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        Summer, Fall, Winter, Spring

        two Courts to Four is what it will bring.

        Without the Four the evil will spread,

        the Land of the Fae will fall into dread.

        The next generation will provide the Four,

        the maiden souls and nothing more.

        The Power of Four will start with the first,

        if he gets the power, only then will you be cursed.

        The Power of Four will be drawn to the others,

        their power is strong, the power of lovers.

        The moment they become one,

        only then will the change have begun.

        Two Courts to Four is what needs to be,

        to save the Land, so shall we see.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          SORCHA

        

      

    

    
      Tonight was the Winter Solstice Ball, and of course, I was running late … like always. When I walked through the huge double doors of the ballroom, the force of the exuded power almost knocked me off my feet. I froze in my tracks, darting my gaze around to find the reason for such power. Something wasn’t right. Everything around me was normal; the Summer Fae were here, and everyone was dancing around and drinking. Yet, why was my heart pounding out of my chest? Why was the intoxicating energy trying to pull me in another direction?

      My date and lover for the time being, Alston, had my arm tightly wrapped around his while we walked through the crowd, acknowledging everyone as we passed. If he felt what I was feeling he wasn’t showing it, but how could he not, it was so strong. Alston had short, black hair and striking, blue eyes that reminded me of our Lake of Ice. He walked with a regal gait, so sure and confident, and always had the Winter Fae women fawning over him. He came from a prominent family of the Winter Court, and was also one of our warriors, even though he could’ve easily taken a place on the council. He lost the battle when it came time for my Guardian Ceremony, and ever since then, I think he’d secretly held a grudge against Oren, my guardian of two years.

      Peering over my shoulder, I glanced quickly at my guardian—who was following close behind—to see if maybe he was feeling what I was. “Do you feel anything strange, Oren?” I silently asked him through our connection.

      Oren narrowed his eyes and examined our surroundings with great fervor. He replied back, “I don’t sense anything other than your frantic heart. I don’t think there’s a danger in here. Do you feel threatened?”

      “No, it’s not like that,” I said, looking around the room. “I don’t know how to explain it, except it’s strong.”

      “I’ll keep a look out,” Oren assured me, and gave me a wink.

      Giving him a quick nod, I turned my gaze back to the crowd. Alston squeezed my arm, and whispered gruffly in my ear, “I can’t wait to get out of here. How about we take a break and head to your room?”

      “Is that all you think about?” I hissed impatiently, rolling my eyes. “We just got here.”

      Alston shrugged, his leer emanating a mischievous gleam. “I can’t help it. You look fucking hot in that dress. Blue is your color, it brings out your …” he said, staring at my breasts, but finished his sentence saying, “… your eyes.”

      “Somehow, I don’t believe that.” I laughed, smacking him in the arm.

      Normally, I would be all for us leaving the Ball, but the sensation I’d had since coming into the room had given me pause. I was about to tell Alston what I was feeling when my best friend’s voice spoke out from behind me, stopping me.

      “What are you two whispering about?” Sarette asked, coming to stand before us.

      Looking at her was like seeing me in the mirror. From a distance, we looked almost the same with long, straight black hair, same height, and same features. We’d often been mistaken as each other, but if you examined her closely, her eyes were a majestic blue while mine are emerald green, a rarity among my people. No one in the Winter Court had green eyes like me, and mostly everyone thought it had to be because of the prophecy.

      I scowled playfully at Sarette, and hooked a finger in Alston’s direction. “Your cousin wants to blow off the Ball and have his way with me in my room, or better yet, I have my way with him.”

      Sarette shook her head, exasperated. “Isn’t that the reason you two were late getting here in the first place?”

      I nodded. “Yes, and apparently, that isn’t enough to satisfy him these days. Maybe I should find someone with fewer needs.” I said it as a joke, but in a way I wanted it to strike him where it hurt. Alston got pissed and stalked away, which was my intention with the jab. He was fun to be around, and amazing in bed, but he had started wanting more than I was ready to give.

      Sarette followed her cousin’s retreating form, but glanced back at me with concern etched on her elegant face. “What’s up with you two?”

      “I don’t know,” I remarked, shrugging my shoulders. “He’s been really clingy lately, and showing more signs of jealousy and hostility toward Oren. They fight all the time and it drives me insane. I guess he’s still angry he lost the battle to be my guardian, but even so, he’s gotten really possessive … I don’t like it.”

      A smile took over Sarette’s face.

      Laughing, she took my hands. “He acts that way because he’s in love with you, Sorcha. I know you don’t want to be tied down with someone, but he’s really taken with you. You should let him in your heart instead of pushing him away. I honestly think you’re trying to find reasons to push him away. Wouldn’t it be great if we became sisters instead of just best friends? I’ve never seen him act this crazy over someone … ever.”

      She was ecstatic when I took her cousin as a lover. She wanted us to be a family, but if this was how his love was, I didn’t want any part of it. I wasn’t an expert on affection, but surely it couldn’t be smothering like that. Sarette’s gaze grew sad, the realization dawning on her that what was about to come out of my mouth wasn’t going to be anything reassuring. I couldn’t care less about hurting anyone else’s feelings, but Sarette was like a sister to me, and if I broke things off with Alston it would definitely disappoint her.

      Squeezing her hands, I gave her a small smile. “He may love me, Sarette, but I just don’t think I can take anymore,” I whispered to her. “If he wants to back off a bit and just have fun with me that’s fine, but I just don’t see him doing that.” Immediately, and out of nowhere, I could sense a strong presence behind my back. Sarette’s eyes went wide at the same moment I tensed and stood frozen. I cringed, thinking it was probably Alston and he had heard every word I’d said.

      My heart began its erratic beating again, and when I slowly turned around to face Alston, I was astounded to see that it wasn’t him standing there, but someone else. The man before me was not only lethal and sexy, but he happened to be the Summer Court prince, Drake. His bright, red hair reminded me of the sun on a hot summer day, or better yet, the fire of the dragon inside of him. However, I didn’t let his charm sway me. His smoky, gray eyes bore into mine, and when he noticed I didn’t melt under his gaze, he tilted his lip up in an arrogant smirk, clearly amused. Cocky bastard.

      “Good evening, Princess Sorcha. I don’t think we’ve actually been formally introduced,” he expressed regally, bowing slightly. “I’m Drake.”

      “I know who you are,” I replied blandly. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      He beamed. “Good things, I hope.”

      “Not really,” I teased dryly.

      Indeed, I’d heard many things about him. He was an arrogant ass that liked to show off his skills anytime he could, not to mention he probably had a million Summer Fae women lined up to enjoy him in his bed. I didn’t know that for certain, but I could only imagine. His life was very secret when it came to women, so needless to say, it drew many speculations. He was ridiculously good looking, and the longer he was in front of me the more I felt a pull to fall into his arms. What the hell was wrong with me?

      Laughing, he tilted his head and held out his hand. “How about we dance, and you can tell me all about what you heard. I guarantee most of it isn’t true.”

      I glared at his hand, and then back up to his face, contemplating if I should accept. Before I could take his hand, Alston pushed his way between us, anger emanating off of him in strong waves. “How about you find someone else? Sorcha is with me. I’m sure you’ll find another Winter Fae that would be happy to cool your bed.”

      For a second, I stood there frozen and speechless. In a way, I wanted to see what Drake would do, but I also didn’t want to see them fight. It would cause unwanted problems that we didn’t need. Slow, and with determination, Drake took a step closer to Alston, standing almost nose to nose with him. “So … she’s with you, huh?”

      “That’s right,” Alston growled.

      A wolfish grin spread across Drake’s face. He raked his heated gaze down my body quickly, before laying his deadly gray eyes back on Alston. “Keep telling yourself that,” he retorted.

      Alston clenched his fists, ready to strike, when Drake gracefully backed up and bowed his head slightly at me, never swaying his eyes from mine. “Maybe next time, Princess Sorcha,” he murmured, his voice low and seductive.

      Out of all my years of always having a smart ass comeback or something witty to throw out, that moment was one of the times I couldn’t form words. Alston snaked his arm around my waist, pulling me close, and for that second in time I didn’t care. Nothing existed except me and Drake as he backed up slowly, both of our gazes never wavering from each other’s. He winked at me before leaving the ballroom, and once he was out of sight, everything immediately returned to normal. My heart beat regularly while everyone came back into focus, and that meant Alston and Sarette’s angry glares.

      I knew then that everything was going to change after that night. Drake had captured my attention, and I was determined to find out more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Drake

          

        

      

    

    
      “Enough!” I yelled, my voice carrying out over the expanse of the field.

      The warriors were on the training grounds battling it out, but they stopped at my command. They bowed before gathering their weapons and clearing the field with haste. They’d been training since sunrise, and I knew they needed their rest. I had to make sure they were ready for when the time came for Ariella’s Guardian Ceremony, where they would combat each other for the right to be her guardian.

      Light footsteps approached from behind, and I wasn’t surprised to see that it was my sister, Ariella, who had taken place by my side. While she searched over the retreating warriors, I could see the mischievous glint in her eyes, and the wheels turning in her head.

      “Whatever you have planned, little sister, I can already tell you it won’t be wise,” I informed her in my most serious tone, even though I knew I was wasting my breath.

      She laughed, but I could hear the deceptive tone underneath. “Oh, Drake, when will you get it through that thick dragon skin of yours that I always follow through with my sneaky plans? It’s what gives me purpose in life.”

      I groaned, running my hands through my hair. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Ariella had this way of always making everything difficult for me, and she loved it. Even when I trained her she’d still be stubborn and up to no good, always trying to take me down with her underhanded tactics. She was a good fighter, but never disciplined enough to take it seriously. She always had a dirty trick up her sleeve, and in battle that could be a good thing. Out of all my sisters, she was the most fun to be around. You never knew what you were going to get with her.

      Much to my dismay, and never would I say this to them, but I actually missed my sisters, Calista and Meliantha. The palace was a lot quieter with them gone, but it was full of energy when they were here. Meliantha was due any day to have her twins, and once we got the announcement I was sure everyone would be flocking to the Spring Court, maybe even … Sorcha.

      Ariella snapped her fingers, trying to get my attention, so I cocked my head in her direction. “Drake, are you okay? You’ve been acting weird for a while now. You’re usually an arrogant ball buster, but I’ve noticed that you haven’t been as hard or mean to the warriors here as of late. What’s going on with you?”

      Quickly, I averted my eyes from her, and tried to think of an excuse, but none came.  Ariella was the last person I wanted to talk to about what was on my mind. Jumping up and down excitedly, she clapped her hands and asked, “Are you seeing someone? That’s the only reason I can think of. Who is she?”

      Turning my head away from Ariella, I contemplated my next words. What was I to say … that I was in love with a dream? For the past few months, the Winter Court princess had occupied my fantasies every single night. Ever since I met her, she’d taken over every thought in my mind like a plague. I’d even turned down countless nights of bedding the women of our court because all I could see was the Winter beauty inside my head. I couldn’t seem to dream of anything else other than her, and what pissed me off about it were the feelings I was having. It was pathetic to be falling in love with a dream, and especially with someone from Winter. Except, if I was honest with myself, I’d say that I was already in too deep, but no one needed to know that.

      Smiling, I glanced over at my sister who still had a goofy grin on her face waiting for my lover’s name. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but there’s no one. You should know better, Ariella. Love is for idiots who have nothing better to do.”

      She stared at me in disbelief, but then burst out laughing. “I don’t believe you for a second! Say that shit to someone who’ll believe you. Drake, I’m sure one of these days you’ll find the Summer girl of your dreams. You don’t have to hide behind your arrogance, you know. Unfortunately, I’m sure you’d still be the same arrogant ass as always when you do decide to find someone. In a way, I kind of pity the girl that you fall for,” she joked. When I growled at her, she smiled and linked her arm with mine. “Oh, calm down, I’m just kidding. Now come and take me for a ride,” Ariella demanded. “It’s been ages since I’ve flown with you.”

      Ariella and I had always had a certain bond. I think it was because she was the youngest of my siblings, and also the one I had to spend a great deal of time with to keep her out of trouble. She happened to be the only one of my sisters who’s ridden with me in dragon form. I don’t do it often, but when I do I enjoy the times I can be free and fly. Out of the people in my court, I’m the only one who’d been gifted with the ability to turn into a dragon. It made me different, and also lethal. When the final battle with the dark sorcerer comes, I was pretty sure I could handle my own.

      However, there were disadvantages of transforming, such as the pain before and the fatigue after. It took a lot of power and strength to be, ‘The Dragon,’ but it was a sacrifice I’d happily give to see my sister smile.

      “Where would you like to go?” I asked while we made our way to the edge of the field.  “We flew over the Spring Court last time, so where will it be this time?”

      Ariella smirked in her usual mischievous way, and acknowledged the one place I was hoping she would pick. “I say we fly over Winter this time. Let’s give them something to talk about, shall we?”

      I smiled, and rubbed my hands together. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      I could feel the excitement in my chest as my body prepared for the change. After removing my warrior gear, I knelt down in the soft grass below me. Ariella moved back to give me plenty of space, and folded my clothes into a neat pile. Before I let the dragon forth, I took a few deep breaths to concentrate, in and out. The calmer I was, the less pain my body endured during the change. On the days I was angry, I could shift almost immediately; the pain was explosive, but it was over just as quickly.

      The dragon stirred beneath my skin, closer and closer to the surface. My skin stretched and my limbs grew, breaking and snapping while mending quickly back in place as the dragon took over. Gritting my teeth, I slammed my eyes shut. The snaps and cracks of the bones made Ariella gasp, but the sounds were actually worse than what it really was. She saw this every time, and every time she’d do the same thing. The pain was something I’d gotten used to, and I would gladly accept it to get the reward of the freedom it gave me.

      My body grew until I soon towered over the trees, and my claws took root into the soft soil below. The fragrance of the land intensified while my sight magnified ten-fold. I could see and hear things over hundreds of yards away, and I could fly to and from each court within a matter of minutes. The fire inside me rumbled in my chest, bursting at the seams to be let out. When the transformation completes, my mind stays the same, and I can think just as clearly in dragon form as I can in my fae form. The ground shook as my heavy weighted claws thumped on the ground as I made my way to my sister.

      Ariella climbed up on my back and shivered. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to watching you change. The sounds are enough to make me cringe. I can’t imagine what it feels like.”

      I huffed at her, making her laugh. Once she was gripped on tight, I took off into the sky, going higher and higher while my wings carried us swiftly across the land.

      I was him … I was ‘The Dragon.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Sorcha

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you going to tell him?” Oren’s words came out as grunts as the rod of my spear landed a hard blow against his ribs. He was trying to distract me, but I knew better than to let him take my mind off of training. He knew I wouldn’t falter, but it didn’t stop him from trying. We trained every day, and every day he did the same thing to me.

      Dodging Oren’s blows, in one quick breath I said, “How am I going to tell him, Oren? I haven’t seen him since the Winter Ball. I can’t just go up to him the next time I see him and say, ‘Hey, Drake, you know the dreams you’ve been having … well, ever since I became a dream walker I had the silly notion to visit you in your dreams, and now I can’t seem to stop’.”

      “I think it would be wise to tell him next time you see him, Princess. You’ve been taking up the man’s dreams for months now. Don’t you think the game needs to stop if you aren’t going to do anything about it?” Oren stated, piercing me with a glare that challenged me to say otherwise.

      I huffed in defeat. “I will … someday, when the time is right.”

      Whistling, Oren shook his head. “Is that nervous energy I feel coming off of you. Since when do you get nervous? I’ve never known you to care what others thought.”

      I kicked him in the shin, and he hissed at the impact. “I don’t care,” I replied silently with force. “Now let’s stop talking about it and get back to training. I need to get my mind off of it.”

      “As you wish, ai dulin.”

      I wondered what Drake would say when he found out. Our dreams for the past few months have been like nothing I’d ever experienced before in my life. When I turned twenty-one, I had some new abilities come to me. I had always had an affinity for the earth, but now I could dream walk, and I was also a truth seeker. If I wanted to know if someone was telling the truth, all I had to do was touch them and I could sense it. Things worked differently in the dream realm. Drake and I have had several heated moments in our dreams, but in reality it wasn’t real. Our interludes were but a taste of the real thing.

      Oren took this time to laugh, and I could only assume he saw what I was thinking in my mind. Giving him an evil sneer, I sent him a mental image of what I’d do to him if he so much as breathed a word about it to anyone. I shifted and swayed from his advances while swinging my spear in the process. I landed a quick blow to his backside, and he howled in pain, the smile now gone from his angelic face. His brown eyes were light as caramel, and sensual enough to see the soul beneath them, but he used to not always be like that. He was a swift and deadly killer, and cold as ice to others, but when he won the title of Guardian to me … things changed. Oren only let me see that certain side of him, just like I only let him see a certain side of me.

      In a way, we have no choice since we’re bonded, but right now, he looked intent on making me pay for the blows I’d given him. So much for the sweet Oren.

      “What are you waiting for?” I taunted him silently. He didn’t answer, just kept those brown orbs trained on me. His thick, brown curls didn’t even move as he gracefully countered my movements.

      The spear was light as I held it in both of my hands, waiting for him to retaliate. We circled each other, mirroring our movements together. The wooden shaft of my spear had been carved and smoothed to perfection, although, I could still feel the ridges of the ancient words engraved underneath my hand. Groval, poldora, nomin: Courage, strength, wisdom. For some reason, saying the words made me feel stronger … faster.

      As soon as I repeated the words in my mind, Oren advanced. We parried and sparred for what had to have been hours. I was proud of myself because not once during our hours of training did he get one single hit on me. Oren took training seriously, and he would always push me until he knew I could no longer stand it. Only when exhaustion took over would he let me stop. I dropped to the mat, breathing heavily, while Oren lay down beside me, patting my leg in approval.

      “You’re getting better, Princess. Your concentration didn’t waver a bit, even though I know your thoughts were on a certain prince. I must say that I’m proud of you, ai dulin.”

      Ever since I was a child he had called me ai dulin, which meant, little bird. It was a name that’s been stuck with me throughout the years, and it didn’t look like he was ever going to stop using it. I actually loved the endearment, since it was the only one I’d ever been given. Oren’s past was heartbreaking, and growing up I could always see the hint of sadness in his eyes over his lost love. On the day he was going to ask her to bond with him she disappeared to the mortal realm and never came back. He searched for years and years, but eventually gave up. He had chosen to never be with a woman since then, and had put all of his efforts into being my guardian.

      “Thank you,” I said, nudging him with my elbow. “I have a wonderful guardian who has trained me well.”

      Oren looked over at me and smiled. His straight, white teeth sparkled along with the pale perfections of his skin. He kept watch over me as a child, and it wasn’t a shock when he volunteered to battle it out with the other warriors for the title of my Guardian. Oren was over two hundred years old, and had seen things I could only imagine.  He didn’t look a day over twenty-five, but that’s how we all were here. He was the one who carved the shaft of my spear, and engraved the magical words into the wood.

      Each princess had taken up a special weapon they were good at maneuvering. Calista had her daggers, Meliantha had her bow, and I had my spear. I had no clue what special weapon Ariella had mastered, or if she was even practicing with weapons. My spear was made from the thistle-birch tree, which made it light and durable. Not only could I use it for throwing, but I could also use it for combat. The tip of my spear was made by the dwarves, and infused with mine and Oren’s blood, just like Meliantha had done with her arrows. That way when, or if, I was ever attacked, I’d have my own way of defending myself if something were to happen to Oren.

      Ever since the incident with Calista and Meliantha, I had been ordered to train. I knew that I was next in the dark sorcerer’s plans, so therefore, I had to be ready. Kalen used to help me practice, but now that he was King of the Spring Court, I no longer saw him as much. My training partners were now my guardian, Oren, and my last and only brother of the Winter Court, Brayden.

      Brayden didn’t help out nearly as much anymore now that he was the Leader of the Winter Court Army, and spending his time training them. Once Kalen left, the title was given to him.

      “I know you miss your brothers, ai dulin, I can feel it, but you’ll get to see Ryder and Kalen very soon. I’m sure Meliantha will be having those babes any day now, and once she does I’m sure everyone’s going to be there. When I say everyone, you know who else I speak of, don’t you?” Oren asked.

      Nodding, I bit my lip. “I knew I would see him when the time came. There’s no way he’d miss his niece and nephew being born. He talks about them all the time in the dreams we have, amongst other things. I’m sure he’s going to be appalled when he finds out our dreams are real, and that he’s let himself open up to me. It didn’t start out that way, you know.”

      Oren grinned. “From what I’ve seen, you two have grown awfully close the past several months. If what you do in your dreams is real, I’d say he’s madly in love with you, and who wouldn’t be? You’re an amazing woman. I don’t think he will be as upset about the dreams as you think he’ll be.”

      I laughed. “Did you miss the part where we argue and fight all the time, Oren? Drake is an obnoxious and arrogant whelp at times, and you know I can never keep my mouth shut when he gets in his moods,” I retorted, flustered.

      “You both have so much in common, but I think it compliments you. He’s your flame, and you’re his ice. Although, opposite in appearance, you are both similar in spirit. Do you not see where this is headed, ai dulin?”

      “What do you mean, Oren?” I asked innocently, even though I knew what he was going to say.

      “I am saying that I’ve seen in your mind, and I know what’s there. You want me to think that it’s nothing between you two when you’re actually afraid to fess up to what’s really going on. You and Drake have been building a secret relationship for a while now, and the signs are everywhere.” When I didn’t respond he continued. “He’s your other half, Sorcha. When you two see each other again, I wouldn’t be shocked if the vision happens when you two touch. Don’t tell me you hadn’t thought about it.”

      I groaned and hid my face in my hands. “I’m not going to lie … I have. I felt it when we met, and in our dreams the connection explodes with intense power. We’ve touched in the dream realm, but I know that doesn’t really count since it’s only in our minds. I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like when I see him again.”

      Oren patted my leg again, and began to sit up. “It’ll definitely be interesting, Princess,” he admitted.

      “What will be interesting?” Alston shouted from the doorway, his harsh voice echoing off the walls. I sat up quickly and groaned at the sight of my past lover’s form striding closer. Oren tensed beside me, and leveled a steely glare in Alston’s direction, clearly not liking the intrusion.

      “I don’t think that’s any of your concern, Alston. I think it would be wise for you to mind your own business,” I snarled while getting to my feet. Oren followed suit and moved to stand beside me, but also to the front of me, protecting. He knew very well of my past with Alston, and how possessive over me he could be. Sarette said it was love, but even I wasn’t stupid enough to believe it.

      Alston moved forward and made his way to us. His tall, elegant frame was well-muscled and chiseled to perfection. His black hair was in disarray while his armor, still covered in snow, glistened in the lighting of the training room. My brother always had them training outside.  Alston’s hands were big and strong, and even from across the room, I could see the firm grip he had on the handle of his sword. His piercing blue eyes never left mine as the distance came to a close. I remembered the nights with him very well, and I remember having pleasures with him that I’d never forget.

      Once things started to progress with Drake in our dreams, I had let Alston go. When he felt me slipping away from him, he tried to hold onto me more—to keep what we had alive—but I couldn’t stay. His eyes used to look at me with longing, but now all I saw when he looked at me was hunger. He thought he could make me come back to him by making me jealous, by parading other women in front of me, but all it did was push me further away. I kept waiting on him to give up on me, but he never did, and I’m starting to think he never will.

      Standing before me, Alston rubbed his chin maliciously. “Hmm … none of my concern? See, that’s the thing, my lovely Princess, starting today I’m going to be part of your protection detail. Therefore, I think it pertinent that I know everything that’s going on. We wouldn’t want anything happening to you, now would we?”

      My heart plummeted to the floor, and I clenched my fists in annoyance. I jerked my head over to look at Oren, but he was just as clueless as I was. He shrugged his shoulders, continuing to stare daggers at Alston. “What do you mean you’re part of my protection? I don’t remember telling anyone I wanted you to be a part of it. In fact, I specifically said I didn’t want you a part of it,” I snapped.

      His slow growing smile looked triumphant. “Yes, I know, but since Sarette is my cousin and I look out for her, I put in a request to be able to protect her when she’s with you. She was with me when I asked for it, and completely agrees with me.” Gritting my teeth, I stiffened at the thought of my friend betraying me. I was going to kill Sarette for it, too … or at least kick her ass, whichever one came first. Alston continued, “You have a target on your head, as I’m sure you know, and I’m not going to let my cousin get caught in the crossfire without my protection. Wherever she goes with you, I go.” Alston reached up to touch my face, but I smacked it away as hard as I could, making my hand sting with the contact.

      He laughed. “I look forward to spending more time with you.”

      Oren advanced quickly, but Alston backed up and held his hands up in surrender. “No harm, just a love tap. She knows I like them,” he taunted, winking at my guardian before smiling at me. Oren’s anger was palpable through our bond, but I know he knew very well that I could take care of myself when it came to an old lover.

      “The next one won’t be just a tap, Alston. I’m sure you remember how you weren’t smiling after the last time,” I snapped back at him. His smile disappeared, and thankfully, he squelched his next comment and left the training room before things escalated further.

      A couple of months ago, he tried one of his many attempts at getting me back. However, all it did was infuriate me, and I ended up giving him two black eyes and a broken nose. Granted, he healed quickly after that, but at least I was able to show him he couldn’t dominate me. I know what made it worse was that we were in front of other warriors when I did it; they never let him live it down.

      “Is he going to be a problem, ai dulin?” Oren asked.

      Aggravated, I sighed. “When is he not a problem?”

      I began walking hastily to the door, determination in each step as I made my way out of the palace. I had someone to talk to and it wasn’t going to be pretty. My best friend was going to pay for what she did to me.

      “I don’t like where your thoughts are at. I sense anger, and when you get angry, people get hurt. Where are we going?” Oren demanded, keeping his pace alongside me.

      “I have someone I need to talk to, and that someone is going to give me answers, right now!” I exclaimed.

      Oren’s chuckle could be heard loudly inside my head. “Let me guess … Sarette.”

      Glaring at Oren, I knew my eyes were ablaze with fire. “You’re damn right.”
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        * * *

      

      Sarette had a lot of explaining to do, and she had better come up with a good reason for doing what she had done. Instead of taking horses, Oren asked if I wouldn’t mind walking, thinking it would cool off my nerves the longer it took. Reluctantly, I agreed, knowing very well I tended to do things irrationally when I was pissed.

      It didn’t take long to arrive at Sarette’s dwelling once we headed out of the palace and into the village. She still lived with her family most days, but usually she was with me in the palace. Her parents didn’t mind, and neither did mine. They all figured we were safer there anyway, instead of gallivanting out without the protection of the palace walls.

      When I tried to knock on the door, Oren stopped my hand from making contact for fear I would knock it down. “Are you serious?” I hissed at him. “I’m not going to beat the door down.”

      Oren shrugged. “Better safe than sorry, ai dulin.”

      Rolling my eyes, I stood back while Oren knocked twice on the door and then came to wait by my side. Almost immediately, Sarette answered the door with a genuine smile on her face, but when she saw Oren’s expression her gaze quickly landed on me.

      “Sorcha, what’s wrong?” she asked, concerned. Sarette pushed through the door and grabbed me by the shoulders, searching my eyes for an answer.

      Not wanting to waste time, I cut right to it. “Why did you request Alston to be one of your protectors? You do realize we have thousands of other warriors that would kill to watch over you,” I replied heatedly. “How could you do this to me knowing I try to avoid him as much as possible?”

      Her shoulders sagged in defeat. “I know you do, Sorcha, but he told me he’s trying to change. He came by here earlier and went on and on about you, and I felt bad for him. He really wants you back.”

      “Bullshit! He may want me back, but I didn’t see anywhere in his demeanor earlier that would tell me he’s wanting to change. He still seems like the same Alston from before; he’s arrogant, demanding, cruel, and manipulative. Do I need to go on?”

      Sarette flinched at my words, but I was furious. Her voice was apologetic when she spoke. “I have to believe in him, Sorcha. He’s my family, and the closest thing to a brother I have. You of all people should know how important family is. When he tells me he wants to change, I have to believe him. That’s what family does.”

      We stood there staring at each other, waiting for the other to give in. Groaning, I pulled her to me and wrapped my arms around her. I did understand the importance of family, and I couldn’t help the fact that one of her closest relatives was a dick. Sarette had never really liked my brother, Brayden, so I guess I could see where she was coming from.

      Sighing, I said, “I understand, Sarette, but if he so much as tries to get under my skin I’m going to kick his ass. He knows I can do it, too.”

      She snickered and squeezed me tighter. “I won’t let him bother you. I don’t think he’s gotten over the embarrassment of you beating the shit out of him in front of everyone.”

      “No, I don’t believe he has, and neither has anyone else who saw me take the mighty Alston down,” I cackled, releasing Sarette from my arms. I may not care for Alston anymore, but he was her family, and that was something that would never change. Unfortunately, I was going to have to grin and bear it.

      “Are we okay?” Sarette asked sheepishly. “I don’t want you to be mad at me.”

      I nodded. “Yes, of course we’re okay. Now that I’ve got my anger out I’ll leave you be. Will you be by later? I could teach you how to throw a spear, or maybe even get Aric to show you some moves.” I waggled my eyebrows when I mentioned Aric’s name. Sarette has had a crush on him for ages, and I’d been trying to get them together.

      Her eyes went wide and she licked her lips. He happened to be one of the best warriors we had, and the one with the most flattering reputation as well. He was never short on women, but that didn’t seem to bother Sarette in the least. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t partaken in a little fun with the warrior myself. He was the one who taught me how to kiss, and even to this day Aric and I still joke about it.

      “Can you please keep those thoughts to yourself? I see enough of you and Drake in your mind as it is.” Oren had his arms crossed over his chest with a look of disgust on his face.

      Laughing, I turned to him. “I’m sorry. I’ll work on it.”

      Sarette saw the exchange and narrowed her eyes. “You better not be talking about me you two.”

      Oren smiled and sarcastically said, “No, I just got some images in my head of the infamous Aric. Personally, I don’t see why you would waste your time with him, but by all means go for it. I just thought you might not want to be known as one of Aric’s conquests.”

      I smacked his arm and gave him one of my ‘shut the hell up’ looks. Sarette didn’t seem to mind, and waved Oren off dismissively. “I would be more than happy to get some moves by Aric. I’ll be by later, so tell him to wait for me?”

      “Of course!” I grinned, pinning Oren with a steely glare.

      Before Sarette was about to close the door, her mouth fell open and she gasped. She lifted her hand and pointed to something off in the distance. “What the hell?” she whispered in awe.

      Oren and I both turned around quickly, him grabbing his sword while I grasped my spear thinking there was danger coming, but what we saw in the direction of Sarette’s gaze was definitely dangerous, although not to us. Frozen in place, I stared at the majestic sight off in the distance, flying straight toward our court.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Oren asked.

      My smile grew wider and I nodded. “I do believe so.”
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