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      YOU’RE LUCKY TO be alive.

      Those words resonated in Rowen’s mind as the noose was lowered over her head and secured around her throat, scratching her delicate flesh with its coarse banding.

      Not so lucky now, she thought, noting that this was the third time she’d had this nightmare in a week.

      Still, she couldn’t awaken. Not until she had more information. If she was going to suffer in her sleep, she was going to at least figure out the cause of the prophecy, and the result. It was all she had.

      Her only gift.

      Rowen coughed as her airway began to close against the ropes. Was it supposed to be so tight? It didn’t matter, the wooden floor would soon disappear from beneath her and she would either break her neck from the sudden fall or suffocate.

      Neither option was appealing.

      Rowen looked out to the crowd of blank faces. She ignited her second sight and dug deeper into the prophecy, summoning energy from the deepest depths of her soul. She could tell the difference between a dream and a prophetic scene. It was harder to awaken from a prophecy, and for good reason. There was something she needed to see to survive, if only for a few years longer.

      The people that filled the square around the gallows were nondescript. No features to their faces, and no sounds from their mouths. No movement, either. They just stood like stoic silhouettes and stared at her as she awaited her death.

      A black shadow stretched across the sky, blocking the sun and dimming the courtyard. While everyone looked to the sky, Rowen’s gaze peered past them, to the gates.

      But, wait. Something new was happening, something Rowen had never seen in the other dreams.

      Someone stood at the far end of the yard, behind the crowd, cloaked in dark gray.

      The mysterious figure lifted their hand and pointed a finger right at her.

      Out of the silence that filled the crisp morning air, a whisper burned her ear.

      “I’m coming for you.”

      Then, the trap door in the floor opened and the snap of her neck woke Rowen up.

      A screech erupted from her lips as she woke up, clutching at her neck. Rowen shot up from her bed. A sheen of sweat glistened on her face as she struggled to catch her breath.

      The nightmares. They were relentless. But, this time, a new element had been added to her prophecy. The fates were warning her, and she needed a plan just in case the time came when she needed to escape.

      Something or someone was coming for her, and she wracked her brain for who that could be.

      “They know,” Rowen whispered into the darkness, as she struggled to catch her breath. Escape was the only way. Her plan to restore her mother’s honor would have to be abandoned.

      Rowen crossed the small room and gave the sleeping girl in the bed across from hers a gentle shove.

      “Brea. Wake up. I need that favor you owe me.”

      A quick glance out the tiny window that looked out to the back of the palace showed that the path from the castle to the gates was clear.

      “Really?” Brea yawned and sat up, her white bangs falling into dark almond-shaped eyes.

      “Yes.” Rowen lowered herself to her knees before Brea’s bed. “Please tell me you will uphold your promise.”

      Brea tilted her head. “I promised to help you escape if necessary. I will do what I can, Rowen.”

      “But, what if we are caught?”

      “No one will catch us. And, if they do, we are ladies-in-waiting for the princess. We can make something up. You’re a clever girl. I’m sure you can talk us out of any situation. I’ve seen you do it.”

      “You are truly the best friend I’ve ever had,” Rowen said, giving Brea’s hand a squeeze.

      “You as well, dear. I will miss you. We all will.”

      “I’m ready,” Rowen said as she shoved on her traveling frock and boots. Once her cloak was secure around her shoulders and fastened at the neck, she strapped her money purse to her thigh. It would be unwise to leave with a bag. There could be no suspicion from the palace guards.

      At first, becoming a lady-in-waiting for the princess seemed like a welcome escape from her stepfather’s constant scrutiny. With her new life came hope and an opportunity to restore honor to her mother’s family name.

      Little did she know that Withraen Castle would be significantly worse. Since childhood her prophecies had been harmless. She’d always been one step ahead of whatever fate threw at her.

      Now, a mysterious being haunted her. Remaining in the palace only led Rowen one step closer to the fate of her prophecy. She had to find a way to prevent that horrible death.

      Ready, Rowen watched Brea dress herself. With a nod, they left the safety of their apartment adjacent to the princess’ room and entered the dark hallway of Withrae Castle’s east wing.

      Macana, their chaperone, would be fast asleep in her room right beside theirs. If they were quiet, they could escape unnoticed. But, they had to be quick and confident.

      Brea put a finger to her lips and nodded for Rowen to follow.

      Rowen chose her accomplice wisely. Brea had a gift that could save them both if caught. They crept down the stone hallway, careful not to let the soles of their boots make any noise. Clutching her opal necklace, Rowen tried to keep her face free of fear as they walked past the princess’ royal guards.

      Brea gave one a nod, knowing that he was sweet on her.

      The stairway at the end of the hall led to the back corridors and a series of secret tunnels that they’d practiced using with the princess in case enemies stormed the castle.

      “This way,” Brea whispered. She led Rowen down the stairs and to a large sitting room. She hurried across the carpeted floor to the paneled wall. Rowen chewed her bottom lip as she watched Brea feel around for the hidden door. With a push, it was opened, and freedom awaited on the other end of the tunnel.

      “Come.”

      Rowen couldn’t run fast enough. They slipped through the secret door and into the dark tunnel.

      “Smells of old rainwater in here,” Brea said, running her hand along the slick stone.

      “I don’t care, as long as we make it outside.”

      “Do not worry, dear. You forget what I can do.”

      Rowen hadn’t forgotten. She was just hopeful that they wouldn’t need Brea’s unique ability.

      The large stone door at the end of the tunnel was a beacon of hope. It was so close, yet so far. They couldn’t help but quicken their speed to reach it. Reaching it was a small victory. Getting out of the castle’s fortified structure would be a more difficult feat.

      The dark cloak of night wrapped around Rowen and Brea as they carefully wedged the door open and slipped outside. The air was humid, and the sky a dull purple shade. Soon, the sun would rise, and dragons from all over would take to the skies.

      To fly. Rowen closed her eyes and wished she could do what everyone in the kingdom did without effort. To transform and outstretch her wings would be bliss. But, Rowen could not fly. No matter how hard she tried.

      Rowen rubbed her arm where a dull ache lingered from a failed attempt only years ago. It was her last attempt—one where she’d nearly killed herself trying.

      Together, Rowen and Brea ran across the yard for what felt like miles. Breathless, they stopped just at the bars of the gate that reached high above them and ended at the stone structure that encircled the entire castle grounds. Four gates, and this was the one with the least amount of guards as it faced the cliffs that led right into the Perilean Sea.

      “The guards are about to change shifts,” Brea whispered. “I can carry you over the gate and land just beyond the main road. Then, we can walk to the Gatekeeper’s station. She can port you home or wherever you want to go.”

      Rowen narrowed her eyes as she watched four guards leave their posts as four more walked toward the front post in their armor.

      “Did you save enough coins for your trip with the Gatekeeper?”

      Rowen nodded. “I saved everything.”

      “Good,” Brea said, folding her arms across her chest. “You should be able to catch a port from Withrae to Harrow with four gold zullies.”

      Harrow, the biggest sea port in all of Draconia, and on the border that separated the human realm from the Dragon realm.

      Her home.

      The wind blew at Rowen, whipping strawberry blonde hair around her face as she wrapped her pale hands around the dark bars of the gates of the palace. The cold brass was soothing, despite the nerves that burned in her belly.

      Freedom.

      She yearned for it above all things in the world. For as long as she could remember, she lived her life for others, with no regard for her own wishes or desires. Back at the palace, there was a silent battle she had no clue how to fight. But, beyond those gates was an even bigger battle she was too afraid to face.

      The world was vast. How long before she was swallowed up by it? How long before she ended up dead?

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “We can do it. The guards won’t even see us if you hold my hand. See?” She peeled Rowen’s left hand from around the bar and held it within her own.

      A warm sensation filled Rowen’s body as Brea held onto her. Rowen looked from Brea’s dark brown eyes and down at her hand.

      “Look, I can make you vanish as well. As long as we touch,” Brea said with a smile as she used her vanishing gift.

      Rowen’s hand and arm disappeared before her eyes, and Brea was nowhere to be seen when she looked up again.

      Clever gift. She wished she had a power as great as Brea’s. Still, the ability to vanish could only get them so far.

      There was another world out there beyond the dragon kingdom she’d grown up in. She’d read of vast oceans and mountains, human villages and fairies. Beyond the tall brass gates was a worn path that led to the center of the kingdom of Withrae.

      Once they reached the city, what then?

      The free clothes, room, board, and prestige were highly coveted. Rowen’s mother would call her a fool if she showed up at home before her duties had been carried out.

      Rowen chewed her bottom lip, her thick brows furrowing. This wasn’t the time for doubts, but her options were limited. She needed more than a few coins to make it in their world.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Rowen sighed and pressed her forehead to the gate. “I can’t go back home just yet. The Duke would just send me back by first light.”

      The Duke of Harrow had always hated Rowen. She was a thorn in his side since the day he married her mother. For as long as she could remember, he sent her away for every training imaginable. Languages in Summae, dancing in Dubrick, embroidery at the School for Fine Arts in Luthwig. And at eighteen, he sent her away to be a lady-in-waiting for Princess Noemie of Withraen Castle. She was merely one out of seven ladies-in-waiting, yet she was singled out at every opportunity.

      Brea put a hand on Rowen’s. The red shimmer of her skin reflected the moonlight. In seconds, they vanished.

      “Shhh, someone is coming,” Brea whispered.

      Rowen tensed and peered through the bars of the gate. A rolling cart pulled by a horse with a weary-looking old man approached the gate.

      “Who is it?”

      “I don’t know,” Rowen said. “I think he’s making a delivery.”

      “Come,” Brea said. “Let’s just go back. If you’re worried about Prince Rickard, don’t. The prince will grow weary of pursuing you before you know it. Beautiful girls come to the castle by the boatload. His eye will wander.”

      “It’s not just that,” Rowen murmured. “I’m afraid.”

      “Of what?”

      Rowen wrung her hands. “That something terrible is going to happen to me if I stay here.”

      Together, they left the gate and headed back to the castle. Brea took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Then, we try another night. We make a plan. I’ll transform and you can ride on my back.”

      “But, I’m just thinking of how lost I am. I have nowhere to go.”

      “Listen to me, Rowen. My parents aren’t as bad as most Dragons. If you are a friend of mine, they would take you in with open arms. Not all Dragons are prejudiced toward half-blood humans.”

      “Most are,” Rowen quipped.

      Brea wouldn’t know. She was a full-blooded Dragon from high society. She couldn’t have known what Rowen had seen and experienced throughout her life. In Harrow, half-bloods were more common, and she’d witnessed the cruelty to her people. Her title saved her from most of the negativity, but it was always there in the eyes of Dragons.

      “Go to my home in Kabrick. I’ll send you with a letter. My father and mother can find you a new station.”

      “I don’t want that, Brea. I don’t want to be a burden. I want to be free.”

      “You want to go to the human kingdoms, don’t you?” Brea asked.

      With long white hair and a hint of red scales on certain areas of her olive-colored skin, Brea was considered plain by Dragon standards. Women of beauty had a brighter shimmer to their skin, and a glow to their hair.

      Like Rowen’s mother.

      Rowen could never be as beautiful as her mother either. Short, thin, with dull gray eyes that never shown any light, and pale skin absent of any shimmering scales, Rowen was simply different.

      Maybe that’s why Prince Rickard chose to pursue her.

      Brea smiled at her. “I don’t blame you, Rowen. But, Draconia is your home.”

      “It’s not as if I haven’t thought of finding the human kingdoms. They are my people. It would be nice to be wanted and accepted for a change.”

      “You are half Dragon as much as half human.”

      Rowen stopped on the lush landscaped evergreen grass and looked to the pale moon above. “But, your race hasn’t descended from humans in thousands of years. You hate them for betraying you. For hunting you down and trying to exterminate you.”

      Shrugging, Brea looked into Rowen’s eyes. “I don’t hate anyone. That’s ancient history. Nothing to do with you and me.”

      “I know,” Rowen said with a sigh, her eyes resting on the massive castle before them. She’d only been there a few weeks, but was already twisted in a web of lies and deceit, and a plan that would elevate her family.

      But, only if she succeeded.

      “Maybe one day I will go find the humans.”

      “You can’t. You can’t fly or fight, or do anything that would keep you safe.”

      Silent, Rowen chewed her bottom lip.

      I can do more than you know. Sometimes she wished she could tell Brea her secret. Even though she was the best friend she ever had, she still could not trust her with the truth of her power.

      “It’s too dangerous to leave the safety of the kingdom. There are beasts and monsters out there. On land and in the sea.”

      “There are beasts and monsters inside as well.”

      They paused on the cobblestone path as a large black dragon flew overhead from the city and toward the palace. It lowered itself to the ground just before the main entrance, and shifted back into a tall young man dressed in fine clothes.

      Rowen took a step back, hoping that he wouldn’t look back and see them. Her face paled as he seemed to sense her presence and did exactly what she hoped he wouldn’t.

      Prince Lawson Thorne turned and looked right at them. In the torchlight, Rowen could only make out the hints of gold in his eyes. Her heart skipped a beat as their eyes met.

      Rowen took Brea’s hand into her own wishing they’d been invisible when the prince arrived. “He saw us.” The thought of being caught and turned in by the prince struck fear into her heart. An excuse for being out after dark is what they needed, but her mind drew a blank.

      To their surprise, he simply turned away, and walked up the stairs that led into his palace.

      “Well,” Brea said. “Aren’t we lucky?”

      Rowen swallowed with a nod, curious as to why the heir to the Withraen throne didn’t seem to care that they were out after curfew. “Indeed, it’s all I’ve ever been.”
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      A DEATHLY QUIET settled on the tavern, almost as dead and quiet as the bloody remains of the man on the floor.

      Elian Westin bent over and wiped his bloody fingers on the trousers of the dead man, curling his lip with distaste. He didn’t mind death; he just didn’t like the mess. The heavy stares and held breaths of the sailors, fishermen, and dock workers didn’t bother him.

      Treachery bothered him.

      But, Cook had paid the price he had to have known was coming. After all, Elian was nothing if not clear in the exact degree of loyalty he expected from his crew.

      Uncaring of the witnesses, Elian paused and centered himself, stilling his senses so that the tangible world wobbled, bending and revealing currents and waves of energy, emotions, and one soul about to escape a very dead body. He would not normally have taken in a soul like Cook’s, after all, a man had to have some standards. But, the bastard knew too much, and to release a soul full of knowledge into the oceans of the Other Side would be foolhardy.

      Pursing his lips, Elian forced the breath from his lungs. With a burst of unnatural power, he breathed in, frowning with the strain as he inhaled fiercely. Energy swirled, emotions snagged and tugged on each other, and the black shadow of a man’s soul wavered, bending like a sapling in a storm toward the mighty pull of Elian’s breath.

      He called up more magic, his vision pulsing with the pounding of his heart. Cook’s soul shook and fluttered in his direction, finally snapping away from the body like a topsail rope come loose in the wind. His lungs swelled painfully as he inhaled the soul through his lips. The soul burned as it went down, as if the man’s last scream was silently clawing at the tender tissue of his throat.

      Then, it was done. The world shivered back into solidity, with no one the wiser except for Siddhe, who gave him a look that was both shrewd and bored.

      “The next one needs to be smart enough to keep his trap shut,” he said to the woman.

      She rolled her green eyes, being perhaps the only one who could do that to Captain Westin of the Wandering Star and live to do it again.

      “This time, I want a Wordsmith, not just a scribbler.”

      Siddhe quirked her eyebrow. “Full abilities to transcribe memory?”

      He nodded. She pursed her lips. He wasn’t fooled.

      She’d find him what he needed. She always did. That’s why he kept her.

      He began to smell the stink of the dead man soiling himself and decided he was done here. He glanced down one last time at the corpse on the floor then grinned at the barkeep. “Clean that up, will you?” he barked. “Bad for business, that.”

      The portly barkeep’s frightened jump set his belly jiggling like a pudding, and it was with an amused smile on his face and whistle on his lips that Elian walked out.

      

      The sun was beginning to set as he left the tavern. It never failed to strike a bittersweet chord with him that something as achingly beautiful as the sun turning the sky to flames and the ocean to glass could be inevitably and implacably accompanied by the putrid stench of the docks.

      The wet rope and mildewed wood of a hundred ships clashed with barrels of fish heads and bait. Not to mention the simply lovely aroma of too many men and too little soap. This port of Lidenhold on the Agion Sea was just like all the others. Dirty. Smelly. Dangerous.

      Elian shifted and settled himself underneath his tunic and jerkin. He’d be glad enough to get back to the ship tonight and soak in the deep copper tub in his quarters. It would be a good, quiet time to think, as well, and he needed to think. The loss of Cook was nothing, but his treachery could spell disaster for the hunt. He shrugged as if to shake the burden from his shoulders. It wasn’t as if this hadn’t happened before. He could deal with it. There was always a way.

      He was so calm and certain, he almost convinced himself.

      Siddhe came up and fell into step with him. He appreciated her silence. Once upon a time, he had appreciated her full breasts and the sway of her hips as well, in a vivid and detailed manner. But, every day closer to the Red Dragon was a day that his interest in such trivial things washed away like water grinding down a stone, though a man with his appetite could never bear to completely starve.

      “Did Cook actually get a message out?” he asked.

      “Yes, but I haven’t found out to whom. Yet.”

      The ‘yet’ was telling. Siddhe was angry, though her expression was serene to the point of blankness. She didn’t like not knowing, feeling like she had failed. She would chase this down until she got her answers, uncaring of the blood and chaos in her wake.

      He liked that about her.

      He also liked that her ‘yet’ had never failed him.

      Yet.

      The day it did? Well, with luck, that day would be a long time in coming. She was useful. He caught her twitching her mahogony braid over the swell of her breasts and felt a familiar stirring. Hopefully, a very long day in coming.

      “It wasn’t to any of the others,” Siddhe said suddenly.

      This stopped him in his tracks. He gave her his full attention.

      “I can track anything that goes to the Spindlewald, the Black Fairy, or any of the other ships.” She frowned. “Cook’s message wasn’t headed for any of them.”

      He waited.

      “I don’t think it was sent to a ship at all,” she said finally and resumed walking.

      Elian pondered her words, but not for long. They soon reached his destination in the miserable warren of dock houses and narrow streets. A wretched, battered little door to a sad, squat tenement of mud and sticks, liable to wash away as to blow over.

      He knocked three times, and the door opened to reveal a plain girl, barely over the threshold into maidenhood. Stoop-shouldered and skeletal, she’d never be beautiful, and her life would be short. Her freckles reminded him of the spattering of stars he used for navigation in the night sky.

      “Captain,” the girl chirped, a wide grin revealing buck teeth.

      “Cota,” he answered gently as she ushered them both in. He didn’t miss the way she wrinkled her nose at Siddhe or the way Siddhe curled her lip at the girl. He sighed inwardly. Women.

      There were too many stale smells in the hovel, and Elian had no desire to try and pick apart their origins, each, no doubt, less savory than the last. A rough bench sat before a rusted brazier where a few forlorn coals wheezed out a pitiful amount of warmth. He and Siddhe took the bench while Cota bustled about the room, pulling chipped jars and pots from corners and piles of rags, assembling them before the brazier.

      “Where’ve ya’ been?” she asked cheerfully.

      “Harrow.”

      “I ain’t daft.”

      “Nor am I, young lady. And, is that any way to speak to your elders?”

      She cackled, and Siddhe shifted beside him, resolutely looking anywhere but at the girl.

      “How many before Harrow?” Cota asked slyly.

      “Twenty-three.” Twenty-three souls to feed his own.

      “How many after Harrow?”

      “Twelve.” Thirteen, if he counted Cook’s soul.

      Cota snorted. “Not exactly making my job easy, now, are ya? Even fifteen would’ve been better for me. The more Dark Soul you’ve got on board, the easier I can swim through the visions.”

      Elian suppressed a smile at the girl’s grousing. It didn’t fool him at all. She was angling for more money. Just as she always did.

      “It’ll be like paddlin’ through treacle today, it will,” she grumbled.

      “Double for today, Cota.”

      Like magic–he chuckled to himself–she was back to her usual spry movement and keen glances. Siddhe glowered, and he slipped his hand behind her to give her bottom a little caress and pinch. Her jaw twitched. All was well, then.

      Cota began throwing pinches of powder and herbs on the brazier, poking the lethargic coals to life. Blue smoke began dancing up from them, pulsing, swaying, bucking. In Elian’s mind, the forms became intimate, almost obscene in their motions. The hard walls of purpose and practicality melted, slithering away from his consciousness.

      Ambition and desire bubbled up, drowning his thoughts. Then came indolence, indulgence, libertinage, gluttony, carrying him along on a tide that was rolling toward a shore of bright, blazing glory.

      In a haze, he saw Cota kneeling motionless before the brazier. Her eyes were wide and unseeing, and her mouth hung open, a line of spittle hanging from her lips.

      “Dragons in the water. Skies full of flames.” Her voice was disturbingly sonorous. “Inside out. Upside down. The map will lead you to your heart’s desire. Your heart’s desire will be the death of you. Unless you learn to desire differently. Dragons in the sky. Oceans full of flames. Treachery for truth begets treacherous truth. That which you seek is not what you want. That which you want is not what you need. Lines are drawn by men. Both men and lines do lie. Water may tame a dragon, but a dragon can burn a ship. Pursue, but with caution.”

      Cota’s head fell forward. Siddhe’s snort rang in his ear. He blinked, the haze becoming nothing more than perfumed smoke, and Cota nothing more than a girl in rags.

      “Well?” Siddhe demanded callously.

      The girl shook her head and rubbed her eyes, but there was no cheeky smile that usually accompanied her predictions. She looked from Siddhe to him with dull, frightened eyes.

      “Do we proceed?” Siddhe pressed.

      “It’s always a choice, ain’t it?” Cota answered with a weak shrug.

      “Tchah!”

      Elian studied Cota, refusing Siddhe’s quick pull on his sleeve to stand.

      “Tell me,” he said gently.

      Cota slumped back on her heels and picked at the calluses on her hands. “It’s conflicted, ya see? Used to be just one thing out there you were chasin’, one thing you were wantin’. Now, there’s two of ‘em. But, I canna see if you’re chasin’ both or if one of ‘em is chasin’ you.”

      “Two?” Elian’s head spun, and not from the residual effect of the drugs. There was only one Red Dragon. Nothing had ever mentioned a second one.

      “Two,” the girl affirmed, nodding wearily. “Near just the same.”

      For a horrifying moment, the room closed in on him. Two dragons. The Red Dragon and then… another? How could this be? It felt like a betrayal, yet he had no idea of who or what the traitor was.

      Siddhe had clearly lost patience with the whole thing. She pulled him to his feet and gave the girl a scant nod before storming out the door. Numbly, Elian dug through his pocket and paid Cota double her price. He turned to leave, but was held back by a grimy little hand on his arm.

      “I didna’ like to say it in front of your trout-in-trousers,” Cota whispered, a ghost of her old grin peeking through as she deftly insulted Siddhe’s mermaid heritage. “But, there was one clear thing that came through.”

      He waited, hardly breathing.

      “Withrae,” she said. “Go to Withrae.”
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      MORNING CAME TOO quickly, ushering Rowen out of the comfort and safety of her bed.

      The night before had been sobering, reminding her that she was sent to the castle with a mission.

      She was too close and too deep into the scheme to leave now.

      Leesha, her personal maid from back home helped her dress for the day. She ran her hand along the silk which was nicer than anything she’d ever had at home, and every morning she loved the feel of it slipping over her skin.

      But, not even that could erase the fear that left her hands shaking. She exhaled and closed her eyes. The mysterious newcomer to her dream wouldn’t fade from her thoughts, even while awake.

      “Ready for your jewelry, Mistress?”

      Rowen nodded to Leesha.

      Life in Withrae Castle was a show, and even Princess Noemie’s ladies-in-waiting needed to be in costume.

      She dressed in a long-sleeved gown over her undergarments and chemise. She slipped her feet into leather slippers and stood before her mirror. She looked tired. That much couldn’t be denied. A long night of tossing and turning would make for a miserable morning.

      “Where did Lady Brea go?” Rowen asked, noticing how Brea’s bed was neatly made and empty.

      “Macana summoned her earlier,” Leesha said, keeping her brown eyes fixed on applying cream to Rowen’s cheeks.

      “Right,” Rowen said. “I suppose I will see her at breakfast.

      She walked over to their tiny window and looked out to the lake behind the castle. Memories of swimming in her own pond came to her. Days where she could do as she pleased were few and far between. But swimming had once been a favorite pastime. She and her younger sister would swim and pretend to be mermaids, saying that one day they’d both see and talk to a real one.

      Sighing, Rowen turned away from the chill of the morning air. Mermaids. How ridiculous.

      She wasn’t any closer to her dreams but teetering on the verge of a bitter death. Her sister Ophelia was a full-blooded Dragon shifter and thus had been married off to a nobleman from a neighboring village at the age of fifteen. Rowen feared the opportunity to reunite might never present itself.

      Not if her stepfather had anything to do with it.

      “My lady,” Leesha called as she fastened Rowen’s opal necklace around her neck. “Are you feeling well?” She reached for a cloth. “Your nose is bleeding?”

      Rowen took the cloth and turned away from the girl. She dabbed at her nose and handed it back. “I’m fine,” she lied. She could never reveal the side-effects she sometimes suffered from using magic. Even if Leesha was her subordinate.

      The castle was abuzz with activity and noise now that all the servants were awake and off to their posts. Rowen kept her head down as she navigated her way from her room to the dining room where the other ladies-in-waiting took their meals.

      A quick breakfast was all she was afforded before she was expected to join the princess for whatever tasks and errands she may have. Withrae Castle would host a birthday feast for Prince Rickard the next evening, and the castle was in preparation for the elaborate festivities.

      Relief washed over her as she saw that Brea had returned from her morning with Macana. Inside the small, elaborately furnished room was a sitting area for the girls and a dining table where they could eat when the princess dined with the royal family. The princess’ portrait hung on the wall above the fireplace, in between two large windows that were opened to let in the breeze and sunlight.

      Sausage awaited, with eggs, gravy, grapes and fresh bread. There was a tiered tray of sweet cakes and rolls in the center of the table, as well as wedges of orange jellies.

      Her stomach grumbled as she lowered herself into the cushioned chair beside Brea at the circular table draped with an ivory cloth encrusted with golden embellishments. The warm fire at her back was soothing. It kept out the chill of the castle that seemed to seep into their bones no matter the season.

      “Sleep well?” Macana, the chaperone to the ladies-in-waiting asked between sips of tea as a servant girl ladled potatoes onto her plate. Her indigo eyes stared at Rowen as if she knew her secret. “You look tired. Both of you.”

      Clearing her throat, Rowen glanced at Brea who looked away and took a bite of sausage.

      Rowen noticed the bags under Brea’s eyes and felt bad for waking her up for nothing the night before.

      “Very well, ma’am,” Rowen replied and busied herself with scooping thick gravy with her fried potatoes. “How did you sleep?”

      “Don’t lie to me, little miss. I know you two ladies were up chattering all night. Don’t think I don’t know what goes on around here. I see and know all. Do not forget it.”

      With a snicker, Brea looked up from her meal.

      Rowen kept a blank look on her face. “No, ma’am. Never.”

      Macana lifted a crimson brow. Her white face was stiff as porcelain from creams crafted from the palace glamourist. One would never be able to tell that Macana was in her late fifties, when her skin was frozen to mimic that of a woman in her early thirties.

      “I can’t tell if you’re a good liar or if you tell the truth. You’re quite a challenge to read, Lady Rowen. In this business, that may work in your favor.”

      A small smile came to Rowen’s lips. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      She did hate lying to Macana. It was her job to look out for all the ladies-in-waiting. She was kind to them all, and wise. Though she was like a mother, Rowen still didn’t trust anyone.

      Throughout the years, there was always a mother figure wherever Rowen was sent away to.  But, none could ever compare to her own.

      Macana shook her head. “Just as well. We have a busy day ahead of us. If you two chose to stay up all night, you’ll be sorry for it.”

      Rowen ate heartily, yet left a bit of food on her plate as was customary for women of her rank.

      “All right, ladies. You two are to join Princess Noemie for her dressing tomorrow. But, right now, I have an errand in the city,” Macana said. “Rowen, you will join me.”

      Brea’s eyes brightened. “Can I come as well?”

      Macana cleared her throat. She seemed to mull over the idea before replying. “I suppose that would be fine.”

      “Brilliant,” Brea exclaimed with a clap of her hands.

      “What is the errand?” Rowen asked, just as excited as Brea, but her curiosity muted every other emotion she felt.

      Tilting her head, Macana’s dark eyes met hers. “Always the inquisitive one, aren’t you?”

      Rowen blushed and chewed the inside of her cheek. Macana never looked at her that way before. “Is it a secret, then?”

      “That’s it, Lady Rowen. It is a secret,” Macana replied, standing from her seat to her full height which made her tower over nearly every woman in the palace. “We all have those, don’t we?”

      Rowen tensed at the way Macana looked at her when she said those last words.

      Secrets.

      Rowen didn’t like those, especially when an unfulfilled prophecy loomed over her head.

      She rubbed her neck as she and Brea left the dining room.

      At least she still had hers.

      For now.
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      THE SCENT OF perfumes and exotic spices filled Rowen’s nostrils as she walked the streets of Central Withrae with Macana and Brea.

      It was almost like being free. She did miss the villages of her home, and the markets. They weren’t nearly as loud and crowded as this, but had their charm.

      The buildings that cluttered the city were tall and made of stone, with shops on the bottom and homes on the top. The wealthier stores had glass windows to display their goods, while others simply had a door with a sign hanging from above. Shopkeepers stood outside, ushering customers in, while young men and women stood in the streets, advertising their goods, or displaying them on hooks.

      A massive Dragon guard stood in its dragon form on a platform behind the fountains, his golden eyes watching everyone in the square. His red scales were like armor, and his claws were longer than Rowen’s legs. She stared at him, wondering what he looked like as a human. She imagined he was tall and muscle-bound, with big, heavy fists.

      “You two stay close by. I just need to pick up a remedy from herbmistress,” Macana said, keeping her thin hands firm on her change purse, as if someone was going to steal it right off her belt. If she was so afraid that someone was going to steal it, she should have hidden it inside her dress.

      Some women liked to display their wealth despite their fear of having it stolen.

      Rowen, on the other hand, kept her head down and tried to blend. She smirked and shook her head, scanning the Dragons that filled the stone streets, all dressed in their finery. The show of class was distinctive, with the lower-class ladies and gents covering their hair with caps or hats. Dragons of high class wore their hair long and proud, letting the shimmering strands catch the light like jewels.

      The orange sky was overcast on that day, and there was little light coming from behind the thick clouds.

      Rain. Rowen could smell it.

      “We’ll be right over there,” Brea said, pointing to a cage of colorful birds near the center of the market. “With the birds and snakes.”

      “Very well. I will return shortly.” Macana nodded and turned away from them to head into one of the double-stacked shops that lined the square.

      “Look at these creatures,” Brea said, pointing to the sleeping birds that perched on branches inside the cage. “I’ve never seen anything like them. They’re so… fluffy.”

      “I have,” Rowen said, coming for a closer look. “They are snow owls. I’ve seen them in scrolls during my studies of the other kingdoms and lands. They sleep during the day and hunt at night. They’re from the human realms.”

      “What a fascinating name for such a beautiful creature.” Brea gave her a look. “That’s why you’re such an awful dancer. You spent too much time studying books that will never benefit you at court.”

      “Who says? My studies have suited me well. Dancing is a silly practice. I’d rather woo my future husband with my wit, not how well my feet glide across the floor.”

      Brea chuckled. “Nonetheless, we should buy one of these owls. We can get it a pretty cage and bring it to our room. It can watch over us while we sleep.”

      “That doesn’t sound frightening at all,” Rowen said under her breath as she wrapped her hand around the cage bars.

      An owl opened one brown eye and looked right at her. The eyes weren’t like those of other birds. They reminded her of those of humans. Intelligent. Perceptive.

      She held her breath. It was as if the creature read what was in her soul and wanted her to understand that it knew every secret she’d ever kept. She shivered and let go of the bars.

      “What is it? Did it bite you?”

      Shaking her head, Rowen watched the owl, waiting for it to speak. Instead, it closed its eye and went back to sleep.

      “No. It just looked at me. It was odd.”

      “You’re odd, Lady Rowen.”

      “I’ve heard.”

      “What do you say? It’ll look adorable on our wardrobe.”

      She cleared her throat and looked to Brea. “Then, you can have two oddities for your human realm collection.”

      “Human realm collection?” Brea shoved her with a laugh. “Come now. Don’t joke about such things. You’re my friend. This will be our pet.”

      “I’m not keen on keeping pets, Brea,” Rowen said, looking away from the owls and back toward the shops. “Every creature should be free.”

      Without another word, she headed across the square toward the herbmistresses shop. Ivy and flowers covered her door and glass storefront cased in stone. Herbs were the closest thing to magic the Dragons of Draconia had other than whatever abilities they were born with. It was astounding what the perfect concoction could do in the hands of a capable master.

      “Where are you going? I said we’d be at the bird cage.”

      “You did. I said no such thing.”

      Rowen wondered what surprise Lawson had for her. She could not wait to be done with the dreaded birthday celebration to return to him. Perhaps tonight they could share a bed. It would draw them closer, but would also put her at risk. She needed to maintain her innocence until after marriage. Then, her body would be his and she would love him for an eternity.

      It was the perfect reward after eighteen years of suffering.

      Still, she wondered what life as a queen would be like. Would the people of Draconia ever accept her? Rowen’s mother had given up everything to keep and raise her. She could have sent Rowen away and returned to her life as a respected Draconian noblewoman and upheld her betrothal to the king of Frostwert.

      Rowen was grateful for her mother’s love. Before Lawson’s, it was all she’d ever known.

      She pushed open the door to the herbmistress’ shop and was greeted by the overwhelming smell of jasmine, and what she recognized as burnt hair.

      Cringing at the odd combination, Rowen covered her nose with her sleeve and stepped inside, letting the door swing closed behind her. It was quiet inside, and empty. She looked at the many rows of shelves stacked with bowls and jars. The sound of whispering came to her as she approached a table of bundled herbs arranged neatly in a flat wooden box with several exposed compartments.

      Rowen recognized Macana’s voice and stepped closer to the closed door at the back of the shop. She suspected that Macana was up to something. Only those that had things to hide were worried about what others were hiding, and at breakfast, Macana was especially keen to know what Rowen hid behind her innocent looks.

      She pressed her cheek to the cool wood and closed her eyes.

      “You think I’m a novice?” a squeaky voice asked on the other side of the door. “It will work. Now, get out of my shop before I pop you with my cane.

      Rowen gasped as the door opened and she was met with Macana’s surprised expression. Surprise was quickly replaced by disapproval.

      “Nosy girl. I told you to stay put.”

      “Actually, you just told us to stay close by,” Rowen replied.

      Macana’s cheeks reddened and her nostrils flared.

      “Insubordinate little wench,” Macana said. “I am your superior in every way. Do I need to remind you of that?”

      The small herbmistress used her cane to tap Macana on the behind. “Move, woman. I have work to do.”

      Rowen stepped aside so that Macana could leave the doorway. She watched the herbmistress return to her work station. Her eyes widened when she noticed her black, wiry wings flapping behind her small frame. She was older than the both of them, with short gray hair and big purple eyes. Her eyes were pointed at the top and were pierced with shining red stones.

      A fairy.

      At barely three-feet tall, the fairy woman lifted herself into the air and grabbed a satchel of herbs from the highest shelf. She threw the glittering dust into a pot and used her cane to stir.

      “I asked you to leave,” she said, glaring at both Macana and Rowen.

      Macana grabbed Rowen by the wrist and pulled her from the shop.

      Once outside, Macana clutched Rowen by her cheeks and lowered her head to a few inches from her face.

      “One day, your snooping will be the end of you. You hear me?”

      Rowen’s brows furrowed. Macana’s fingers dug into her cheeks, making them burn. She sucked in a breath as Macana lifted her from the ground and held her in the air.

      Macana’s strength was surprising, and Rowen knew better than to retaliate. When Macana shook her, she chewed her bottom lip and fought to restrain herself.

      “You hear me?” Macana asked, clenching her jaw.

      “I do. Sorry, Lady Superior.”

      Macana didn’t let her go right away. Instead, she glared at Rowen as if to drive home the fact that this would not be the last of their discussion.

      “I know girls like you. I’ve seen them come and go throughout my years of service to Withrae Castle. You think because you are young and beautiful that rules do not apply to you. Well, young lady, they do. More than ever. You watch yourself and mind your business if you want to survive.”

      “Yes, Lady Superior.”

      Macana grimaced and dropped Rowen to the ground. “And, don’t forget that I may be older, but I am more Dragon than you will ever be.”

      Once released, Rowen stretched her cheeks and frowned as Macana turned and walked away from her. Whatever that was about was probably more serious than the secret Rowen kept. And, she feared that she may have heard more than she should have.

      “Dear spirts,” Rowen said in a breathy whisper. “Save me.”

      As if to deny her prayer, lightning crashed and rain poured onto her face.

      “Subtle,” she murmured, frowning at the gray sky as she shielded her eyes with her hands.
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      THE NEXT DAY Rowen and Brea visited the princess’ elaborate private apartment that stretched nearly the length of the back end of the palace.

      Rowen stepped inside with a sigh. After her encounter with Macana the day before and the nightmares that haunted her every time she closed her eyes, she was ready for a distraction of any sort.

      Princess Noemie had no shortage of work for Rowen. So, she was confident that the day’s activities would help clear her mind.

      Princess Noemie stood with her back to them as they entered her private quarters. Her long black hair was already styled, tied tight into a bun on the top of her head and encircled with tiny jewels and a diamond encrusted comb. 

      Seamstresses and the master clothier all worked to fit her for her gown for the evening while Brea and Rowen waited to be summoned forth.

      “Ladies,” the princess said, glancing over her naked shoulder. “Why don’t you pick out a satin sash for your dresses. We should all look remarkable this evening. I can’t have you standing next to me in anything less than the best.”

      Brea’s eyes lit up and she grinned. “Yes, your highness.”

      Rowen followed her lead and walked over to a table covered in rolls of beautiful fabric. There were ribbons and jeweled combs for their hair.

      “I’ll be wearing gold,” Princess Noemie said. “So, pick anything but that.”

      Lady Ishma leaned in close to Rowen, her warm breath on Rowen’s ear. “Or red,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      Lady Ishma snickered, looking from Rowen to Lady Ambeth, another lady-in-waiting with golden hair and thin blue eyes. “They say it’s Prince Rickard’s favorite color.”

      Rowen cheeks flushed. “So, everyone knows?”

      Lady Ishma’s smile vanished and she took Rowen by the hands. “Knows what, exactly?”

      Rowen pulled her hands away and rolled her eyes.

      “Oh,” Lady Ishma said, feigning a revelation. “That Prince Rickard covets your pure body? Of course, dear girl. You think we don’t notice the way he looks at you? And dear, when he nearly slapped you at the first half-moon ceremony after your arrival… we all knew it was because you denied him. The prince has a hearty attitude, and an even heartier vigor for new women. It isn’t wise to anger a Dragon such as him. Best to sate him and be grateful he even cast a gaze your way.”

      Brea frowned. “Have you no heart? Maybe she truly doesn’t want Prince Rickard’s attention.”

      Ishma shrugged, her brown curls rolling off her shoulders. “Who needs a heart when you have my looks? We all know that whatever front you put up for the prince is futile. So, why doesn’t she just get it over with?” She ran her fingertip across Rowen’s bosom, her smile widening. “A Dragon mates for life… with other Dragons. What would he want out of a human other than a night of curiosity?”

      Now, Rowen’s cheeks burned. The other girls were perceptive creatures. What they believed they saw was false, but, how long before they learned her real secret?

      “I am sure you’re right, Ishma. Then, he can be all yours. Correct?”

      Ishma nudged Rowen in the shoulder. “Precisely. You are a quick learner. There is hope for you yet. I hate to remind you, but I am a full-blooded Dragon.”

      Ishma was ranked higher than Rowen, and slept in the princess’ room. It was best not to anger the young woman. Her influence with the princess was much greater than Rowen could ever dream.

      Rowen snatched a green sash from the table and turned away from Ishma and the other ladies. She left them to sit on a stool near the princess. It was as far away as she could go at the time. Until she was relieved of her duty, she would bathe in the safety of Princess Noemie where the girls would keep their mouths shut about her brother. 

      She fidgeted with her necklace, bottling her anger inside. She wished that she could return to her room and take a much-needed nap. Then again, the nightmare might return.

      When Princess Noemie’s blue-eyed gaze landed on hers, Rowen smiled at her. They were all fortunate to have a fairly just master, even though she had the power to ruin them all from the slightest offense. It was a dangerous dance they all did, to keep the princess happy, when her moods were as flighty as a raven.

      “Lady Rowen,” the princess called in her sweet soft voice, breaking Rowen from her thoughts. She was tall, but thin, with blue scales that littered her skin in beautiful patterns, and hair that emitted a faint blue glow in light or dark. 

      For Dragons to look down on Rowen for being half-human, they certainly coveted those with less visible scales and more pure skin. Princess Noemie was fortunate to only have scales on her wrists and the back of her neck. 

      Rowen bowed her head. “Yes, your highness?”

      “Can you deliver a note for me? I’m afraid I’ll be too busy with the day’s activities to deliver the message myself. Besides, you’ve always been so discreet for me.”

      Rowen stood. “Of course. Whatever you need.”

      “Thank you,” the princess said. She nodded toward the small table before her, and a white note placed before a vase of chrysanthemums. “It’s right there. Grab it for me.”

      Rowen did as she was told. It would be nice to leave the presence of the other girls for a bit. The princess was notorious for sending letters to ladies of the court, inviting them to secret parties and games in her private apartment.

      “Who shall I deliver it to?”

      The princess yawned as the master clothier tied the gold sash around her tiny waist.

      “Take it to my brother.”

      “Which one?” Rowen hesitated to ask.

      “Prince Rickard. And, be quick about it. I have several more errands for you before the feast begins.”
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      ROWEN DREADED HER visit to Prince Rickard’s private apartment. She was anxious to make it through the day without incident.

      Ishma’s words nagged at her. Rickard was just playing with her, and that was fine. Her sights were set a bit higher than the young prince.

      The two uniformed guards outside his door barely paid her any mind, having knowledge that she was a lady in waiting for the princess.

      She knocked on the door and swallowed, waiting.

      The wait felt like an eternity, and she almost slipped the note under his door instead, and ran off in the other direction. To be in such a position was not new to a lady-in-waiting. It was customary for the royal Dragon males to take mistresses from ladies of noble birth before they settled with their eternal mate. It did benefit the woman, elevating her station and at times made her a more desirable potential wife to the men of court or other noblemen.

      Despite that, Prince Rickard wasn’t the kind of man Rowen saw herself losing her innocence to. He was more than a prince. He was a pawn in her game.

      A dangerous one.

      She inhaled as the door cracked open.

      The moment Prince Rickard saw her face from the crack in the door, he flung the door open and backed away from her, yawning.

      “What do you want?”

      Rowen hesitated to step inside. She caught a glimpse of the foot of his bed in the bedroom portion of his private apartment. A woman’s slender legs were visible as she stirred under the blankets.

      “You weren’t in your room last night.”

      The fact that he just revealed that he’d come looking for her in her room turned her blood cold.

      Rickard noticed her surprise and grinned, stalking over to her with the arrogance he was known for, his bare chest exposed and his pants low around his narrow waist. The fact that he had another woman in his bed didn’t stop him from cupping her face with his hand.
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