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Delicious abs twist as Threy buckles on his sword. I lick my lips, watching every line and hard curve. The flexing of all muscles creates warmth in the pit of my stomach. The fact that memories of me tracing my tongue over them all last night flash in my mind doesn’t help. I don't think I'll ever have my fill of staring at the sexy man in front of me.

When he turns, I take the few steps separating us from the closeness I desire. My hands frame his face while his mouth opens beneath mine. Our tongues dance, neither leading, working in perfect partnership that comes from familiarity. His taste builds the fire inside me higher, and I feel his rise to meet it.

My hands move to his neck before falling onto his shoulders to give them a strong squeeze that makes him growl. I don't stop, moving along his collar bone until my fingers find the crease in the center of his chest. Threy doesn't stop me. His lips continue to move against mine. My touch moves lower until both hands find the ends of the V that leads south. I trace them. When I reach for the laces of Threy's pants, he grabs my hands.

I pull away and give him what I hope is an impressive pout. "Don't want me?"

Threy releases a breathless chuckle and leans his forehead against mine. He's so intoxicating. His taste. His touch. His scent. I can't get enough of him.

"I want you more than you can ever understand," he says, emphasizing it by poking my belly with his hard tip. "We don't have time. We are going to need to fly to the ceremony soon."

"Something quick then?"

"Nothing ever stays quick with you. Even if we manage quick, we fall into slow right after. When we get home, I'll ravish my queen as much as she'd like."

"She'd like to be ravished now. Your queen commands."

"As your advisor, I have to disagree with your decision."

Scowling, I walk over and plop onto the leather monstrosity of a couch. Threy is my advisor, as is Dyne. I'm supposed to join the council after my coronation ceremony to choose members. My eyes look around. I hate this room, but they won't let me move elsewhere. What's proper and all that. I hate proper. I don't want to stay in this city at all.

"Isn't a queen supposed to get what she wants?" I ask with a sigh.

"It doesn't work like that. Is this only about unlacing my pants?"

"No. It's about everything. I have no idea what I'm doing and seem to have no choice about anything."

"Things will calm soon."

"So you say. Right now, I feel like a petulant child."

"You're acting like one too." Frowning, I pick up a pillow and throw it at him. He catches it and says, "You just proved my point."

"Proves nothing," I respond while ducking to avoid being hit in the face by the incoming fluffy square.

Threy drops down beside me, and I lay with my head in his lap. He strokes my hair, sending calm to me through his touch and our bond. I breathe deep. Rolling over, I turn so I can look up at the man I love more than anything in the world. Not long ago, I thought this was impossible. The future was uncertain, our love jeopardized. Now, he's mine for everyone to see.

If only this giant weight wouldn't be hanging over me.

"I'm not meant to be a queen," I say. "The center of attention makes me nervous. I'd rather hide away."

"That fact that you think that means you are meant for this position. You've shown me that there is so much wrong with my people and given me a new light to view the world in. Now you can show everyone else as well. You'll change the kingdom for the better. The mighty red dragon is meant to wear the crown."

I laugh. "Mighty? I don't think that's a word that fits me."

"You took down the tyrant king."

"Because I had to. Because he was weak. His fear undid him. That doesn't make me strong. It doesn't make me powerful."

Threy puts one of his hands on my stomach, and I reach over to twine my fingers in his. His other hand goes back to stroking my hair. I can see him thinking, probably speechless due to my obstinate denial of greatness. I'm not as special as he thinks I am. None of his arguments and adamant statements to the contrary will change it. This frustrates him.

"Doing what you did because you had to doesn't mean you're not strong," he says after a few moments of silence. "The fact that this isn't what you want, but you're still doing it... that's strength. It's doing what we need to do—fighting to make the world a better place—that makes you mighty. You took on an entire army to end the reign of a tyrant. You risked your life for those you love."

"But I couldn't save all of them," I argue, feeling my lower lip tremble.

My love leans over to bring my fingers to his lips. Planting a gentle kiss on my knuckles, he closes his eyes. This close, I'm engulfed by his scent and heat. I shut my eyelids as well to better enjoy the feel and smell of him. The world feels right when I'm with him. I can almost forget the fact that an entire kingdom depends on me. I can almost ignore the crushing sense of responsibility that weighs me down. I can almost block out the memories of a cousin killed by a psychotic king.

Almost.

"It was war," Threy says after straightening. He runs a strong hand over my hair and squeezes my fingers with the other. "War contains casualties. Many people died to realize the freedom we now have, the freedom you can give us more of. He wouldn't want you wallowing in grief and guilt. There was nothing you could have done to stop it."

Tears sting my eyes. He doesn't understand. No one does. And I don't blame him for it. How can he understand? He wasn't the one that had to watch his cousin killed before his eyes without being able to help. I shifted, but not until after life faded from his eyes. I could have stopped the king if I wasn't such a failure. Trev would still be alive. The final battle and all the death that comes with it wouldn't have been needed. I was too weak.

Threy brushes the tears from my eyes as a knock sounds on the door. My servant, Ranera, rushes to the door. Dyne's entrance makes me jerk upright. This is an embarrassing position to be found in by my father.

When Dyne sees me all flustered, he grins with amusement. Threy chuckles and pulls me close to him with a hand around my hip. I shoot him a look to let him know I don't feel this is appropriate. No matter how hard I try to pull away, I can't shimmy to the side. He only holds me tighter.

My father smirks. "You don't need to be embarrassed, Ryn. Dragons are open with their affections. I'm used to it."

"With your daughter?"

"It's seriously not that big of a deal. It's fine. I'm just glad you're finally happy."

I feel myself deflate. Being a dragon feels so foreign to me. All I'm doing is messing up and acting like a human. I'm a dragon, but I don't know how to be one properly. How am I supposed to rule those I only understand from a human standpoint?

"I can't do this," I mutter.

"Nonsense," Dyne says. "After everything I've seen, no one is more qualified than you. You took on a wyvern with the power of our god behind him, and you did it because you wanted to free everyone from his cruelty. That's pretty impressive."

"I don't know how to be a dragon, so how do I lead them?"

Threy squeezes me tighter. "You are a dragon. You just have to be yourself."

I bite my lip, which leads my love to pulling it from beneath my teeth. "But everyone will know I'm not fit because I don't know the first thing about being a dragon."

"We'll be here to help you as much as you need it."

"That's going to be a lot."

"How often doesn't matter."

"Threy's right," Dyne says. "At the moment though, it's time to leave. I came to fetch you. I'll lead the servants on the ground. You'll fly with the others."

Dyne can't fly because Darac scarred his back and wings with the fire from the Jeweled Dracon, which rests against my chest beneath my shirt. It's not a large necklace, but it feels heavy against my skin, almost making it hard to breathe. Such power is dangerous, as the previous king showed everyone. I don't feel competent enough to wield it. How could I when I've just recently learned to wield my own magic? This is the power of a god.

Threy stands and holds a hand out to me. I push the dark thoughts down, take his hand, and let him lead me out.

The spire of Wyvthin is bustling with activity. Hearing Threy grumble makes me feel better about not liking this place because I know I'm not the only one uncomfortable in a tall tower with spiral stairs at the center.

Outside, I breathe a breath of fresh air. There are too many people crowded in there. It makes it feel stuffy and close. A full entourage awaits us, bowing at my appearance. I hold back my grimace and manage to smile well enough to have it returned.

Prill rushes over. I was happy to see that he made it through the final battle when so many perished. I'm less happy with his next words.

"My queen, it's a long trip, so I want to offer my services. I will guard you with my life."

My lips press into a thin line. Before I can answer, Threy jumps in. "I'll take all the help I can get. Prill, right? She's told me about you."

Prill bows low with his chest puffed out, and I send Threy an annoyed scowl that makes him grin. This man has made it into our conversations about everything that happened while apart. We speak at night until exhaustion pulls us into sleep, making up for all our time apart. Prill has come up multiple times. He knows how I feel.

"Thank you, my king," Prill says.

I turn away to roll my eyes, which makes Threy let out a chuckle. I'd elbow him if everyone wasn't watching. This is going to be a longer trip than I first thought.

The call comes to shift, reminding me that nudity is viewed differently to dragons. I grit my teeth, eternally grateful when Threy steps in front of me to cut off the view to those in front of me without seeming to. He doesn't mind being naked because he's used to it, but he knows it makes me uncomfortable.

Prill takes note of Threy's stance and hurries to stand behind me, facing away and greeting people still entering the area. Two large men give me the semblance of privacy. Yet, I wonder how many people find my discomfort as a weakness. There's no way no one knows what's really going on. To minimize the amount of time I need to spend hiding, I quickly strip and call Rynmoriath forward.

She's happy to comply, no longer content to stay in my head. Both men jump back as my body grows larger, red scales forming on my skin. As soon as I'm done, I get to watch Threy strip. Even in this form, it does things to me.

Rynmoriath rumbles low as we watch the clothes come off our mate. His entire body looks as if it was sculpted by Drakyth. I feel my tail thrash back and forth with a mind of its own. Threy shoots me a smirk before he begins his transformation.

I watch with fascination as copper-colored scales sprout all over his naked body. He grows larger than I am, being the full-blooded drake that he is. As he stretches his large wings, I watch the sunlight glisten off his scales, giving him a golden cast that shines brightly.

Prill is also a drake, a light blue beast of a male. When we launch into the sky, both males stay close to me. I try to ignore the destination and think only of the feeling of the wind blowing over my red scales. It's like the caress of a careful lover, but my mind keeps drifting.

The ground far below us grows rockier the further we fly southwest. I'm about to consider turning around, but that's when I see it. A massive mountain spears the blue sky above. Black rock covers the surface with some orange growing through the cracks. The entire air smells of heat and sulfur.

The great mountain consumes the view. The closer we come, the larger it seems. Mt. Firyad. Drakyth's seat of power.

And where destiny plans to consume me.
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The wagons previously sent are sitting around the landing area. I look up the great mountain, unable to see the top from this position. Heat permeates the air, breathing into the environment through the stone. Threy grabs my hand.

"You have this," he says softly enough that only I can hear.

Prill snorts. "The red dragon is all powerful."

For a moment, I almost forgot my bodyguard's presence. What a stupid mistake, particularly when he's standing close enough to overhear our hushed words. It's hard not to scoff over his comment. I'm not special just because I was born with flame immunity and strong magic. I'm as easy to kill as anyone else.

I'm about to ask if either knows what I can expect, but the words lie forgotten in my throat. A long line of naked men walks out from the gaping maw that is the cave leading into Mount Firyad, the home of the God Drakyth, benefactor of all our kind and the gifter of the medallion hanging from my neck. I clutch the Jeweled Dracon in my fingers, remembering the destruction I have in my possession.

This little piece of jewelry, two dragons circling an orb, is why I'm standing here today. I killed King Darak to free the people of his iron grip, which he held by using this exact necklace. Black fire that kills all but a red dragon. Me, a red dragon who was tasked with the job after spending her whole life thinking she's human. I wanted to finish the war and live out the rest of my life in peace. I don't get that.

These naked men come to drag me to a destiny I haven't fully accepted, and they do it nude. Dyne warned me of the sight in front of me, but it's hard to keep my gaze on their tattooed faces. Dragons and representation of our different specialties cover their bodies in colorful ink. Each one wears a circlet with a mundane version of the Jeweled Dracon. Dyne said rumors state that even their manhoods weren't saved from the needle, but I can't bring myself to verify.

One with a pierced nose and eyebrow walks up to the three of us. "Queen Ryn, it is our pleasure to meet the dragon chosen by Drakyth to fulfill the prophecy. You must speak to him before you can truly hold the title. Your men can wait in the waiting chamber, but you must come with us."

I give Threy a nervous smile, which is rewarded by another squeeze of my hand. Stepping forward, I bow low as Dyne showed me. The priests of Drakyth seem pleased. Five of the priests break off the group to escort me, and I notice the man talking to me also has piercings in his back. The others also shine in the sun but not to the extent he does. I wonder if it's to show status.

"Do you have a name?" I ask to break the silence.

"We give up our names when we decide to serve Drakyth, but I am the high priest."

Probably status then. "No one was able to tell me what to prepare for. Can you give me more information?"

We enter a set of caves that lead deep into the mountain. The walls are rough and uneven, as are the floors, which I learn by tripping over an upraised section. Great first impression I'm making. I'm clueless and clumsy.

"You cannot know because no one is allowed to until within the sacred chamber. It's a highly respected secret. You will learn more when we are sealed inside."

Sealed inside? That doesn't sound pleasant. I swallow hard. "How do I know I brought what is needed?"

"Nothing is needed but your presence and our instruction. No fear, Red Dragon. You were born for this day, and nothing you do will be wrong. Just trust our words and magic."

"Would Darac's son have had to go through this?"

He shakes his head. "Drakyth trusts his chosen king to choose a worthy heir. Only new lineage goes through this ritual."

Lots of good that did everyone.

As if the high priest heard my thought, he says, "Any error in succession is the fault of a mortal. Drakyth does not make any mistakes. Darac should never have been made heir. The ceremony for heir blessings is done by the priests, not Drakyth Himself. Only He can accept a new lord or ruler."

"And if He doesn't accept me?"

"You won't return from the sacred chamber. Not even a red dragon can withstand the might of our almighty god."

Great. My feet falter, and the high priest looks back when he realizes I fell behind. He motions for me to follow, but I balk. The ones behind me politely prod me forward. I listen to neither. I already know I'm not worthy, so I'm not coming back from this alive.

"My queen?" the high priest prompts.

"How can I expect to be accepted when I've only known of my heritage for such a short time? I was human before. I know nothing of what it takes to rule dragons."

"You were always a dragon, masquerading as a human, which was necessary in those circumstances. Drakyth chose you, so the risk of not being accepted is low. Come along. He won't wait for you forever. Drakyth is excited to meet you. He has told us so."

Swallowing again, I take hesitant steps. Our procession continues. I say, "He told you? You talk to Him?"

"Those gifted with higher ranks can hear Him in dreams. We don't speak to Him, only listen. We've known of your existence for years."

That's a sobering thought, being spoken of by a god to his priests. Well, this whole experience has been surreal. The fact that I'm not just a human turned dragon, but the red dragon of prophecy. Learning and losing family. Killing a king. So much that my boring past never hinted at my future. This is crazy. Now I'm going to meet a god. Who am I?

As we walk further, the heat grows until the priests' ink is covered in a sheen of sweat. It doesn't bother me, so I walk unencumbered by sticky. The floor begins to slope downward beneath my feet. After what feels like an eternity, we come to an open cave. Everyone files in, and a slab of rock rolls across the entrance. My heart skips a beat.

"Welcome to the sacred chamber, Ryn. Here, everyone is stripped of their titles besides the great god. Strip your dress off and clear your mind. We must prepare," the high priest says.

"I need to be naked?"

"I understand this must be uncomfortable with your upbringing, but be assured your body means nothing to us. All must be as they were born before meeting Drakyth."

I bitterly think that they aren't as they were born, but I hold the words back. The tattoos and piercings are most likely in honor of Drakyth, so they don't matter. Taking a deep breath, I slip the dress over my head, fold it, and place it along the smooth wall.

My hand wanders over the surface. Here, it's not rough and crude, but smooth and polished. Almost beautiful. That makes me turn and look over the chamber, forgetting the nudity that makes me uncomfortable. The room is massive. A red glow reflects off the smooth walls, most likely coming from the large pit in the center of the room. A stone platform extends out over the center of the chasm.

Torches aren't needed with the glow, so I watch the priests draw symbols with chalk from the end of the platform back to the base. They place urns in a semicircle around it. My brows furrow in curiosity.

The high priest notices. "Ashes of those that weren't accepted by Drakyth. They are included to ensure a fair judging."

He wasn't kidding when he said the failures didn't leave the chamber. They're still here to judge me. This just keeps getting better and better. Did they die and get burned, or did the dying turn them into those ashes? I don't want the answer to that question, and I certainly don't want to experience it. I begin to sweat from anxiety instead of the heat affecting the priests.

I look for a means of escape if needed only to find the only exit the way we came in, which is sealed tight. I'm really in trouble. A newly found dragon has no business leading these people. Drakyth will see that and turn me to ash to put in an urn. He'll realize his mistake as soon as the ceremony starts.

A hand touches my shoulder, and I jump high into the air with a yelp. Every pair of eyes turns in my direction. I look at the high priest, who has pulled his hand away as if burned. Ceremony be damned. I won't make it even that far if these men lose faith in me. I need to pull myself together.

Breathe, Ryn.

I follow my advice and remember Threy's. He told me I'm stronger than I think and that I'm meant for this. Not that I believe that for a second, but it's still something to hold on to. Maybe if I fake it hard enough, no one will notice. Yeah, right. Like I can fool a god.

"Are you alright, Ryn?" the high priest asks.

Nodding, I finish my next two deep breaths. "Sorry. This is all so strange and new to me. I was thinking and taking it all in. I guess I didn't hear you walk up."

He pats my arm. "It's fine, child. This is not an easy task to face, but face it you must. Are you ready?"

"Is anyone ever ready to meet a god?"

He gives me a soft smile. "Probably not without the years of training we go through, but it's time, nonetheless. Walk to the end of the platform and look into the fire. We will do our part. Just wait for him to touch you."

Biting my lip until it bleeds, I walk forward. Touched by a god. That doesn't sound pleasant. Let a being with enough power to turn you into burnt dust touch you. Yeah, I'm looking forward to that.

Heat blasts me as my feet touch the thin floor that juts out over what I now see to be liquid fire. If I keep this up, my teeth will be permanently embedded into my lip. I force them out while also forcing my feet forward. I remember my resolve to pretend I have the confidence needed and pick up the pace. At the end, I glance back once before fixing my gaze on the swirling abyss made of molten mountain and the random swirl of silver fire I can't help but recognize.

The priests begin to chant, and it takes all my willpower not to look at them again. Here we go. Moment of truth. I'll either walk out of here as the rightful queen or remain in a ceramic vase.

Am I supposed to feel something? Because I don't. My eyes are starting to hurt with the brightness reaching me. I blink, but it doesn't assuage the annoyance. I'm about to call this a failed ceremony when the world brightens further. Surrounding me, flames cover everything in large pillars. I gasp and step back, stopping when I realize it's behind me.

Rynmoriath.

"What? Who? Where?"

I sound like an invalid, but I'm too shocked to do much more than that. The voice is in my head, and I can see no one that might be projecting it. The flames intensify until even I find myself sweating with the burn.

Drakyth speaks within you, and you must listen. I chose you, Rynmoriath.

"I don't think you chose the right person," I say, ready to kick myself for forgetting my fake confidence. I'm ash.

I know your heart, even if you don't.

And what exactly is that supposed to mean? I grew up as myself-well, kind of-so I think I know my inner workings better than anyone. Maybe I should stop arguing with myself and say something. Wait, no. The priests told me they don't talk to Drakyth. I did. I screwed up.

Peace, Rynmoriath. I speak to you because you are the rightful queen of the kingdom.

I almost laugh, but something tells me gods don't like to be laughed at. "How can someone who doesn't know how to be a dragon lead them?"

You have what you need in your heart. I'm about to ask what that is supposed to mean, but He doesn't wait. My people have lost their way, and it's time for change. You will be that change. Take care because danger watches you with eyes of ill-intent.

Gods speak in riddles. "Who watches me?"

I can say no more, but don't think everything is over. Don't let your relief take your guard down.

That's so unhelpful. Why warn someone they're in trouble and not give details to help them avoid it? Big surprise. Someone wants to harm me. It's not like my entire life has been like that or anything. I try to clear my head in case Drakyth doesn't like sarcasm.

It's time to take your rightful place.

"Can I relocate that place? I do not wish to live in Darac's shadow."

Instead of answering, visions appear in the flames. The great mountain with a sprawling town beneath. It zooms in, then sweeps down over a luxurious castle I don't have time to examine. People laugh and talk in the streets. Children run around playing. I'm not sure how I can tell, but they're both human and dragon, living together.

"Is this what I think it means?"

When he doesn't answer, I try to decide if it's proper etiquette to repeat questions to a god. Before I can decide, the flames disappear so quickly I cry out and stumble. Gasping, I stop myself just as a single word I don't understand reaches my ears. I fall to my knees with my hair plastered against my skull with sweat. The fire below feels like a fresh breeze compared to those flames. That is the power of a god, one even a red dragon can't withstand.

I hear my name. In a daze, I turn my head to look back. The high priest waves for me to return. Stumbling to my feet, I do my best not to topple off the ledge.

"Password," he says when I draw close.

"Excuse me?"

"Drakyth would have given you a word to tell us to prove this wasn't a trick."

I raise my eyebrows. How could I fake that? When he cocks his head, I hurry to repeat the strange syllables I heard. He nods.

All priests bow. "Queen Rynmoriath."

I jerk with a start. "How did you know my dragon's name?"

"Drakyth told us, and we will never repeat it past now."

My dragon preens at being called a queen. I push her down. This is it. This is the beginning of my new life. How many lives is this now? Three, I think. Right? I no longer care. This new life will be no easier than the others.
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Still dazed, I stand in the smaller chamber I was given to dress in. It's cooler here, and I feel goosebumps form over my skin. The heat doesn't affect me, but the loss of it does. Nothing affects me more than knowing my fate is set.

"My queen?"

Startling, I turn to find Ranera holding out a luxurious dress made of green and gold. I almost flinch but reign in it at the last second. I don't need her thinking she did something wrong when it's my own issues causing my reactions. No matter how much I try to talk her into being informal and calling me by my name, she continues all formality that's befitting of my station. I hate it.

That's not her fault. It's hard to break free from the forced habits followed throughout an entire lifetime. "Sorry, Ranera. I was lost in thought."

"No apologies needed. I only wanted to assure you are alright. It's not my place to hurry you."

I swallow my sigh before it can burst free. Like me, it's caged away where it needs to be. "Your arms must be tired after holding that monstrosity for so long."

"This is one of the finest dresses from the best tailor in Wyvthin, my liege."

Of course it is. I meant that as a joke-sort of-but I should have known she wouldn't pick up on that. Dragons don't make friends with humans. At least, they didn't before. It's up to me to change that. Too bad I don't know how. I can't even make my personal servant drop the regal tones of the relationship.

Too tired to argue proper etiquette with my personal servant, I simply hold my arms out for the dress. When she shakes her head, I almost groan. "I can do this myself."

"It's not proper."

Defeated, I nod in acknowledgement and allow her to help me into the dress. I swear it adds twenty pounds to my shoulders, as if the entire kingdom crouched on them isn't enough weight. The mirror makes me grimace. The green sets off the bright red hair on top of my head. The gold lace and wire all over the bodice hides any hint of the body beneath it. The bottom flares out to the point I worry about fitting through doors. The long sleeves feel tight.

I feel like I'm going to suffocate in this thing.

When I take a step, the skirt knocks a glass off the table, shattering it and sending water all over the floor. This is going to be tough. I'm not used to flashy clothing, so I'm not sure how to move or act in them. This will just be another way I come up short in everyone's eyes. What am I doing here? This can't possibly be my destiny.

"I'll get that cleaned up, my liege," Ranera says.

I want to help, but I can't in this dress. "I'm sorry, Ranera. I'll try to be more careful."

"No need. This is my job."

Turning my head away, I don't let her see my frown. I've had that job. Having Threy as my master made me lucky, but not everyone is. All I can do is make sure to treat Ranera well until I can fix the biggest problem I see with my kind.

I don't belong here, but I'm already making plans to change how the dragons see the world. This is going to be so tough. The world has been this way for so long that it's accepted as normal, and I'm planning to rip that normal right out from under everyone. All while continuing to learn to act like a dragon.

What could go wrong?

A hysterical laugh threatens. I cough to hide its forceful push toward freedom. All the kingdom needs is a servant saying she noticed that the queen might be a bit mad. I have enough obstacles to overcome, so there is no need to add another one.

Ranera opens the door for me-another thing I can do for myself-and reveals Threy standing on the other side with his fist raised to knock. We both jump, then I'm dragging him inside instead of walking out like originally planned.

Wrapping my arms around him, I bury my face in his chest while Ranera closes the door to give us privacy. She bustles around to clean up the mess. It's a small room, so that's the only way she can give us the tiniest bit of alone time. I inhale my love's scent and feel the world settle around me. This is what I needed.

"I missed you too," he says with a chuckle. "We really need to—"

"Hush," I say. "Just hold me for a minute."

"But—"

"Your queen says hush," I mutter into his chest.

"As you say."

His soft laughter echoes in the ear I have pressed against his skin. Strong arms wrap around me, and the world feels right once more. If only it would stay this way. Will it ever feel right outside of his arms?

After a few more deep breaths, I sigh. "Alright, let's go."

"You're forgetting something," Threy says, leaning down to pick up the Jeweled Dracon and sliding its chain around my neck.

"I wasn't forgetting it. I don't see why I have to wear it at all times. It's nothing but destruction."

"Wrong," Threy says as he hooks the clash. "It's a gift from Drakyth. Dyne has told you over and over that it is more than just the silver fire, but you seem stuck on that part."

"Why wouldn't I be when he destroyed so many lives with it?"

Threy frames my face with his hands. "Darac is gone, thanks to you. You have the chance to use this power for good. Besides, it's a symbol of your position and Drakyth's favor. You can't just toss it aside. It's expected."

Even as queen, I feel enslaved by tradition and what others want. Will I ever be free to live as I want? First, I had to serve the mighty dragons as a human. Next, I had to train to take down a tyrant king. Now, I have to rule in his place, fill the hole I made with his death. When will it be my time to choose my destiny?

"Don't look at me like that," Threy says, taking my hand and leading me to the door.

"Like what?"

Ranera opens it again. Before stepping through, Threy says, "Like you feel hopeless and ready to rebel. This isn't the terrible life you expect; it's simply new to you. Once you figure it out, you'll fall into place and learn to make this new you who you want."

I want to groan, but Threy is already leading me outside the small chamber. Ranera follows close behind, holding the train of my dress up. Another thing that makes me feel like I took a bite out of rotten meat. Like the dragon I am, I try to ignore the human following behind me to complete an unnecessary task. I can't let them see anyone other than who they expect until I'm ready to show them otherwise.

We enter another large cave lit by torches. This one has a very uncomfortable looking stone throne. The sight of it makes me want to turn around and walk the other way. Threy tugs at my hand with a squeeze for reassurance. I follow along, gulping down my nervousness. It's time for all the lords to swear fealty. Those that don't will need to back down from the title and lose the power Drakyth gave them. I can't see any dragon choosing the option that makes them weaker.

Priests circle the outer wall of the room, and a blue carpet leads from the other door to my throne. Threy sits me on my stone seat and sits on the ledge it rests on. At least I have a back. This reminds me of the time he risked ridicule to get me a stool. Wish I could do the same.

Dyne walks up to stand on the other side while Prill takes a position directly behind me. Threy gets his spot because he's my mate. Dyne takes this position as my advisor. Prill is simply a bodyguard. Everyone else is to stay below my throne.

Abril walks in first, his back straight and dark green eyes glowing. He smiles at me and kneels. I have granted him a place on my council to help me ensure I'm making the former rebels happy as well.

He bows his head. "Under the watchful gaze of Drakyth, I, Abril of the wyrms, swear my oath of fealty to queen Ryn. I promise to always remain loyal and serve her faithfully."

Silence stretches for a moment until Threy nudges my boot. I clear my throat. "Abril, I accept your oath of fealty and promise to never take it for granted or use your faithful service for nefarious reasons."

The man who once led the rebels stands with a nod and walks back down the carpet. The next four are all of my council. They swore to me in the Wyvthin spire, but they must do so again in the presence of Drakyth and his priests for official reasons.

Emar is the royal general, the man who led an entire army against me. He gives me a firm bow and oath. Peren, the head of my little council, follows the general. He seems wise and well-versed in dragon politics, so I hope to lean on him a little. Ayler is the only woman on my council, in charge of human affairs and my household. Last is Denn, the noble in charge of my treasury.

Once my closest allies file away, the lords come. The last is the Drakes, and I feel my back straighten at the mention of Rakurn and Iara. Iara betrayed us by revealing our love to their parents. Being Threy's sister, she was sure she was doing the right thing by her brother. I have forgiven her for almost getting me killed, but I still feel on edge with her presence. Rakurn I've never had much interaction with.

I don't see the lord of Ildracan and worry about what his absence means. Rakurn and Iara bow in front of me. It is the former that speaks.

"Before Ildracan speaks its oath, my queen, we have a request."

My brows furrow, and I need to force my teeth away from my lip. "What is this request, son of Ildracan?"

I hate sounding so formal. Even in my ears, it sounds hollow and forced. I'm not sure who is going to believe I have any authority here.

"Our father was injured too greatly by the dark fire in battle. He has lost the favor of Drakyth and the power of lord." Rakurn sends a look at Threy, who stiffens at the news. We haven't heard much from Ildracan and thought they were pouting over the outcome. It seems the reason is much worse. "With Delto killed in battle, the mantle of lord falls on me. My sister, Iara, has beat me in combat, and I wish to hand over the lordship to her."

My mouth drops, and I glance at Threy. When he nods, I accept his judgment. "Very well. Iara will rule Ildracan in your stead."

I glance over at the priests walking forward. They take the two into another room after Iara's oath to me. She gives me a warm smile and follows behind the tattooed men.

"Is that it?" I whisper.

Dyne shakes his head. "You need to make a ruling on the fate of Darac's mate."

"Can't I leave that to the council?"

"Sorry, Ryn."

Great. I don't want to be the deciding force behind whether the previous queen lives or dies. This isn't who I am. Why does this have to be my decision? I'm about to argue when I hear the door open.

My eyes lift to see a woman in a plain gown walk onto the other end of the blue carpet. I take a deep breath, trying to think of everything I know about this woman and what I should decide.

My gaze moves to her clasped hands, and I freeze as a feeling of familiarity rushes through me. "It's you!"
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The woman watches me with curious dark blue eyes. Her blonde hair, with a touch of red, spills around her shoulders. She's gorgeous, and she doesn't show the tiniest bit of fear. Instead, she looks almost joyful to see me, but my eyes stay stuck on the ring wrapping around her finger.

Two dragons embrace a large ruby, their tails forming the band that circles her finger. My mind goes back to where I've seen that ring before, sitting on a cold rock while connected with the magic of an unknown red dragon from the past. This isn't possible. It can't be her.

"Queen Ryn," she says with an elegant bow. This is the previous queen of Sertran, the woman who gave Darac information about the prophecy. This is the woman beaten and uncherished. She shielded my presence in her mind from the man that did everything he could to undo me. She should be my enemy but did her best to keep me as safe as possible.

"Who are you?" I ask.

She smiles. "Former Queen Rhumor, my liege. It's a pleasure to meet you in person. You're a beautiful red dragon, if I do say so myself."

"You know her?" Threy says while Dyne stares at me with wide eyes.

I glance at Threy but turn my full attention to my father. "Remember the presence in the ward?"

He blinks and looks at the woman I'm meant to condemn or set free. Dyne's gaze turns back to mine. "This is her? That can't be. Only a red dragon could have made that ward."

Rhumor grabs our attention again. "If it led to me, a red dragon did make it. My father."

"Your father was a red dragon?" Dyne says before I can.

"Yes. He was the last red dragon before Darac this throne. It was long ago, and Darac thought of me as a trophy. I was kept as a sign of how powerful he was, which he reminded me of often. My mother was a wyvern, but my father carried the blood of drake and fairy."

"And you carry some of his magic?"

"Correct. It's the strange sight that Darac delighted in. Not strong, but strong enough to be used. Nothing like her."

Her dark blue eyes move back to me. I say, "This is the last thing I'd ever expect. I'm told I need to decide your fate."

"I have a suggestion," she says, waiting for my permission to continue. I give it to her with a nod. "Let me serve you, my queen."

Threy jumps to his feet while Dyne watches me. A few of the witnesses murmur to each other with the suggestion. My love watches me with warning in his eyes. He doesn't think I should trust her. Dyne merely waits for my judgment. While Threy could never understand my interactions with this woman, Dyne knows I understand her more than anyone could.

I ignore all but her. "Serve me how?"

"Let me be one of your personal servants."

My jaw drops open before I can catch it. "You're a dragon."

"It's not unheard of. Your king's sister had one. Please understand this: I have no designs for the throne. It was never something I wanted. In fact, I wanted to be as far away from it as possible while Darac held it. During our brief meetings, I got a strong feel for who you really are. You have the making of a truly great ruler, and I would like to help in any way I can. Please, allow me to do so."

Threy motions to speak to me in private, going as far as to grab my hand. I shake him away, perfectly aware of the caution he wants me to take. He will tell me not to allow her unlimited access to me. Dyne still watches me to decipher my thoughts.

Rhumor waits patiently, understanding the pressure this decision puts me under. It's worse than this ridiculous dress that's still cutting off oxygen and movement. I'm sure my decision will be analyzed by any ally and enemy. This one will not be made with political reasons. I know this woman almost as much as I know myself.

"I accept."

Rhumor smiles, and Threy sends a look that promises a heated discussion later. He doesn't understand, but I'll make sure he does by the time we are done arguing about it. This woman is not an enemy. She was an abused prisoner of a tyrant, one with plenty of useful information buried in her mind. The more help I have, the better.

Rhumor is escorted away. Audiences are called to an end, but the day isn't over yet. Exhausted, I follow Threy to the chamber we are to use until we leave after the coming banquet. We will be dining on the bounty of Drakyth tonight. Not in celebration of my successful ascension to the dragon throne. This is to give thanks to Drakyth for his role in it.

Ranera takes one look at the expression on Threy's face before looking down at her feet. She works to free me from this fabric cage, then scurries from the room to pack it away. I throw a robe over me because this isn't the time to be standing naked in front of Threy.

"What's the point of having me as an advisor if you won't listen to my advice?" Threy asks.

Rubbing my eyes, I plop down on the couch. I need to defuse this before Ranera gets back because I don't want her to be uncomfortable around me. "Advice is advice. It's not an order, and I don't need to follow it. It is to give me all the opinions and different perspectives I need to make the right choice. I know why you were advising against it, but you haven't bothered to ask me why I didn't take it. I have a really good reason."

Threy is preparing an argument. My words seem to take the wind out of his sails. His inflated stance relaxes. "Okay. Tell me what the reason was."

"Thank you. Do you remember me telling you about my connection to the ward in the cave? Okay, good. Rhumor was the one at the other end of it. Darac really did keep her prisoner. She was terrified of him."

"Or she showed you what she wanted you to see."

I stifle an incoming yawn. "That's not how it works, Threy. She didn't even know I was there at first. Even if she would have, we were connected so thoroughly that we knew each other inside and out. I thought I was her at first. I'm sure she saw inside of me just as well."

"I'm not sure what that means."

"Threy, we weren't just connected. We were one mind. Neither could hide anything from the other. I was her; she was me. There's no way someone could fake such a strong streak of fear when her mate was around. I know this woman more than I know anyone else. I know her more than I know my dragon."

Rynmoriath stirs with annoyance at that last statement, but I send soothing vibes her way and focus on this. Threy asks, "Are you sure?"

"Yes. More than anything. Trust me."

He sighs and rubs the back of his neck. "Fine, but please be careful."

I stand, wrap my arms around his waist, and pull him closer. "With the life I've led, I'd be stupid not to."

Before he can respond, I take his lips with mine. It's a soft kiss, and he shows me his care with the gentleness he exhibits. The door opens, and I can smell Ranera's relief. Threy is right; human emotions are pungent. Threy pulls away and walks to the door to speak with Prill about my need for a guard during the banquet.

Ranera helps me into a black dress that's much easier to move in. It's still grand, but it's not like wearing stone. The fabric is light and cool. I'm ready for this, and at least I won't be the focus of it.
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And I was wrong. By the time the food is served and gone, I'm ready to flee. Everyone wants to curry favor with the new monarch. All I want to do is sleep, which won't happen here because only the priests are allowed to slumber in this sacred mountain. We have to fly back tonight, and the wagons are being prepared to leave as soon as this event is done.

I manage to find a corner that's quieter than the rest and stand there in hopes no one else will bother me. My next tormentor is not who I expect.

"Queen Ryn."

I turn to a pair of blue eyes beneath sandy brown hair. Her purple dress sweeps the floor beneath her. The smile she gives me is both warm and nervous, which makes sense after the last time we saw each other before today.

"You made it through the lord ceremony, Iara."

"Was there any doubt?" she asks.

"None. If anyone has the strength for it, it's you. Threy has always sworn you were the better choice to lead Ildracan after your father. I'm sorry for his condition and the pain your family must be going through."

Her smile falls, and she looks away. "It doesn't seem to want to heal."

"It won't. My father lost his ability to fly before he even met my mother. He still wears the scars of the dark fire."

Iara takes a deep breath before looking back at me with a quizzical expression. Her eyes clear. "That's right. Your father is a fairy dragon?"

"Yes. He grew up in the rebel underground. I'm sorry to tell you the news like this."

She winces. "It's not like we can help it. I'll make sure to convey your experience. Mother won't like it, but it will at least give us closure."

"Your mother doesn't like much of what I say."

Iara laughs. "You aren't kidding." Her laughter dies. "Much of that is my fault. Threy told me he conveyed my apologies to you, but I want to offer them again. I know it might be hard to understand. I really was trying to help Threy, and I didn't realize the damage I was doing until it was too late."

"I gave my forgiveness with your first apology, and I continue to forgive you. No more apologies are needed."

"You are very gracious. I'm not sure I'd have it in me to be as forgiving if roles were reversed. You'll make a great queen. Your belongings, as well as Threy's, are being packed and will be sent to wherever you decide to reside. I want to make sure you both have what you need to be comfortable."

I'm about to tell her how that task is impossible, but the priests call for everyone to prepare to depart. Threy comes over to give his sister a hug while Prill hovers a small distance away. Iara leaves. We are the last ones out.

On the way to the exit, I say. "I'm sorry about your father. I didn't get to say it earlier."

He takes a deep breath. "He brought it on himself."

"That doesn't make it easier."

"Not really. We had already grown apart before the war, and the way he treated and coerced me made me want to put distance between us forever. That doesn't mean I wanted him crippled."

I squeeze his hand as the cold breeze of outside touches our skin. We make our way over to our wagons. Rhumor meets us there as well, speaking to and helping Ranera finish securing things. This time, I don't have the energy to be shy. I let Ranera strip my dress without thought for the eyes on me.

Rynmoriath is free within moments, and I'm in the sky with my entourage not long after that. The flight will be long, but sleep will come as soon as we return. I can only hope I have enough rest to truly tackle what comes next. It's time to start making some changes.
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