearly exhausted from the unimaginable pain Neema had inflicted upon her.

      The Witch queen pauses, turning to face Odette who is struggling to breathe.

      “Tell me—where is the book!” she chokes out.

      Her tears streaking her face and leaving lines through the grime. Neema had abandoned all knowledge of her former self. Her stench now filling Odette’s nostrils. If the shifter had known this would be her fate, then she would’ve killed the queen upon arrival if for nothing else, self-preservation. It was true that Odette felt affection for Neema, once her lover, but now little more than a slave to her whims.

      “I—do not have it.” Odette speaks in a half-whisper. Her heart nearly broken. This was not the woman she had come to adore. No—Neema was lost, or so it seems.

      The Witch Queen twists her fingers and Odette grits her teeth. Her head falls back, arms and legs spread wide. Neema spreads her fingers, cobwebs now sitting between them. She hisses. Odette shakes her head, crying out. “What of your daughter!?”

      Neema balls her fist, and the pain stops for Odette, but surely, it’s temporary.

      “My dearest Averill? She is right there you wretched thing!” The queens shrill voice slices through the air. Odette’s ears ring from the high-pitched tone.

      “No—” she begins to laugh.

      Neema narrows her eyes. Confusion spreads across her face. “Why do you laugh?” she demands.

      Odette uses what strength she has left to lift her head. “If this be my fate then let it end this day. Let you, who once bewitched me with your beauty, take my heart’s last beat. I will gladly relinquish my life if it is what you desire, for I have never loved anyone as I have loved you.”

      Neema’s laughter nearly shakes the tower.

      “I never loved you.” She hisses. “How could I? Look at you—a disgusting creature. You are a construct, a broken thing—a spell gone bad. You are nothing. I created you out of boredom and nothing more. I created all shifters and then destroyed them, all but you, because you were the weakest.”

      The Witch has admitted a dark truth that she swore never to share with the shifter, for she knew it would break her heart.

      “Hear me.” The shifter mutters.

      The Witch Queen stumbles back as Odette locks her angry gaze.

      “Hear me.” Odette speaks a little louder as her strength begins to gather.

      Neema Freeborn shakes her head. Odette’s words sinking into the deepest parts of her. Places they once lived in passionate moments between them as she longed for companionship. Odette Ender had arrived in the kingdom with one last hope that she could persuade Neema to come back to her—to heal, to abandon this desperate need to save a child that is lost. And now she had given Odette the darkest of truths, letting her know that it was Neema who created her as a plaything and nothing more.

      Again, Odette whispers. “Hear me.”

      “Stop this.” The Witch Queen begs, her ears now bleeding.

      “You’ve abandoned me, Neema, and yourself. You’ve become obsessed with a dark magick you neither understand nor can wield. I loved you as I have no other. I’ve dedicated my life to you and even now, as I return to give you news of what you asked of me, you have spent hours torturing me—mocking me, filling this room with ruin and rot.”

      Neema shakes her head, ringing begins to build in her ears. Odette’s voice is digging into her eardrums like a parasite. Worming its way into her brain. Neema shakes her head, pulling at her ratted hair. She cries out, eyes glossed over with pain. But the shifter will not stop.

      The Witch Queen lifts her hands to gather a darkening ball of energy but cannot cast. Her power is failing her as Odette lowers to the ground. First her toes touch the wooden floor and then her arch and heel. She crooks her neck from side to side.

      “You are such a selfish thing. Wanting everything and offering nothing! Have I not served you with unwavering loyalty!? Did I not embark upon a journey meant to take my life? I have given and given and given to you and what have I received in return?!”

      Neema shakes her head, unable to speak as Odette begins to grow larger in size. Her spine stretching, bones cracking and muscles stretching beneath her thinning skin.

      She looms over the once powerful Witch queen like a never-ending shadow. Neema falls to her knees as a single black feather floats through the window, and Odette reaches out with her spidery fingers and plucks it from the air. She twists it as Neema claws at her throat. Blood stains her teeth and drips from her blackened lips.

      The shifters eyes brighten as she reads the words glowing red like fire along the shaft.

      She grins, receiving the message sent to her by The Holy Scribe.

      She places the feather on her collar, and it reattaches itself before leaning down to speak to the Witch queen.

      “I will tell you what is planned before you die, but first.” She snaps her fingers and Averill’s body bursts into flames. Neema falls forward, spitting blood onto the floor.

      She reaches in and grabs Neema’s chin, holding it tight between her fingers. “I will take your daughter, who should be Queen, the one you have ignored, and give her to the Holy Scribe in the Kingdom of Stone. Talen will give them what is needed to fight the war that is coming,” Neema’s eyes widen. “Yes, she will help the mortals rule over this world. Those who kneel will survive, and those who rise will fall. The witches shall die. And you, Neema Freeborn, will be wiped from the history books as if you never existed at all.”

      “Why?” Neema chokes out.

      Odette leans in close to her ear. “Because you broke my heart.”

      A moment of silence sits between them before Odette takes a deep breath.

      “Hear me!” she screams at the top of her lungs. Cracks begin to form in the Witches face, neck, arms and hands. She is hardening like her heart.

      Odette rises, then claps her hands, and Neema’s body shatters into a thousand pieces of glass. Odette steps through what was the Witch queen, grinding what is left beneath her heel. She looks to the youngest of her children and holds out her hand.

      “Come, don’t be afraid.”

      Sage emerges from the shadows and Odette lifts her arms and begins to speak in tongues. Every Witch in the Kingdom of the Crystal Garden falls where they stand. Sage sways on her feet, eyes heavy with Odette’s dark magick.

      The shifter clicks her tongue. “It is too bad you are not needed.”

      She pushes the child out of the window.

      Sage plummets, her body disappearing through the rising red mist.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Kingdom of Shadow

      

      

      

      Talen leans against the wall, turning to brace herself. She reaches up and touches her chest, unable to understand what’s happened, but knowing something has shifted in her world.

      Her thoughts are consumed with visions of her youth. She can see Sage running ahead of her, giggling as she often does, refusing to slow down.

      Talen rushes after her but cannot catch up as hard as she tries.

      “Wait!” She calls out, but Sage slips away into a red fog that consumes her body.

      Talen stumbles, forced to catch herself. Her fingers sit wide against cold ground. In what appears to be white ash. She rises, only to find herself surrounded by a forest that seems to draw energy from each breath. The ground is white, the trees black and spidery thin. No leaves, no life—no hope. This is the opposite of what any Witch desires. There is no life here. Only death. The sky is no longer blue, but gray. Sunlight cannot penetrate this looming presence.

      This is a place that only appears as a warning to Witches in their waking dreams.

      It is an omen sent through time.

      The young Witch had been told stories about all who received this vision during the War of Brumah. Even during the signing of the treaty. Many Witches did not trust the agreement and even more harbored bitter feelings knowing those who died had possibly done so in vain. But now this cursed place, known as the Forest of Freeborn, only appears to those who are in desperate need of guidance. She knows this, but it doesn’t help ease her fear.

      The young Witch never expected to see such a place. It had been so long since anyone had spoken of it that it was rumored to be myth, but here she stood, a witness to what she had feared.

      Talen calls out to her sister, but her voice rolls in reverse, her sisters name now unrecognizable. She stands, turning in one full circle, calling out once again but Sage’s name is absorbed by this place as if consumed. The young Witch lifts one of her long locks. Her eyes widen as the bright colors flake and float away leaving behind an earthy green in their absence. She begins to age, one year passes in minutes. A Witch could turn to dust in this place. She gasps, rubbing the ash from her fingers now knowing it belongs to those who could not escape the forest.

      This is a terrible ending for any and all who carry enchantment in their blood.

      She twists her foot, exposing a bright red dirt that resembles blood beneath her feet. The blood of those who came before her. She can hear whispers on the wind. Something or someone is calling out to her. She peers through the tree line. A shadow glides through the mist.

      Is it a man? A creature? She narrows her eyes, twisting her fingers at her side only to create a weakened spark of light that cannot collect in this cursed place.

      The heir of The Crystal Garden rushes forward, her bones ache as they continue to grow. A second year will soon be upon her. She runs in between the trees, fighting to keep up with the shadow. Finally, it collects like a black pool in the air, and drops onto the ash covered forest floor.

      She stares upon the reflection to see a man with white hair, pale skin and sharpened fangs. She shakes her head, wanting to call out, but her voice is stolen. Her throat nearly closing up and stealing her breath.

      The black pool ripples. The image of the man is now replaced with her own face. She barely recognizes herself. Her skin is paling. Her eyes dulling. Her hair now green.

      A voice breaks the deafening silence.

      “Hear me.” The words echo in her ears so loudly that she has to cover them. She closes her watery eyes, shaking off the lingering ache in her eardrums. The demand bounces off the dead trees and all around her, forcing her to nod.

      Once she’s accepted them the forest rests.

      The weaponized words fall silent. Talen removes her hands, lifting her blood-stained palms. She wipes them on her thighs, believing this type of magic could only be created by her mother.

      Talen cries out as Cullen’s face comes into focus. She whips her hands before her and Koa is quick to the take the brunt of her wrath. She has instinctively cast a protection spell. He is thrown back, against Cullen, who helps his stand, but he’s weakened by her defensive reaction.

      The young Witch is shocked to see what she’s done, quickly rushing in to help. She retrieves a small bottle from the satchel on her side and pops the cork, lifting it to Koa’s lips. Pink tendrils lap at the opening. “Please, drink this—quickly,” she urges.

      Koa takes the bottle and swallows the healing spell that targets his internal injuries. He can feel his broken ribs mending and set back in place. The shifter wolf didn’t know how powerful she could be but respects her ability to protect herself much better now. He lowers the bottle and she places a hand to his. “Are you okay?” she asks.

      His eyes study hers, and for the first time he really sees her beauty, all that it is. Especially now that she’s seemed to age a couple of years.

      “Your hair.” He mutters, rolling his fingers around one of her green locks.

      She backs up, placing the bottle away for future use. “It seems I’ve changed. I’ve aged and my colorful hair is now gone. I’ve had it since birth. We are born with our colors. Some brighter than others. I always loved my hair.” The young Witch feels sorrow for what she’s lost.

      Cullen steps up next to the healing wolf. “What has happened to you?”

      The Witch lifts her chin. “I was given a vision. I saw something I never expected to see. I woke in the Forest of Freeborn.”

      “That is a cursed place. Very few have spoken of it who survived.” Cullen states.

      “Yes, well. I saw something there. First, my sister ran from me into the red mist, and then I witnessed a shadow that turned to a black pool of water—thick as tar, and in it an image of a man with white hair, pale skin and sharpened fangs. A vampire.”

      Cullen tilts his head, taking one step closer to her. “Was it Raiden? It could only be my father. Did he speak to you? What did he say?”

      Talen shakes her head. “No—he didn’t speak to me, and he looked, I don’t know. Perhaps sad?”

      Cullen chuckles under his breath. “Sad? My father has been many things but sad isn’t one of them.”

      The Witch heir takes a slow breath, releasing it before deciding to tell them what happened. “But someone did speak.”

      “Who?” Koa asks, clearly concerned with what she’s experienced.

      “I think it was my mother.” She admits, knowing she isn’t sure but unwilling to discuss her concerns.

      Cullen looks to her for clarity. “What did she say?”

      “Hear me.” she mutters.

      “Well—” the vampire prince begins to speak, but Talen interrupts him.

      “I have to go home.” She looks to him with the hope that he’ll understand.

      “But Everleigh must be taught.”

      Talen stares deeply into his eyes. “I will return. I’ll take the book with me. Hide it away for safe keeping. That way she isn’t near it. She cannot wield the book yet. It is too powerful for her, and I will make sure her powers remain bound as best I can. She will not hurt you.”

      Cullen’s tone is laced with vampiric pride. “I am not fearful of her.”

      The young Witch digs through her satchel, checking her bottles. “Well, you should be.”

      The vampire side-eyes the protector wolf. “I am the heir of shadow.”

      Talen pauses, locking her gaze on the vampire. “The power Everleigh Aeress possesses is of royal Witch blood. I have this same enchantment in my blood. She received the whole of my aunt’s power. Naya is—I mean, was, one of the two most powerful Witches in this entire world. The only Witch matching her power is my mother. I’m not even as strong as Everleigh is right now. This is why I bound her magick the best I could. The spell will hold, but if she is given Starfall without guidance she could be the most powerful weapon Ellian has ever known. She could kill you, Cullen Moore, without hesitation. She is a steward of death, as my mother is a steward of life, or was before the death of my sister twisted her mind. I need for you to understand this. I know you are enthralled with her. She has been fed teas meant to poison you on top of everything else. It lingers in her blood and always will. You can never taste of her. Not once, not ever, no matter the reason. So, be mindful of her.”

      Cullen is stunned to silence, staring deeply into the Witch’s beautiful eyes. She has changed since her vision, not only does she look a couple of years older—no, it’s also her mind. The cheerful sarcasm seems to be crushed with worry.

      “I mean no disrespect. I assure you I can control myself with the girl. I have used an elixir to dampen my hunger. I am privy to her truth. I know she is weaponized against me. This is why I drank the tea that even now poisons my blood ever so much to dull my senses.”

      Talen is visibly concerned. “So, you did poison yourself?”

      His expression does not change. “Of course. My mission is to save my people, and now, my friends.” He admits.

      Koa stands taller. He is happy to hear that Cullen Moore considers him a friend.

      “So, go to your kingdom. Make sure all is well and take Koa with you as protection.”

      Koa approaches the vampire. “I wish to stay here with you.”

      Cullen shakes his head, folding his arms across his chest. “No—protect her.” He demands.

      Koa studies the Witch, who nearly blushes. The thought of the vampire heir caring for her this way means more than she will admit.

      “Koa is right. You should keep him here with you.”

      “No.” Cullen steps in close to her, lowering his arms. His eyes search hers. “I will be fine. You said the spell will hold and I trust you.”

      The young Witch swallows hard, looking for any traces that Cullen might change his mind, but he seems steadfast in his decision.

      “Very well, if Koa wants to come with me, but he is a free wolf.” She states.

      Koa tilts his head realizing that he is free after being captive for so long. “I will travel with you.” His chest swells, making his first decision after all these years.

      “Good. Take what you want of the food in the pantry as well as clean water. We have plenty.”

      Cullen places his hand on Koa’s shoulder. “I want to thank you for being my loyal companion these past three-hundred years, but your obligation to me has ended. You owe me nothing, but hopefully, when I see you again, we may meet as friends.”

      Koa places his hand to Cullen’s shoulder, and they exchange a moment of silence between them. The shifter wolf turns away, heading toward the pantry as Talen lingers.

      The prince of night studies her profile. Her jaw is now chiseled. Her lips fuller. Her eyes not as bright. Whatever happened in her vision had changed her in ways he could barely understand, but perhaps it is for the best.

      “What danger do you face?” he asks.

      Talen closes her satchel, then promptly takes his hand.

      She flips it over and places two bottles in his palm. “The blue bottle with bind her if needed—if you see that my original spell is faltering.”

      His crimson eyes lower to his hand. “And what will the black one do?”

      “It will stop her.” she whispers.

      “You mean—”

      She looks up at him. “Yes. It is death.”

      Cullen crooks his neck. Knowing he has such a thing in his possession is unsettling, but he understands why Talen has given it to him. She closes her hand over his to hide the bottles away.

      “Keep them safe and don’t tell her you have them.”

      “Oh, you mean I shouldn’t let this girl know that I could kill her whenever I want to?”

      The young Witch smirks, reminding Cullen that pieces of her personality may still remain. “It would probably ruin your chances of seducing her.”

      “Who said I wanted to do that?”

      Talen shrugs her shoulder.

      Cullen reaches in and lifts her chin. “Please return to me.”

      The young Witch backs away, breaking their connection. His words dig deep into her heart. She cannot be distracted with such things. “Be mindful of her. And I will. I have Koa with me.”

      The shadow heir juts his chin, wanting to say more, but holding his tongue. “Until I see you again, Talen Freeborn.”

      “Until then, Lord Cullen Moore.”

      She rushes away from him, leaving the vampire to fight the urge to follow. He had grown fond of the young Witch, more than he thought was possible.
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        * * *

      

      Talen and Koa stand side by side before the Black Gates. She peers upward to see Cullen whispering into the wind from the window high above them. The gates open, allowing her to leave along with Koa, who seems to linger for a moment, unable to comprehend his freedom.

      “We will see him again.”

      She hopes to reassure him.

      The shifter wolf looks to Cullen, wondering if it will be the last time he will see him. The vampire nods. Koa slips through the Black Gates, and they close behind him.

      He crooks his neck. “Would you like for me to shift?” he asks.

      He wishes to make it easier on the Witch heir, second daughter to Neema Freeborn, but he also knows that shifting will allow him to hide his emotions from her. He feels a bond with the enchanted girl that he has not experienced in hundreds of years. A bond that would normally lead to more between them. Koa knows she had touched him with powerful magick, and this may be why he feels such a pull toward her. But, perhaps, it might also be his lonely heart.

      Talen shakes her head. “No, I think you’ve been trapped in that form long enough, don’t you? Besides, walking will do me some good.”

      Koa accepts her thoughtful observation. “Well, if you tire, I will happily carry you.”

      She pauses her thoughts for one moment. “I appreciate that.”

      The green-haired Witch looks to the south. “It will take a few rotations of the moon to reach my kingdom, but I need time to prepare my spells before we arrive.”

      Koa narrows his eyes, worried as to why. “Do you think we are in danger?” he asks.

      She blinks through his question. “I believe so.”

      They begin to walk side by side. Koa glances down at the Witch, noticing her new maturity and forest green hair. “I will protect you.”

      She gathers her hair, balling it atop her head. It allows the length of her neck and jawline to become visible to Koa. He clears his throat. She is a beautiful girl. This he knows.

      “I will also protect you.” She adjusts the satchel so that it rests against the base of her back. The strap now running across her breasts.

      “I can see why he likes you.”

      She looks to him. “Who? The vampire?” she thumbs behind them. “No, we are tasked with one thing in two different kingdoms. That is all.”

      Koa rubs the side of his neck. “He isn’t one to speak to many. He prefers reading alone. I spent many hours outside his chamber door, guarding him.”

      Talen is reminded of what the shifter wolf has been tasked with doing for decades. “I’m sorry.”

      Koa looks to her. “Don’t be. I made the choice to become what I did. No one else did that for me.”

      “I’m also sorry for the loss of your brother. I lost my older sister a few cycles of the moon ago.”

      “I appreciate the kind words, but Chaos was difficult and often plagued us with his ambition and bad decision-making skills.”

      The Witch’s eyes flash with understanding. “Oh—siblings can be so complicated and annoying.”

      “Yes—but he had good intentions. He believed he could save us from the devastation of the war. We lost many because of the dragons in the sky—and others.” Koa doesn’t want to mention her kind but knows the Witches had also killed many.

      “I know that those like me also took many lives. I guess we are all taught to believe that we are doing the right thing.”

      “Yes—I grew up in my pack of royal blood, as you did. Our obligation is heavy. Our task nearly impossible in times of war. We are told to protect our own and it includes taking the lives of others you have never known. I too killed many like you, and for that I am sorry.”

      Talen silently accepts his apology.

      “So, what will we find in your kingdom that has you so shaken?” he asks as they approach the mountainous terrain that separates the Shadow land and that of the Witches.

      “I guess I should be honest with you.”

      “I would appreciate it.” Koa allows a grin to tilt his lips. Talen is happy to see that her sarcasm can lighten the mood. It will surely be needed.

      “My vision left a hollow feeling in my chest. I can’t say what has happened, but things have shifted in my world. I fear what we’ll see inside those walls.”

      “Do we need more to accompany us?”

      Talen shakes her head. “No—I refuse to put anyone else in danger. It’s enough that you agreed to come along with me. I would’ve preferred to come alone, but here you are.”

      He thumbs behind him. “I can go back and listen to the melancholy vampire if you wish.”

      She laughs, quickly covering her mouth to muffle the sound. Koa gets caught up staring at her from the side. He likes the way her eyes crease at the edges and how she can seem so strong at times and yet her delicate nature often shines through. Their eyes lock, and he’s forced to adjust his stance and study the thickening forest that sits between them and the mountainous pathway.

      “I remember this place. I once led my fellow wolves through this patch of land as we fought against the vampires. Wolves would often have to take cover in the thickest of forests to prevent the dragons from making a meal of us. The smell of pine would also help mask our scent from the vampires. Both were our greatest threat during the War of Brumah. The memory still lingers like a terrible reminder of what once was, but I am grateful that the dragons no longer rule the skies, but I also know they were controlled by the hand of the Fates to the west. Often my hatred for them outweighs that of the dragon. Did you know that the Fate king would have the dragons starved, so when they flew into battle it was hunger and a need to survive that drove them?” he pauses as Talen shakes her head. Her eyes now slightly glossed over with sadness.

      “That’s terrible. So sad. What type of person would do such a thing?” She whispers.

      Koa sighs, his breath coming out in a white puff of smoke. The weather is shifting and soon the nights will be nearly intolerable without shelter and a warm fire. “Listen to me. I talk ill of the vampires to the north while I stand here ruining the mood.”

      The green-haired Witch sniffles, wiping her cheek with the side of her sleeve. “No—I think it’s good we discuss what happened. The truth is hardly ever easy. But it’s necessary if things are to ever change. We can’t go back to what once was, it’ll be up to us to build a new future in this world. Working together and not against each other. I believe that many things can be fixed just by sitting down and having discussions like this one. We have to learn to listen to each other and understand why we feel as we do. You obviously don’t hate vampires, or you would’ve killed Cullen as soon as you realized who he was. But you didn’t, and that gives me hope.”

      Koa stares at her and she tilts her head. “What?” she asks.

      “I appreciate your honesty. I never spoke with the Witches I encountered. Except for your grandmother, who offered me the amulet. She was dying you know. There was nothing I could do but ease her suffering and so I did.” He pauses, hoping he hasn’t upset the young Witch. “I—I didn’t mean to—”

      Talen gently places her hand on his arm. His eyes follow. Her touch is gentle. Relaxing. She can easily soothe those around her. “Don’t. It was a war. You did what you had to do, as I fear I will have to, once we reach my kingdom.”

      Her touch lingers. The Witch feels close to him, as she would anyone who allowed her to draw such intimate moments from their past. Collecting memories is a dangerous business, as she had been warned. The bond created by such a thing can often lead to intense feelings.

      Koa’s eyes are drawn to her hand, and she removes it, promptly rubbing them together to fight off the growing chill in the air. This mountainous region will not be easy to pass. She can understand why the wolves chose to hide here. Their thick fur and increased body heat would make it much easier for them to survive in such harsh conditions.

      The wolf’s eyes narrow as he surveys the land. “We need to find a place to rest for the night. I will get us to a cave we often used during the war. It will shelter us and allow for sleep, warmth and protection” he pauses. “Don’t be frightened.”

      Koa takes a few steps back, gritting his teeth and shaking his head. He leaps forward with a snarling growl that sends a pulsating wave that raises the hairs on the back of Talen’s neck. The mighty wolf easily sheds his mortal form, stamping his paws into the ground. The young Witch studies his transformation in awe. The shifter wolf now towers over her. His muscles rippling beneath his thick fur. She can sense the heat radiating off his body. It is enough to fight back the cold.

      Koa thrusts his chin, urging her to climb onto his back. He lowers to the ground, so she can easily straddle him. She can feel his muscles tense and flex beneath her as she wraps her arms around his thick neck. Her thighs press against the wolfs sides. He rises, jogging at first and then breaks out into a full gallop. He knows the way and has every intention of protecting the Witch before the temperatures plummet even further. Talen looks skyward. The towering trees create a canopy as their branches touch high above them, only allowing for open spaces here and there where sunlight rains down in glittering streams.

      Koa glides through the forest using memory to guide him. He jumps over twisted roots, fallen branches and jagged patches of stone cutting through the dirt. The wolves had often buried their friends here, after dragging them from an open field, where their bodies had been broken. Making this hallowed ground. He can remember such things, carefully navigating the area to avoid trampling on their unmarked graves.

      Koa takes a sharp right and then left, avoiding a fallen tree that a dragon had torn from its roots one fateful day as they battled against it. These memories swell in his mind, becoming ghostly apparitions as he rushes across the terrain. He is once again in the heat of the last battle fought in this place. His jaw flexes with his teeth now exposed. He fights back against the wave of emotions these memories draw out of him. He remembers more bad days than good. Losing so many in his wolf pack during the Battle of Brumah. But Talen is right. He cannot dwell on what once was, he must look to the future, and, in the deepest parts of him—hidden away, he hopes that will include her.

      The mighty wolf leaps over a small stream trickling through the moss-covered embankment. It is cool clear water that comes down from the mountain and feeds this stream, slowly morphing into The River Wilde that cuts through most of Ellian. Koa’s feet land firmly on the ground, and his pace slows, bringing them to the edge so he can take a drink. Talen’s lovely reflection stares back at him from the surface of the water until he laps at it to quench his thirst. She reaches down, next to his face and cups the water in her hand, bringing it to her lips. He is somewhat shocked that she is willing to share the same water with him, but why should he be? She is not like the Witches he had encountered during the war. So many things had changed since he accepted Raiden’s venomous bite.

      Talen does not fear him. This Witch has compassion in her heart. Her heightened sense of empathy might seem like a disadvantage to some, but she covets it.

      He can trust her. He knows he can, but it still terrifies him. Trust isn’t something a wolf often feels. They had never been treated fairly because no other, including the vampire, looked at them as more than animals. He rises, shaking the droplets of cool water from the fur lining his mouth, then takes off running, determined to get her to safety before they lose any more of the daylight.

      Talen yelps, tightening her grip against his sides and white-knuckling the fur around his neck. He grins, happy to have her riding him. She weighs nothing at all, and yet her presence anchors him.

      Koa breaks free of thick vegetation and twisting vines. He begins pacing back and forth in front of a cave that has been carved into hard stone. The decaying bones of a dragon sit before it. They had eaten the beast right here when hunger almost got the better of them. They didn’t kill the dragon, no, but they had claimed it’s remains. Without it, they would’ve all died when the day and night were nearly one and the temperatures could freeze the blood.

      “Is that?” Her eyes widen as she slips from his side and lands firmly on the ground right next to him. The dragon bones still tower over her, even though they’ve since sank into the ground from the rains.

      Koa begins to transform, shedding his fur and fangs for a mortal form that might appear more pleasing. It felt good to shift at will because he chose to do it. His days as a servant had truly ended.

      “Yes, it is a dragon from the time of the war. I didn’t know if it would still be here.”

      “What happened?” she approaches it, placing her hand to the side of its elongated head. Its teeth still intact and fully exposed to the elements.

      “This dragon died on the battlefield. Brought down by Witches. We drug it here because we were all—” he pauses, remembering how hungry they were. Some wolves were too weak to eat on their own. Having to be fed scraps by the others. He had buried a few of his friends close to this cave because even getting a small meal could not save them from their injuries.

      She looks to him. Seeing the sadness in his eyes. The Witch can feel his emotions. She surveys the area, spotting a few marker stones meant for the dead.

      He sighs, wanting to forget such things. “We should go inside and then I will gather firewood so we can be warm tonight.”

      “You did nothing wrong.” Talen offers a swift release of his guilt.

      “Come.” He walks ahead of her, wanting to get her out of the elements.

      Talen follows him as they work their way through a narrow opening, but, finally, they are able to stand tall inside the cave. There are two small holes in the stone ceiling allowing bits of light to rain down inside the space, creating a glow. Talen understands why the wolves would come here. It would be difficult for others to enter the cave, and impossible for a dragon.

      She notices scenes etched into the stone. Ghostly sketches of a war she never experienced. The Witch runs her hand over a dragon flying high in the sky, and below she can see wolves running in packs. One great wolf stands before them on the top of a jagged rock. Looking out to the horizon. Her heart swells.

      Talen glances to her traveling companion. Not wanting to ask but knowing it must mean something to him. She is honored he allowed her to see such a place. It must mean a lot to the wolf to come back here after all this time.

      “My brother drew this in honor of the fallen. He was always more talented than I was. He was older than me, and often reminded me of that truth. Our parents favored him, but I didn’t mind. I only wanted to fight at his side. He was a fearless warrior. I wanted him to be proud of me.” Koa places his hand against the scene etched into the stone in red. His eyes float over the mighty dragon and he withdraws it, clenching his fist. His memories of the Battle of Brumah are steadily becoming stronger. He rolls his shoulders, trying to release the tension.

      She swallows hard. “I won’t pretend to know what you went through, but I promise you that I’ve never looked down on any wolf.”

      He turns to face her. “I know this. I can feel it. If nothing else, wolves are good at sensing when someone is good or bad. And you, Talen Freeborn, have a pure heart. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more at ease with anyone.”

      She wants to move closer to him, but Koa backs away. Ending the intimate moment.

      “We won’t need firewood,” she states, before turning to extend two fingers pressed tightly together. Fire gathers in a churning ball, and she pushes it from her to the center of the cave. It lights up everything in a soft hue. She looks back to Koa who is studying her face. She is even more radiant in this light.

      “I don’t know what will happen when we get to my home, but I refuse to die without knowing—” her expression softens. She pauses, not wanting to beg the wolf to lay with her.

      The Witch’s body trembles with anticipation. She is desperate to be touched. Her soul aching for something she feared she would never experience. Growing older in that ghostly forest had brought with it feelings of longing she could not contain.

      “Talen,” Koa whispers back as she takes his hand and places it to the side of her face. She closes her eyes, pushing the thoughts of the brooding vampire from her mind.

      “I’m not asking for anything more. I just don’t want to die this way. As I am.” She looks down her body, wishing her virginity didn’t plague her. But truthfully, the Witch is weary of what is to come. She knows what they’ve done in the Kingdom of Stone has set the wheels in motion. That sinking feeling still lingers from her vision. The dead forest had warned her in ways she never expected. The weight of it lingering like a disease all around her.

      She gazes up to him, removing the satchel and letting it drop to the ground. Once she rises, the young Witch begins to unbutton her vest and she removes it. Koa backs away as she lets it drop to the floor of the cave. She begins to unbutton her shirt, willing to entice him. Koa refuses to speak. Instead looking down the length of her body. He would be lying if he said she didn’t excite him. It had been such a long time since he mated, but Talen is not a wolf. His passion would surely harm her in ways he would regret. He fights his urge to take her as she wishes. A growl rolls through his body, reverberating through the space.

      He lunges forward, grabbing her hands to stop her from removing her shirt.

      “I’m so foolish. I must disgust you.” She cowers with embarrassment. He grips her shoulders, forcing her to stay.

      “No—you are so beautiful. A vision so bright it nearly blinds me.” He chokes out, trying to control his emotions.

      “Am I?” she asks.

      Koa leans in, brushing his lips against hers. He winces. Normally a wolf would not be this gentle. Oftentimes mounting their mates with a desperate passion. But Talen is a Witch in mortal form. She is delicate. He will not allow himself to lose control with her.

      The kiss deepens. His tongue dances inside her mouth. Talen’s lips are so soft and inviting. She smells of delicate flowers and morning dew on the vine. The scent of her virginity nearly forces him to transform back into the mighty wolf. His passion rises. Every muscle hard with a desperate need. She digs at his sides, begging for him to take her, but he holds her just far enough away to force her to stop.

      “I shouldn’t have kissed you. It was wrong of me.”

      Talen narrows her eyes. “So I was right. I do disgust you!”

      He shakes his head. “No—I meant what I said, but this isn’t truly what you want. Not with me.”

      Embarrassment blooms on her cheeks. She quickly grabs her vest and slips it back on. “I’ve spent my entire life having people tell me what I want when they have no idea.”

      The top of her shirt now lays open. Koa can see the edge of her firm breast. His throat clearing turns into a growl. He’s unable to control his reaction to her, but he refuses to give into her bad decision.

      Koa takes one step closer, wishing to calm her down. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      She shakes her head, lifting her hands and letting them drop. “No, I get it. Trust me, I do. I don’t have flowing black hair, bright green eyes, and all the rest of whatever she has.”

      He tilts his head. “Why is it that you refuse to tell him how you feel?” Koa asks, knowing this isn’t about him—or Everleigh Aeress.

      “Tell him?” she snorts, looking around the cave. “Listen, I just aged two years and I assume my hormones are driving me insane, not to mention I collected your memory and doing that forms a bond—I’m sure you feel it.”

      “It’s just—well, what you possess is a gift, El. A gift you should not give away to just anyone.” Koa’s eyes lower, and she grimaces.

      “No—it isn’t. It’s a curse. Witches make so many bad decisions at my age, and I was controlling it—all of it!” her chest rises and falls. Suddenly, she feels remorse for taking her anger out on Koa and even worse for trying to seduce him in the worst way possible. “Listen—I’m sorry. I truly am. I don’t—I just don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      The frustrated Witch grabs her satchel, angrily walking to a flat rock and sits down, pulling the book from the bag. Talen suddenly feels lightheaded, and nearly drops it as whispers bounce around the room, penetrating her mind. Koa is there to catch the book and reaches in to place a hand to her shoulder so she will not fall.

      “Are you okay?” he asks with sincerity.

      She looks past him, rising without saying a word. Talen walks toward the opening of the cave and Koa follows while tilting his head.

      “Talen?” he asks.

      She works her way through the narrow exit until she spills out with a puff of white smoke passing through her swollen lips.

      Her eyes narrow as a black fog begins to gather, violently spinning until it dissipates. In its place stands the shifter, Odette Ender.

      Talen is relieved to see the woman. She rushes toward the her, eyes bright with excitement. “Odette! It’s so good to see you! I had the worst feeling in my gut. And I had a vision. I was drawn to the forest that houses the dead. I saw my sister—Sage. I chased her, but she disappeared into a red mist. I thought I had lost her, and you.” She admits, glossy eyed.

      Odette approaches her, showing no emotion. It is something the young Witch would never suspect. “The book is here. You brought it with you.” Odette’s eyes dart to the opening of the cave. Koa emerges, gripping the book in his hand.

      “And of course, a wolf.” She half grins. “Koa, you seem to have changed—no longer the shadow hound, I see.”

      His jaw tenses. A snarl curls his lip. The hair on the back of his neck stands at attention. Odette’s presence sets his teeth on edge. “Talen—come to me.” He speaks, hoping she will listen to him.

      The Witch is confused. “It’s only Odette. She’s come with news of my mother.”

      He slowly makes his way toward her, placing the book on the ground behind him. Knowing he will have to shed anything that could slow him down.

      “Talen, please step behind me. Pick up the book and return to the cave.” His hand flexes at his side.

      Odette crooks her neck.

      Talen shakes her head. “What are you doing?” she asks as he moves past her to shorten the space between himself and what he knows to be a threat.

      “Remember when you said that Witch’s your age tend to make bad decisions? Well, this is one of them. You cannot trust her.” He growls.

      “Koa—stop. I don’t know what you—” she grabs at her throat as Odette lifts her hand. Talen rises off the ground by an invisible force. She desperately gasps, fighting to break free, but Odette’s powers have increased now that she has killed the Witch queen, naturally absorbing some of her essence as shifters do.

      The wolf takes two steps back.

      “I never liked your kind, including the ones I helped kill in this place. A member of your pack as I ran with you, hiding amongst you as a fellow wolf. I even syphoned some of the energy from those who died here, helping you bury them. The Witch queen sent me to do this, but I’ve killed her now. She is crushed beneath my foot like broken glass along with her sisters. So, Talen is all that remains of that cursed bloodline—except for the girl who is hidden away with the vampire in that tower, but we will come for her with the book.”

      He cries out, angered by her admission.

      Koa leaps into the air, shedding his mortal form to transform into the mighty wolf. He lunges forward, tackling Odette and knocking the shifter to the ground. She raises her hands, pressing them against his muscular shoulders, preventing his snapping jaws from tearing into her flesh. She grins, turning to black mist, as his body drops to the ground. She materializes behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist, applying pressure until the sound of bones cracking forces him to yelp. She pivots on one foot, throwing him through the air. He slams into the tall oak, sliding down the side of it.

      He shakes his head, struggling to stand with a slow stream of blood oozing from the corner of his mouth. Koa digs his paws into the dirt and rushes toward her as she reaches Talen and wraps her feathered arm around the girl. Forced to choose the Witch over the book.

      He leaps into the air, and she lifts two fingers, slicing them sideways. A gash forms across his face and down his shoulder.

      Koa snarls, bravely passing through the gathering black mist only to land on the other side, turning in horror to realize that Odette Ender is gone, and the young Witch, Talen Freeborn, right along with her.

      His eyes lower to the magickal book.

      Koa begins to morph, slower than before, as his body is nearly broken. He drops to one knee, spitting blood upon the ground, before reaching in to grab Starfall. Koa knows he doesn’t have long before he will succumb to his injuries. The shifter has broken a few of his ribs, but worse than that, his heart is damaged from splintered bone.

      He rises up, wishing he could turn, but knowing he would die that much quicker.

      His mission now is to reach The Black Gates and warn his friend, the vampire heir, Cullen Moore, before it’s too late.
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      Cullen follows the faint scent of the girl who was now in his care. He can feel the excitement building. He pauses to look down at the two bottles. The golden-haired prince holds the girl’s fate in his hand. Cullen places them in his pocket and pauses when the scent ends at his most treasured place—the library.

      He presses his paling hand to the heavy door, carefully peering in to find that Everleigh is climbing up the side of the bookshelf. He rushes in and crawls up next to her, placing his hand around her waist. He lands on the floor. She is now nestled against him.

      “What is it that you think you’re doing?”

      Everleigh scowls at him. “I wanted my journal.” She points above her.

      Cullen is visibly confused. “Your journal?” He slides his hands across the base of her back and steps away. Being that close to her has unsettled him. He can’t imagine how much it would bother him if he hadn’t poisoned himself. He taps his chest. It’s slightly unpleasant, which is also surprising. The vampire prince had not felt much of anything for many cycles of the moon.

      She places a hand on her side. “Yes—it has a red ribbon. What have you done with it!”

      She seems distraught. Cullen is tasked to soothe her and play along, although he has no idea what she means.

      She steps back. “I was trying to retrieve it before you attacked me.” The young girl claims with an exhaustive huff.

      “Attacked?” Cullen’s voice rises a full octave. “I assure you that did not happen.”

      “You decided I wasn’t allowed to be up there, did you not?”

      Cullen’s eyebrow cocks, she is pleasantly annoying him. “Fine. I will get all of them.”

      He climbs the towering bookcase with ease, retrieving book after book until everything from the shelf is sitting on the table before Everleigh.

      He pauses, eyes wide and arms extended as if he’s presented her with an amazing gift. “There, you have the entire shelf.” He picks up one and stairs at the spine. “Historic,” he drops it, allowing it to echo in the room while picking up a second book. “Historic,” and a third, hesitating for only a moment. “Anatomy—yours.”

      “Mine—why would you need a book on my anatomy unless you plan on taking me a part? Are you a healer of some sort?” She looks him over like she can’t believe it. “You look far too young to heal anyone.”

      Cullen chuckles. “I am older than you.”

      “Are not.” She insists, visibly eyeing the treasure trove of books he’s offered to her.

      “That isn’t it! Neither is that one or—why is it so difficult for you to find my book!” she exclaims with frustration.

      The vampire prince slams his hands against the table and Everleigh flinches. He is immediately filled with regret. He rises, his gaze softening on the girl as her eyes begin to gloss over. She slides down into one of the tall backed chairs flanking the long reading table. She appears to suddenly be filled with sadness.

      He wants to make her happy. “I—perhaps I can look some more. I’m sure it’s an oversight on my part.”

      Everleigh wipes away her tears and places her hands on the table. She turns them over, studying the lines in her skin. Her thoughts are splintered, seemingly allowing her to live in two places at once and it pains her.

      “Where is he?” she whispers.

      Cullen calmly takes the chair across the table from her and studies her beauty. He would rather be angry than feel as he does now, but she has broken him down to his most basic form in a matter of moments with a few tears and a quivering lip.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know who you are looking for other than the book you claim I have.”

      “The boy in the library.”

      Cullen narrows his eyes and leans forward, curious as to who she is speaking of. “I am the only boy here—you know, the one you claim isn’t old enough to do much of anything.”

      She looks to him and studies his expression. Her green eyes burning their way through his spirit. He feels uncomfortable in her presence and yet he can’t leave. Instead, caught in her gravitational pull like the moon is to the whole of Ellian.

      Everleigh is fighting through her suppressed emotions. It’s all been like a waking dream. “Where is she? Where is Talen? I would like to speak with her some more.”

      “Talen will return. She needed to see her family.”

      “But I thought I was her family?” she mutters, wiping another tear from her cheek.

      Cullen studies her expression. Clearly, she must know what happened. “What do you remember?”

      She swallows hard. “I—” she closes her eyes. “We were so excited. We gathered the blood roses as we always have. Laying them on the sacrificial stones. We made the tea. Bathed—wore our finest dresses preparing for ascension. We spent the day in the holy cathedral, reciting our blessings as one.”

      She pauses. A small gasp escapes her lips.

      Cullen can feel the bottles in his pocket. He knows he will have to move quickly if she loses control. It is entirely possible that as her memories become clearer, she may rebel, and her powers might intensify. He hopes he can soothe her—coax her into telling him everything so she can begin to heal. He doesn’t want to continue drugging her with spells. The girl had spent her life bound in a place that did not appreciate her power, nor her life beyond being bred. But how do you convince someone of their worth when they’ve never known it?

      “Tell me more.”

      Everleigh pushes the emotions down as deeply as they will go. She feels a sadness in her heart but doesn’t know why. She rises. Cullen mirrors her movement, cautiously optimistic that she may be slowly realizing the truth of her situation while under Talen’s binding.

      “I—” she begins to pace very slowly back and forth.

      Cullen’s crimson eyes follow, careful to notice every little thing about her movement. She is grace. He knows this but has to ignore how she makes him feel.

      “I am a Stone Maiden, meant for greater things.” She juts her chin with pride.

      Cullen nods. “Keep going.”

      “I’m prepared for ascension. I must be proven worthy to birth an heir to the throne. My sisters and I are all meant for this. We were born on blood moons over a period of a few days. We are chosen.” She shakes her head, pausing while lifting her hands and staring at them. Her memories slip across her mind like a veil as she is transported back to the holy temple. She suddenly kneels on the floor, clasping her hands together and allowing her fingers to intertwine. Cullen steps closer to hear that she is now praying a blessing in a language unknown. He is intrigued that she has knowledge of something he doesn’t know. He thought he had read every book, learned every bit of history available in this world, and yet here she was, a mystery, kneeling before him, speaking while he struggled to define it. Truly she is a wonder, a beautiful flower with petals hiding her most precious secrets. The vampire heir longs to know of them. To understand her in ways unspoken. But she is built to lure him in and destroy him. She has poison-laced blood. He must remember Talen’s warning.

      Cullen reaches in, but lets his hand linger near her hair that shines like silk.

      Her eyes go wide. A gasp escapes her full lips. She suddenly pushes away from him, scurrying like a frightened animal, but her fearful gaze is not locked on the vampire. No—her memory is in full bloom.

      “They are dying!” she cries out as her mind’s eye witnesses her sisters falling in agony after sipping from the chalice.

      She grabs her stomach, pressing her hand against it. “The pain.” she gasps, trying to catch her breath, then forces herself onto her feet.

      Cullen is helpless as Everleigh recalls her last moments.

      The girl crawls on her hands and knees. Muttering to herself while sorrowful tears soak the stone floor. The vampire prince follows along, wishing he could console her, but knowing she must see this to the end. Everleigh must understand where she is, and what has truly happened. She must accept her memory so they can move forward.

      Still, he reaches in his pocket, cupping one of the bottles, ready to use it if needed, but he is tempted to allow her to harm him rather than hurt her.

      “No! No—they are dying—they are dead! Who would do such a thing?” she shakes her head until she pauses, narrowing her eyes.

      “She is not here.” She hisses. “Where is she!”

      Everleigh stands up, barely able to walk as the memory of the poison weakening her heart rips through her system. She feels as if she is dying all over again. Her vision regressing so she can see the truth that will bring her into this moment as she should be, able to heal.

      “Who?” Cullen asks. “Who is not there?”

      Everleigh whines from the pain, pressing her hand against her stomach. “Visha.” She hisses with such disgust. “She is not here with us.”

      Cullen’s brow lifts. He hates to see her in such terrible pain. But the truth is right there.

      She drops to her knees, and begins to fall, but Cullen moves in one blurred moment, expending what energy he has left to prevent her head from hitting the stone floor.

      Everleigh looks up to him with watering eyes. A strained look makes way for peace as death approaches her like an old friend. Pain becoming but a memory.

      She turns her head, allowing the vision of a woman with flowing hair to come to her aid.

      “I recognize you,” She chokes out the words, her breathing shallow.

      “My dearest.” The woman whispers before allowing her magick to flow from every fiber of her being, and into the green-eyed girl.

      “Mother?” Everleigh whispers as her skin begins to sparkle in the dim light of the room. Cullen is mesmerized by the sight of it.

      Everleigh’s body relaxes as she feels a warmth radiating inside of her. A love she had never known. A mother who allowed her truth to pass to her daughter.

      Everleigh tastes iron on her tongue and wakes to see the face of the boy with golden hair and crimson eyes as she feeds on his wrist. It tastes sweet on her tongue. She longs for it still. As a vampire longs to feed. It will always lurk in the shadows—this hunger. Once tasted it is forever a part of you.

      She gasps, sucking the air into her lungs. The vision ends but what she knows to be truth is left behind.

      The newborn Witch gazes upon the vampire prince, who has held her through it all.

      “It’s you. You saved me.” She whispers, before slipping into a restful sleep.

      Cullen lifts her up, cradling her body against his chest. Her head rests against his shoulder.

      The golden-haired vampire carries her through the empty halls that were once bustling with familiars hoping to appease their new masters. Cullen had once been this way, using mortals to do his bidding, even feeding upon them for a while as he settled into his new existence. He tasted the blood on his lips. Enjoyed his ability to seduce whoever he desired, but it had been an empty existence.

      He didn’t feel love, or much of anything at all—until now.

      Until her.

      He lays her down in the mound of furs lining the bottom of the golden cage and steps back, wrapping his hand around the bars and closes the door. She will have to remain in this cage until she wakes. He can’t risk her losing control.

      Cullen glances at his arm, pushing his shirt sleeve up far enough to witness the charred patch on his skin. It is growing, and with it, the threat to his sanity. If she does not learn to steward the book filled with dark magick then all may be lost. His thirst will grow until he is unable to control it, and he will kill anyone near him.

      No one would be spared.

      Including her.

      She rolls onto her side, and he drags a chair up to the door and sits down, watching her without moving. He is determined to be the first thing she sees when she wakes. He must speak to her and explain why she is so needed in this world. He will promise her freedom unlike many who had wandered into this kingdom of death.

      The sun makes way for the moon again and again until on the third day her eyes begin to flutter. She pushes herself up, spreading her fingers in the soft fur.

      Everleigh rubs her throat and notices the golden-haired boy sitting guard outside the caged door.

      “May I have something to drink?” she whispers, hoping he’ll agree. But he won’t deny her. It would be nearly impossible.

      He returns without but a few seconds passing between them.

      Everleigh is able to watch his movement. His body seems to glow like sunlight as the specks of dust bounces off of his hand. He filled the cup with tea, and knelt by the cage, holding the cup out to her. She reaches through the bars, allowing her fingers to brush against his. He reacts to her as his eyes dilate, but she isn’t bothered by it. She is armed with the truth of who she is and a new purpose.

      Everleigh’s lips linger at the edge of the cup, before deciding to drink the entire thing without breathing. She lowers it, wiping the edge of her lips with her thumb. She is parched, as well as hungry. Her dreams had been filled with visions she could not yet remember, but believed they would reveal themselves in time when she was meant to receive them.

      She reaches out to hand the cup back to him.

      “Would you like more?” he asks.

      “What is your name, vampire?” Everleigh asks with a soothing tone.

      Cullen is taken aback with how calm she appears to be.

      “I am Cullen Moore, heir of shadow, vampire prince.”

      Everleigh smiles, accepting his truth. He is caught in her beauty, so he looks away, clearing his throat to the side of his hand.

      “Such a heavy title.”

      “Yes, well. I guess we are meant to carry what we are given,” he replies.

      She places her hands on the bars and stares up at the top of the cage. “Am I to be kept like a bird?”

      Cullen takes the cup and places it on the table next to his chaise lounge. He stairs into the fire he’s maintained just for her even though he can’t feel the heat of it. No—the only thing he can feel is her touch. She burns him like fire, but the pain of it would never turn him away.

      “You are not a prisoner.”

      She leans closer and stares at him through the bars. “Then why am I held in this cage.”

      Cullen turns to face her. “Do you not know what you are?”

      Everleigh leans back, now sitting on her knees in the middle of the soft furs. She runs her hand across them. “Are these from wolves?”

      The impatient vampire says. “I will answer when you answer me.”

      She sighs. “I know who my mother is—she was a powerful Witch who gave her life to try to save me, but it wasn’t enough. So, I am thankful for you, Cullen Moore, heir of Shadow, vampire prince.”

      He is polite, unable to be annoyed by her. “You can call me Cullen.”

      “To answer your question, Cullen, I don’t know who I am other than the daughter of a Witch who did not raise me.”

      He reaches for the door, and she adjusts on the furs. He pauses and looks to her. “I will let you roam free in my home if you promise to do as I ask. Do we understand each other?”

      Everleigh bats her eyelashes.

      “Do you understand?” he repeats himself.

      “Yes. But I would like to—”

      He interrupts her. “I didn’t say you could demand anything.”

      “Fine.” She bites her lip and releases it. “I will do as you say.”

      He tilts his head.

      “I will!” she exclaims.

      “I want to believe you.”

      She pouts. “I will try my best.”

      “Try?”

      “I’m hungry!”

      Cullen places his hands behind his back. “And this is why you cannot listen to what I say?”

      She touches the nape of her neck, fingering at her delicate skin. “I realize you have never been hungry for food, but I get angry. I like to eat and I feel like I haven’t eaten anything in days.”

      “Three.” Cullen offers.

      “Three what? Days?” she exclaims.

      “Yes, you’ve been sleeping.”

      Everleigh rises up. “Okay, I need something right away before I become a beast.”

      He laughs, she doesn’t.

      “I will bring you food.” He decides.

      She grabs the bars and grips them tight. “Please let me out of here. I promise to listen to your every word.” She speaks with no emotion in her voice.

      He reaches in and opens the door because it isn’t locked. She’s irritated, knowing she could’ve walked out on her own, but Cullen enjoyed watching her try to convince him.

      “That was unnecessary.” She mutters.

      “But enjoyable.”

      She nearly stumbles and he catches her by the waist. Their eyes lock and they linger in the moment. Everleigh has seen his face before in a vision that did not materialize as it had now.

      Cullen steps ahead of her to open the door for her. His manners causing her heart to flutter. She appreciates his gentlemanly nature, although his heart sits still in his chest. Everleigh must remind herself that this is a creature, no man. His hunger controls his actions. But she is determined to eat something and then she’ll worry about the rest.

      They enter a ballroom with a long table and Cullen lifts his hand, ushering her to the high-backed chair placed at the end. It appears to be made out of gold and red velvet. She sits down and rubs her hand across the fabric. It’s so soft to the touch. Cullen spends longer than he should studying the pulse throbbing on the side of her neck. His teeth ache, and he groans, quickly lifting the side of his hand to cover his mouth.

      “I will bring you something to eat—stay here, don’t leave the room—I mean it.” He takes a few steps and then looks back to her. “Stay put.”

      “I’m not a pet, I can understand what you’ve said to me.”

      He places his hands behind his back. “No—I guess not. But don’t get up.”

      She rolls her eyes as he leaves the room quicker than most could witness, but again it seems slower to Everleigh. His glow streaks across the room as he begins to pile different types of food on the table. Cooked meats—vegetables, fruits, nuts and bottles of wine. Finally, he pauses when half the table is full.

      Everleigh shakes her head. “I can’t eat all of this.”

      “Should I remove some of—”

      She stands up. “No—I’ll take some, but no more. This is too much.”

      Cullen sits down at the opposite end of the table. She reaches in and plucks a peach from a full bowl of fruit and bites into it, cupping her chin as the juice dribbles from her mouth.

      The newborn Witch giggles. Taking one more bite before spotting a cake with black icing.

      The peach slips from her hand as she approaches it. She wipes the tip of her finger along the elaborately decorated edge and then sticks it in her mouth, tightening her lips to remove it. The sweet flavor grows on her tongue, and she moans. Unable to hide how much she loves the taste of it. She removes her finger and notices that Cullen is watching her. She wants him to see her as she is. Uninhibited, brave—willing to take risks when other girls are not. This is who Everleigh always wanted to be. It is who she was in her visions, the same visions she religiously recorded in her journal.

      Everleigh approaches a chair and uses it to climb onto the table.

      Cullen leans forward, watching her as she begins to dance, spinning in circles while grabbing a piece of food here and there and taking generous bites. She is experiencing a euphoric sensation, but something else begins to rise inside the newly born Witch.

      A natural instinct—a dangerous purpose.

      A vibration builds in her stomach. It radiates outward, tickling at her breasts, and inching across her thighs. She drops the swollen plum in her hand, and it rolls across the table. Her mouth now slick, with sticky sweet juices.

      Cullen’s thumb moves across his bottom lip. His crimson eyes filled with desire.

      She is bewitching him with each step, each caress, each tiny gasp.

      She bites her bottom lip while walking toward the vampire. Lifting her hair and letting it drop in loose ink-black curls around her shoulders. Everleigh kicks loaves of bread and other sweets out of her way until she drops to her knees and crawls toward him. Her fingers wrap around something cold and hard before she lunges forward, straddling his lap and pressing the edge of the knife she’s collected to his throat.

      Cullen sits still, his eyes trained on hers without expressing an ounce of fear.

      “Where is Talen Freeborn?” the newborn Witch demands to know while glaring. “And her friend, the wolf.”

      “The Witch asked to take her leave.”

      Her knitted brows reveal her distrust. Everleigh presses the knife against his opaque skin. He seems to be unfazed but intrigued. She is filled with a powerful feeling. Something she has never known before. Her body hums with excitement as she sits on Cullen’s lap.

      “Did you eat her?” She probes further, although at a disadvantage seeing he is a vampire. Surely, he could overtake her if he chose to do so, but Cullen is enjoying this exchange more than he expected.

      He arches his back, lifting her a couple of inches. The throbbing vein on the side of her neck quickens. It’s impossible for him not to notice, nor feel an urge to sink his fangs into her flesh. They grow behind his lips. Erect and aching.

      Cullen smirks, she isn’t impressed, instead, increasing the pressure and allowing the blade to cut into his skin. He does nothing to stop her as he keeps his hands on the arm rests. The warmth of her body is intoxicating as well as her lack of fear. She had decided to do something no other would dare as she holds the knife to his throat. In some ways, he wishes she would end his life—or at least try. It would be more excitement than he ever experienced with any other.

      He looks down to see his shadow creeping ever closer. Would she reunite him with his soul for one brief moment before he turned to ash?

      “Did you!” she shouts, making the mistake of blinking.

      Cullen grabs her wrist, turning it enough to force the knife to fall from her hand and pushes her onto her back, a few feet down the table. He straddles her now, holding her wrists against the hard wood.

      She grits her teeth. “Let me go!” she cries out.

      He stares down on her. A stain of blood is all that is left behind where her knife had slid against his neck. The wound is now healing, slower than he would prefer, but he purposely put himself at a disadvantage to accommodate her weaknesses. He chuckles at the thought of it. She isn’t amused.

      “It isn’t funny. Let me go.” She hisses, while moving her legs, but he’s easily pinned her down. Talen has weakened her with the binding spell.

      “What happened to listening to what I say?” Cullen asks.

      Everleigh narrows her eyes, angered by this turn of events. “I don’t trust you.”

      “Nor I you.”

      “I want to know what you’ve done with my cousin.”

      Cullen sighs, knowing Talen Freeborn is her only family. “I would never hurt her or the wolf, Koa. Odd as it may seem, I consider them friends. And, as I said, she has asked to leave, but she will return and if she doesn’t in the time she’s allotted, then I will go after her and bring her back if she is not dead.”

      “Dead!?”

      Cullen’s grin tugs at the corner of his full lip. “Yes, but I believe she will be fine because, like you, she is a pain in the ass.”

      Everleigh bites her lip and wriggles beneath him. “You’re hurting my wrists.”

      “You tried to cut my throat.”

      She tilts her head. “I believed you ate them.”

      “And you don’t now?”

      She smirks. “I’m trying.”

      Cullen leans in closer to her face. “If I let you go, and you try to do that again, I will show you what a vampire is capable of.”

      She controls her breathing, his words exciting her in ways she didn’t expect. It’s the danger of it all as it always had been in her visions. “Who says I wouldn’t want to witness such a thing?”

      He respects her reckless abandon but knows it will surely get her killed someday. “You have surprised me, and that is something not easily done with a vampire.”

      A silence settles between them.

      “Could you get off of me now?”

      Cullen loosens his grip but keeps her pinned to the table. “Did you get enough to eat?”

      She nods.

      He pulls her up and swings her over his shoulder, moving in a blur until he reaches the golden cage. He sets her down and locks the door.

      She rises, wrapping her hands around the bars and pulls on them, clearly annoyed with his decision to place her back where she did not wish to be.

      “Am I your prisoner?”

      “No.”

      “Then why am I back in here?”

      He touches his neck, and she tilts her head.

      He lifts his hand and curves it, using his vampiric power on her.

      “Dormir,” he whispers, telling her to sleep in a language his father often uses.

      “I hate you,” she mutters before falling back onto the furs.

      Cullen steps forward to see that she’s gone back to sleep but knowing it will not be forever. And what then?

      A howl draws his attention to the window. His eyes look beyond The Black Gates.

      “Koa.” He whispers, jumping from the edge and sliding down, leaping toward him. He lowers to one knee, stopping the shifter wolf from collapsing.

      His crimson eyes quickly assess his injuries. Realizing he will be dead soon.

      The vampire can hear his heart slowing in his chest.

      “Where is Talen Freeborn?”

      “She took her.” He chokes out his terrible truth.

      “Who?” Cullen begs to know.

      “Odette Ender.”

      Cullen gasps, as Koa’s eyes close for perhaps the last time.
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      The ship gently rocks back and forth as it carries the small group of unlikely passengers toward The Obsideon Veil. Normally, no one of royal blood would consider leaving behind their kingdoms for such a place. It is known to be dangerous, full of those who refused to live by the rules set by their kingdoms. It also serves as a place of exile for many who were cast out for going against what was known as law.

      Arren is laying with one leg hanging off the kitchen table, and Grim is sprawled across his chest, cupping his breast as if he were a woman who had allowed him into her bed. The two had shared a bottle of rum, and then started a another, before passing out in each other’s arms.

      One empty bottle rolls back and forth, tapping against the leg of a chair and spinning before heading in the opposite direction. A large empty bowl and wooden spoon lay on the floor where Arren knocked it off. The wolf had proven to Grim he could in fact dance, before he fell onto his back, and laughed until his gut ached, and his face turned red.

      Both had enjoyed each other’s company. Arren hadn’t experienced many moments like this as his purpose had always been to protect Arcadia and her brother, Nyx. The only two heirs in the Kingdom of Night. It was once more than enough for the young wolf to know how important his mission was, but, eating with the Umbra, telling jokes, singing and then ultimately passing out had given him a much-needed release.

      Grim snores, smacking his lips together and muttering something inaudible as his dreams are filled with sailing the high seas and drinking rum. He had once had a crew consisting of his family, known as Gen, before they had disappointed him by agreeing to work for the shadow king to the north, Raiden Moore.

      He coughs, sucking in his breath as he squeezes Arren’s firm breast. The shifter wolf is now shirtless, as he had been for half the night. Most wolves prefer not to wear any clothes. He had proven this to be true as he shed his shoes, shirt and ultimately his pants, too, right before he passed out. He flinches when Grim coughs again, wiping his fingers across his nose.

      “I said I won’t pay for it—look at me!” he grumbles.

      Arren nods. “That’s right, come here.” He draws Grim in closer and kisses him on the cheek, leaving behind a trail of moisture from his lips.

      The Umbra grins with delight.

      “I love you.” He admits while fluttering his eyes.

      Arren grabs his hand and starts pushing it down the front of his body. Grim opens his eyes and jumps from the table, stumbling until he lands on his backside.

      “What the hell?!” his voice cracks from too much rum and loud singing.

      Rowe and Maliah stand side by side in the doorway.

      She is hiding a grin behind the side of her hand, and Rowe is smirking. He is happy to see the two together. Even happier that Maliah witnessed it. Perhaps this would extinguish her odd obsession with Arren.

      The shifter wolf stands, he is naked. Arren extends his arms while stretching. His chest muscles flex then relax. His stomach ripples. His tattoos move against his tanned skin.

      He reaches up, scratching the side of his head, and pushes his fingers through his hair. It only makes him more attractive, which irritates Rowe.

      Maliah’s jaw nearly drops. Rowe must reach in, placing his fingers under her chin to close her mouth. Her gaze slides down the wolfs body. Rowe clears his throat, trying to step in her way, but she grabs his sides, adjusting her stance to look around him.

      “Arren! Pants!” he exclaims, but Arren approaches the two of them without covering himself.

      “I have to piss.” He grumbles.

      Rowe moves Maliah aside to allow the shifter wolf to pass them by. He watches him walk down the hallway, reaching behind to scratch his buttocks. Maliah giggles until she sees Rowe is not amused. She purses her lips.

      “What happened in here?” Rowe asks, looking around at the mess.

      Grim uses his back to push his way up and onto his feet. He squints.

      “Could you speak just a bit quieter—please?”

      “We paid you for safe passage, not to entertain that wolf with too many drinks.”

      Grim picks up one bottle and shakes it. Eyeing the green glass, realizing it’s empty. He tosses it, then shuffles through the things on the floor until he finds the other bottle.

      “Hello?” Rowe asks.

      The hungover ship’s captain jiggles it, seeing that there is something inside. He grabs a cup and tries to place it on the table. It slips off the edge, breaking on the floor. Grim shrugs his shoulders and places the bottle to his lips, taking long drinks from it.

      “I was speaking to you.” Rowe insists, folding his arms over his chest.

      Grim lifts a finger while holding the bottle to his lips. Once his thirst is quenched, he lets out a long belch. It reverberates though the room.

      Rowe wrinkles his nose with disgust. “Nice.”

      Maliah rolls her eyes. “What did I tell you? They cannot be trusted.”

      She walks away, shaking her head and talking to herself. Rowe stays behind to deal with the Umbra.

      “Did you spend the entire night down here?” he asks.

      Grim wipes the sleep from his eyes. “Your friend is very entertaining. Who knew that wolves could be so humorous.”

      “We could have been attacked by anyone.”

      Grim drops into the chair and it tilts. He has to grab the table to prevent it from falling over. “But we were not.”

      “Dumb luck.” Rowe retorts.

      Grim wags his fingers. “That is exactly what this all is. Every bit of this life. It’s all dumb luck my Elf friend.”

      “I am Fate, not Elf.”

      “That is not entirely true, now, is it? It was the Fae who took Elven women and mated with them, did they not? I mean, that one with you—she has some Fae in her.”

      Rowe rushes in and grabs Grim by his shirt, lifting him from the chair. “I paid you to take us to The Obsideon Veil, not to drink with a wolf while no one manned the helm or speak that way about Maliah.”

      Grim lifts his hands, showing that he has no intention of fighting with him. “I apologize. I drank too much, and I tend to be less tolerable in the morning.”

      Rowe releases him and steps away. Knowing they need him.

      He parts his lips until he hears a howl from above. He narrows his eyes and rushes down the hall, up the staircase and through the doors leading to the deck. He comes to a dead stop when he sees Arren with his hands behind his head and the last person he hoped to see.

      “Brother.” Noble steps past Arren.

      Another Fate holds his bow steady. The metal tip of his arrow lingering precariously close to the shifter wolves left temple.

      “Rowe, this foolishness ends here.”

      The young Fate stands tall, unwilling to comply, but knowing that Maliah and Wennie are below deck. He only hopes that she can hear what is happening and will do her best to hide away with the baby dragon.

      “Where is she?” Noble asks, looking past him.

      Below deck, Grim has entered Maliah’s room, and rushes toward her.

      “Wha—”

      He slaps his hand over her mouth and points above them toward the ceiling.

      Her eyes widen then narrow.

      “We have unwelcomed company.” He whispers. “Come.”

      Maliah runs to the bed and scoops up Wennie in her arms. She is now the size of a Foxcat, nearly forty inches long. She experienced her first shift in size as she slept. Soon she will be awake more hours than she sleeps. Maliah holds her with both arms as Wennie’s legs kick. She wants food. The hunger now much more prevalent than it had been before.

      Grim’s eyes bulge from his head.

      “You have a dragon?” he whispers in a harsh tone.

      Maliah nudges her chin. “You must hide us, now.”

      He leads her away from the room and to a hatch door in the flooring. He opens it, careful to mute the hinges, but they squeak.

      Wennie opens her mouth and begins to produce a noise. Grim is hesitant to reach out and uses his whole hand to close her mouth. She smacks him in the side of the face with the tip of her wing.

      “She can fly?” he mouths.

      The angry Fate glares at him, so he abandons the question. He holds the door with his foot, as Maliah is forced to hand him the dragon while she climbs down. The young Fate lifts her hands, waving them. Grim holds the dragon by the waist, staring at it in shock. He lowers her to Maliah. Wennie’s head is still sticking out of the floor. Grim reaches in and gently presses on the top of her head like she’s made of fire—when truthfully, she is. He bites his tongue, giving one last shove until he’s able to shut the hatch and kick the rug over the edge of it.

      He stands there in a daze for a few seconds, motioning to his fingers while his mind is forced to wrap around the reality of what he’s witnessed.

      He is transporting a dragon—a baby dragon—with wings.

      And it’s blue.

      He’s never seen a blue one.

      He shakes his head, giving himself a slap, wishing he had chosen any other time than this one to enjoy a bottle of rum. His hangover is still clouding his thoughts, but he needs to sober up, and quickly.

      “You there.”

      He looks up to see another Fate coming toward him, so he lifts his hands and begins laughing like madness has taken his mind. But he wants to make as much noise as possible until he can get away from the door beneath his feet.

      “Topside, now.” The Fate Guard demands.

      Grim walks ahead of him without resistance.

      He exits the doors and stumbles into the sunlight. The Umbra is forced to close his eyes for a few seconds to adjust, but it pains him. He is shoved from behind and bumps into Arren, who catches a pair of pants that another Fate Guard has retrieved from the floor in the kitchen.

      “Where is she, brother?” Noble asks while pacing in front of Rowe.

      “I left her on land.” Rowe lies, not knowing if Noble will believe him.

      The first son of the silver flame shakes his head while chuckling. “You would never leave her behind. She belongs to you.”

      Rowe narrows his eyes, taking one step closer only to have a Fate Guard place a hand on his chest to force him to stop. “I don’t own her.”

      Noble turns to face him. “Why do you insist on lying to yourself? It has always been this way, has it not? She is below us. Maliah has more Fae blood than Elven, making her aggressive. She isn’t worthy of your time, and yet you would trade it all for a girl that should kneel at your feet.”

      “Shut up!” Rowe yells.

      Noble grits his teeth, his jaw tight with anger. “I carry the weight of the entire kingdom on my shoulders as the first son of the Silver Flame while you waste your days sneaking off to the wretched island and gawking at those beasts—or frivolously toying with your whore.”

      Rowe’s jaw is now set.

      Noble’s eyebrow cocks. “Oh—does that fill you with passion, brother? Does it anger you to hear what she is? Maliah was bought and paid for by our father to be enjoyed. She entertained you in your youth and now she is meant to pleasure you in bed! But that is all she is, little brother! She is nothing more than property to you, and to me, for I planned on spilling my seed in her whenever I please now that I am married to a girl I neither love nor take interest in.”

      Rowe looks down at the wooden deck, balling his fist at his side.

      Noble signals to one of the Fate Guard, and Arren is struck on the back of his head. He falls to his hands and knees. The Umbra steps forward and is struck down just as quickly.

      Noble leans into his brother’s view. “Now I will ask you again. Where is she?”

      Rowe looks up, his eyes nearly glossed over with rage. He had always admired his brother, but now he hates him more than anything or anyone.

      “And to think I once looked up to you. Admired you. Thought you were worthy of the crown. But I can see now that you are worse than he is.”

      Noble sighs. “I made our father a promise, second son, but I want your plaything—and the dragon.”

      Rowe is shocked that Noble knows but tries to hide it.

      “What dragon?”

      Noble tilts his head, nodding to one of the Fate Guard who kicks Arren in the side one too many times. He begins to rise and a dagger is placed to his throat. The wolf would attack, but he knows that he is no good to Maliah, and the baby dragon, if he is dead.

      “Where are they!” Noble screams, losing his composure.

      Rowe refuses to speak.

      Noble smooths his disheveled hair with an open palm. He studies the tattoo of the moon phases on Arren’s back. “Is it true that wolves don’t swim?”

      “Brother, no!” Rowe exclaims.

      The Fate Guard pulls Arren to his feet and then kicks him in the gut, forcing him over the side of the ship. He hits the water below as Rowe rushes forward to help his friend, but the Fate Guards grab him by the arms and won’t allow him.

      While the Fate Guards are distracted, Grim lets out a heavy sigh.

      “Well, this is what we call the bullshit.” He mutters before jumping over the edge to save Arren who is flailing in the waters below.

      He swims to him. “Wrap you’re arms around my—” he is unable to finish his sentence as Arren nearly strangles him from fear.

      “Try to calm down.”

      “You calm down!” Arren yells, spitting out the salty water.

      Grim rolls his eyes, swimming closer to the side of his ship, but Noble jumps up onto the edge and shoots an arrow into the water, barely missing Grim’s hand as he reaches for a rope. He groans, pushing them away from the ship, but he won’t be able to keep their heads above water forever.

      Noble jumps down from the ledge and sniffs the air. “You know I can smell her because you haven’t taken her yet. So, I guess I’ll have to.”

      His tattoos begin to glow as Rowe struggles to break free, but he isn’t strong enough to fight off the Fate Guards who are holding him in place.

      Noble opens the doors, peering down the hallway. He knows Maliah will not come easily but it excites him.

      He walks with caution, popping his head into each room until he reaches the door beneath the rug. Noble pauses, sniffing the air once again. Her scent is strongest here.

      The tattoos on his arm glow brighter. He’s confused, but not for long. He turns and can feel the wood give ever so slightly beneath his foot. He lowers to one knee and moves the rug, exposing the outline of the small door.

      He bites his lip as he retrieves one of his daggers, jabbing the tip of it into the wood. The determined Fate applies pressure and the door shifts, so he is able to place his fingers beneath the edge. He opens it ever so slowly, but then hurries, allowing the door to bang against the floor.

      Noble drops down without hesitation, holding his dagger before him and allowing his tattoos to light the space below deck. His narrowing eyes search the room, unable to penetrate the shadows. He takes one step, then two and spots a pile of canvas. He decides he knows where she must be hiding.

      He reaches in, ready to pull it away as Maliah rushes at him from the side. The courageous Fate jumps into the air, slicing one of her daggers along his cheek, cutting into his flesh. He immediately hisses, fingering at the cut as she lands on the floor with little effort. She flips the daggers in her hands and lowers her chin. She is ready to fight, as she always has been with Noble Efhren.

      He had spent to many days trying to remind her that he was and would always be above her. She hid it away from Rowe, not wanting to hurt him, but she wished now that she had told him everything. Maybe then he wouldn’t have wanted to prove himself to his older brother, oftentimes doing things to try to impress him when Noble Efhren had never been worth the effort. The truth curdles in her gut, nauseating her as she stares at the boy who she had rejected.

      “I see you are still just as lovely as ever.”

      “I suggest you leave before I hurt you.” She warns.

      Noble lowers his hand, studying the blood on his fingertips, he rubs them together. “I was there when father picked you out of the litter.” Noble seething words are meant to provoke her. “You were small—weak, or so he thought. Smaller than the rest of the half-castes.”

      “I don’t care what you call me. Rowe has never spoken down to me. He treats me as his equal.”

      Noble laughs. “My brother has no idea that your purpose was to warm his bed when he grew tired of his wife, whoever that may be. You are bought and paid for—that is all. You and your Fae blood.”

      Maliah tilts her head. “You have the same blood as me.”

      He is visibly angered, taking one step closer, she white-knuckles her dagger. “Don’t you ever compare me to what you are, half blood.”

      “Why? You have Fae blood running in your veins. I just have more, and quite honestly, I think it makes me stronger than you are.”

      He smirks, wagging his dagger at her. “I’m going to enjoy taking you home and breaking you.”

      She narrows her eyes. “I’d rather die.”

      Noble shakes his head. “Oh, you will wish you had. I will bed you—and you will enjoy it.”

      Maliah steps closer to him, letting her eyes run the length of his body. “With what?”

      “Mutt.” He hisses.

      She looks to the right when she senses movement. It distracts her long enough for Noble to rush in, swiping the blunt end of his dagger against the side of her head. She stumbles—her vision blurs. She wasn’t expecting him to be so fast. He reaches in and grabs her by the throat as she struggles to break free. A small trickling of blood slips over her brow.

      “That was disappointing.”

      “Not as much as your wife will be.” She chokes through the words as he tightens his grip on her throat.

      Suddenly, the room lights up for only a split second. Wennie has tried her best to burn whoever this menace is. She is angered. Wanting to protect Maliah, but unable to summon the fire that collects in her throat. She is still growing. Her body needs every ounce of strength she can muster. The dragon had used up what she could to save her friends in the forest.

      She coughs. Little sparks pass through her lips, but nothing more.

      Noble is stunned by what he sees, never having witnessed a baby dragon before. All of the dragons had been landbound since before he was born, held on Dragon’s Keep. He, like many Fate, found their existence annoying. He had been tasked many times to retrieve the dragon’s milk. It was a delicacy used in all of their food, and often drank at ceremonies. But he doesn’t covet the dragon as he should.

      Wennie runs toward him, deciding to claw at his leg. Her sharpened talons slice through his garments and he cries out, stumbling back and simultaneously releasing Maliah who drops to one knee. She lifts her chin, nodding to Wennie before making a break for the stairs. Wennie rushes alongside her. Maliah struggles to lift the baby dragon up, coaxing her to use the stairs. She clumsily navigates them. Maliah glances to the side as Noble grabs her by the waist. Wennie has to watch in horror when Noble places the dagger to her throat. Wennie growls, baring her ever growing fangs as he nudges his chin. “Back up you beast, or I will take her life.”

      Wennie slowly moves away from the opening in the floor. Noble forces Maliah to climb the stairs with him. They rise through the opening with Wennie standing her ground, wanting to attack, but knowing she can’t.

      Noble pushes the tip of his dagger against Maliah’s skin and she hisses. He’s bent one of her arms behind her back and presses upward, causing her pain. She walks on her tippy toes as Noble moves forward.

      Wennie moves backward, never taking her eyes off of the Fate. She can smell his scent. He is like Rowe and Maliah, and yet he wishes to do them harm. It confuses her, but the threat is clear.

      Her thoughts gather like a storm cloud. The young dragon has her mother’s blood in her veins but cannot exhibit her true power. That will not occur until she is grown.

      Wennie is forced onto the deck of the ship. Rowe struggles to break free from the two Fate Guards who are holding him in place.

      “Wennie!” he calls out as one of the guards hit him in the gut forcing him to double over.

      The dragon snarls but they are not intimidated.

      Noble emerges with Maliah held before him. Her head is bleeding and now the side of her neck is ever so slightly showing signs of her struggle as the tip of the blade cut into her.

      “Brother!” Rowe calls out, willing to do whatever he must to save her and the dragon.

      Noble pushes her onto her knees. He kicks her from behind and she groans, falling onto her open hands. She looks to him as Noble grabs the back of her head and places the blade across the front of her throat.

      “Please—please don’t.” Rowe begs as Noble ignores his brother’s desperate pleas. He begins to slide the blade across her throat as a tear runs down her cheek.

      Wennie rushes in, releasing a baby war cry, as she has decided she must save her friend.

      Noble kicks her in the side and she yelps, sliding across the deck and hitting the hard wall. She tries to get up but he’s injured her, breaking at least two of her ribs, for her scales have not yet hardened.

      Rowe shakes his head. “Take me. I will pay for their lives with mine. Please,” he begs.

      Noble narrows his eyes, releasing Maliah, who grabs at the side of her throat to stop the bleeding.

      Noble Efhren approaches his brother, leaning into his ear. “Your life is forfeit,” he whispers, before burying his dagger into Rowe’s side. Noble backs away, his hand stained with his brother’s blood. He blinks through the madness he’s caused as the Fate Guard stares at him in horror.

      Maliah rises, rushing past Noble.

      Rowe falls to his knees before her. She cradles him, tears streaming down her face. He reaches up to touch her cheek with a trembling hand, the Fate blade is making quick work of his death, poisoning his blood. Thin black lines begin to form on his neck and jawline.

      “No—no, please, no.” she rocks him back and forth in her arms.

      Wennie pushes herself up, growling through the pain. Noble runs to her, grabbing her by the wings, lifting the small dragon up into the air. She struggles to break free of him. He holds the dagger steady, ready to cut off her wing. The edge of the blade touches her skin.

      It is then that she opens her mouth and calls out for help. The volume of her voice blows his hair around his face and creates ripples on the surface of the black water from one edge to the other.

      Arren and Grim both cling to the side of the ship as the waters begin to rise, lifting the ship as The Sorrow arches upward beneath them. The Fate Guards stumble when the ship tilts to one side, then the other. Listing on the rising wave.

      Suddenly Wennie turns to face the edge. Sensing a presence.

      Noble fights to keep his footing as the top of a dragon’s head, blue in color, emerges from beneath the waves. It grows larger in size until it’s lilac eyes can be seen, one of which has a scar running through it. The mighty beast looks upon Wennie who stands before it. She tilts her head as the dragon extends its wings and rises into the air. The ship drops so quickly that the Fate Guards and Noble are lifted into the air.

      A blur of red swoops across the deck, capturing two of the guards and carries them out over the black water. The red dragon rises, releasing the Fate, who begin to tumble toward the black waters below, the blue dragon incinerates them before they land.

      Maliah stands, pulling Rowe up to her side.

      “Look,” she whispers.

      A second red dragon races across the deck just as Noble looks to his brother and in an instant, he’s gone, carried out across the water. Maliah watches the dragon flap its wings, bringing Noble to such great heights before releasing him. They can hear him yelling as he tumbles toward the water, but the blue dragon intervenes, swallowing him whole.

      Both Arren and Grim lift their fists in celebration as they cling to the rope dangling from the side of the vessel.

      A red dragon lands, slowly approaching Wennie, then lowers its head.

      Rowe’s knees weaken and Maliah lowers his body to the deck of the ship.

      Wennie begins to whine, felling Rowe slipping away. He smiles to her. “Take care of her for me.”

      Maliah shakes her head. “No—please no. Stay with me. Stay. I love you.” She whispers.

      Rowe’s body relaxes against her. Wennie nudges Rowe’s hand, slipping her head under his fingers then closes her eyes. Rowe’s heart begins to slow. His life now slipping from this world to the next as all Fate do. But he is happy to know that Maliah and Wennie have survived and will live on. This will allow him to cross from this realm to the next.

      A second red dragon land’s next to the first. The ship bobs on the water from the added weight. Neither dragon is bigger than the ship, perhaps only a quarter of its length. The dragon lowers its head as a fair skinned girl slides down its neck and jumps off, landing firmly on the bow of the ship. Her long pale purple braid drapes over her shoulder. She is petite in stature, making her light on the dragon’s back.

      The girl’s oval-shaped eyes match the color of her hair. Bright and curious. She is wearing all red from neck to laced up boots, matching her dragon. Her shirt fits snug against her body, outlining her muscular shape. She has been trained to defend, by who, Maliah does not know.

      The girl’s wrists are wrapped tightly, with a piece of red material covering the tops of her hands and attaches around her middle fingers. It helps her hold onto her dragon as it twists and turns, often diving straight toward the ground and rolling out of a death spiral.

      She has a bag fit tight against her side with a strap that blends into her uniform. An elaborate patch is sewn into the material on her right arm. It appears to be a shield of some sort, surrounded with pale greenery and gold leaves. At the center sits a crystal ball held on a pale gold stand.

      The dragon rider looks to the boy who is bleeding out and then to the blue dragon who is lying next to him, nestled beneath his fingers. She reaches into her bag, producing a small glass bottle and removes the cork with her teeth, spitting it onto the desk of the vessel. She approaches, kneeling down with it in her hand.

      “Take it—quickly. He must drink it now.” The girl insists.

      Maliah looks to her, desperate to accept anything that will end this nightmare. She grabs the bottle and places it to Rowe’s lips. The contents reach from the opening like spidery tendrils, slipping past the injured Fate’s lips and down his throat, making quick work to begin to mend the cut to his side and poison filling his veins.

      Maliah’s eyes widen as the wound draws together and the bleeding stops, but Rowe does not wake. She pulls him against his chest, feeling his heartbeat—slow and steady, but weakened.

      The dragon rider stands, taking a step back as Maliah looks to her. She places her hands together, forming a glowing triangle in the air, then she places one hand over her heart. The twin red dragons lower their heads, to bow as she takes a knee.

      “We’ve waited three-hundred years for you to come. You will lead us to victory in war.” She whispers.

      Maliah stands, shaking her head. “I am flattered, but I’m no—"

      The girl peers up at her, a crooked grin tilts her otherwise perfect lips. “We do not bow to you, Fate.” She looks past her, with love and adoration.

      Maliah turns to watch as Wennie slowly unfolds her wings.

      Her body begins to shimmer with the same light as her mother.

      “We bow to the Queen of Dragons.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you so much for taking this journey with me. Book #3 will be coming in 2024.

        Please review this book online, and share it with your friends.

      

      

      

      
        
        xoxo,

        Rue

      

      

    

  


  
    
      PRONUNCIATION:

      

      The War of BRUMAH (BREW-MA)

      RAIDEN Moore (RAY-DIN)

      NAYA Freeborn (NIE-YA)

      CASSIUS Brumah (CASS-E-US)

      SANJA AERESS (SAWN-JAH AIR-S)

      VISHA AERESS (VEE-SHA AIR-S)

      EVERLEIGH AERESS (EVER-LEE AIR-S)

      IZEL AERESS (E-ZELL AIR-S)

      CORDELIA AERESS (CORE-DEAL-EAH AIR-S)

      EMBERLY AERESS (M-BURR-LEE AIR-S)

      ROWE EFHREN (ROW F-REN)

      CULLEN Moore (CALL-IN)

      EZLEN Moore (EZZ-LIN)

      MARA (MAR-RAH)

      ARCADIA MIAKODA (R-K-DEE-A ME-A-CO-DAH)

      ARREN VERRICK (AIR-IN VHERE-RICK)

      NYX Miakoda (NICKS)

      ALTHEA Miakoda (AL-THEE-AH)

      NEEMA Freeborn (KNEE-MAH)

      ARROWE Brumah (AIR-ROW)

      ODETTE Ender (OH-DEBT)

      TALEN Freeborn (TELL-LYNN)

      NIAM JAZINE (KNEE-UM JAZZ-EEN)

      Grim DASHIELL (DASH-EEL)

      PAXTON (PACK-SUN)

    

  


  
    
      Terminology:

      KEEPER OF WORDS – Someone who can read and write.

      STONE MAIDEN – Girls born on a blood moon and groomed to birth an heir.

      ASCENTION – A holy ceremony to choose which Stone Maidens will birth an heir.

      FATES – A race of FAE and ELVEN.

      ACHERON – Serpent God of the mortals.

      ELIXERS OR TONICS – Different tea blends to control the mood.

      VISIONS – Dreams.

      FINGER CLAWS – Sharpened metal jewelry.

      MOTHER WARD – Surrogate mother in The Kingdom of Stone.

      BLOOD ROSES – Roses that are brewed by vampires.

      STONE GUARDSMAN – Protectors of the King and Queen of Stone.

      DRAGON’S KEEP – The island of dragons.

      THE LIBRARY OF ACHERON -The library in The Kingdom of Stone.

      THE WAR OF BRUMAH – The thousand-year war.

      THE RIVER WILDE – The only fresh water that runs through Ellian.

      THE SORROW – The sea

      ECLIPSING THE SUN– A FATES coming-of-age ceremony.

      MOONRISE and STARFALL – The two magickal books.

      THE BOOK OF ALL KNOWING – Holy book in The Kingdom of Stone.

      THE HOLY SCRIBE – The priest who receives the holy word from Acheron.

      ACOLYTE – A boy who serves The Holy Scribe.
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