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      Waking became a cruel game.

      One question continued to prevail above all others whenever Rowen awakened. Darkness filled every dark crevice of her mind like black ink, and when her eyes opened, it was there to welcome her into its grim embrace.

      Was it a nightmare or was this agony real?

      One could never be sure, for the sun never rose and the moon never fell outside her window. It was a blank canvas of inky gloom.

      Hours turned into days, and she feared she’d never be free of this devious scheme. Perchance her prophecy had come true.

      Perhaps this was what death felt like. Rowen wanted her mother to wrap her arms around her and assure her that all would be fine, that when she awakened, Rickard would be there with a smile on his face and good news about the war.

      Mother was gone. She’d returned to her life with Ioan. The truth was that she may never come back. The life of a shifter was one that she never asked or wished for. That meant Rowen was all alone in this test of wills.

      This battle for survival.

      Rowen’s heart thumped in her chest as she sat up in her bed and clutched the neck of her nightgown. The air was still, but stale, and tasted of smoke.

      This was her private sleeping quarters. But, her ladies-in-waiting were nowhere to be seen. If it were morning, they’d be lined up and ready to awaken her for the changing of her night gown and breakfast.

      Hunger did gnaw at her belly, and her mouth was as dry as parchment. A sharp pain trailed down her throat.

      At least she was gone—the sorceress who had stolen her prophecies. What would she do with them?

      Leaping from the bed, Rowen darted across the room and grabbed the door handle. It was piping hot, but it was the soft cackle that made her pause mid-step, the blood draining from her face. Her eyes stung with tears, and her throat tightened.

      “No,” she whispered, breathless. Each beat of her heart grew louder in her ears.

      “Did you truly think I would let you awaken, your royal highness?”

      A laugh filled the quiet that once was.

      “You know I cannot do that—not when so much is at stake—not when the fate of the Dragons rests in your hands. Truthfully, you should be assisting me, willfully. It is in your best interest to do so, for we are in desperate, uncertain times. You are half human, after all.”

      Rowen shot a glare over her shoulder as heat rose to her cheeks.

      “And, you’re a monster.”

      Priscilla’s wicked grin widened across her oddly beautiful face. She smoked from a long pipe, drawing in a deep breath and then releasing it. Then, she set the pipe onto the table beside her chair, and stared at Rowen with dark eyes that seemed to hold the very essence of evil.

      She removed her porcelain mask, revealing a ghastly scar that covered her eye and ended at a gaping hole in her cheek that had healed over into a solid crater.

      She stood and sauntered over to Rowen, her long hair cascading down in a rainbow of glowing colors that lit up the dim room. Rowen had never seen anything like it. It was beautiful, but whatever the sorceress was doing to her felt like an assault on her very soul.

      “That may be. Though, I’ve been called worse.  Much worse, my pet. Witch, by the villagers I grew up with. Demon, by the monks and nuns in Elendell. Temptress by my scorned lovers. What’s another name? You do know what they call you?”

      Rowen’s eye twitched. She never wanted to hear those words again—in any context—by anyone.

      “Social climber. Whore. Imposter. Traitor,” Priscilla said, taking a step with each insult. “Murderer.”

      Her mind raced for a solution. She had to stop Priscilla before she used the knowledge she’d obtained. Rickard had to be warned. Surely, he would return if he knew his queen’s safety to be compromised. But, how would she get a message to him if she couldn’t even escape her own mind?

      Wringing her hands, she tried to stall, but Priscilla continued to close the gap between them.

      “Leave me alone.”

      “But, I’m not quite done with you, yet,” she said. “Let’s not be in such a rush. Aren’t you having fun yet?”

      Tensing, Rowen met her eyes as she stood right before her. Pain entered her gut, as all warnings sounded alarm within her. Tears fell down her cheeks, and Priscilla gently brushed back her golden hair.

      Rowen spoke through clenched teeth. “What do you want from me?”

      Priscilla studied her face. Her lips were plump and puckered as if she was going to lean in for a kiss. Such a thought vexed Rowen.

      What is this woman’s game?

      She smelled like fresh honey—sweet and intoxicating—yet deadly as a viper.

      Realization came to her; Priscilla was trying to tempt her. It was a skill Rowen had only ever heard of in passing. Feyda joked about it once with Perdan when he’d spent the entire evening and day after in a brothel.

      A smirk tugged the corner of Priscilla’s mouth upward. “I want it all, Rowen. Every little secret. Every truth. Every lie. Every one of your hopes and dreams. Give them all to me, and I’ll sort them out later.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head, brows furrowed. “The truth about what?”

      “The truth of the Red and White Dragon.”

      Coiling back, Rowen tried for the door again.

      No, she mustn’t find out.

      Priscilla dropped her hands to her sides and sighed as Rowen snatched the door open. “Oh, Rowen. When will you learn?”

      A bone-chilling scream ripped from her throat as she realized that she was not in the palace and that outside of the door was a cliff—one she fell from at a break-neck speed.

      This is all a dream, she told herself as she died for what felt like the hundredth time.
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      The carriage steadily weaved through the lush evergreen forest, and though Luca’Rosi was at her side, the presence of King Tilton sitting across from her made her incredibly uncomfortable.

      It wasn’t the carriage, it was the fact that he was so close, close enough for their knees to be only inches away from touching one another. She’d never been so close to another man in her life, except for her husband, who’d been more of a friend and mentor to her than anything else. Even during her youth, her father had been vigilant in keeping her and Rowen away from all men, even staff workers of their estate.

      Now, she was put in a precarious position with a stunningly handsome king, who she wasn’t quite sure would honor her innocence.

      After a leisurely boat ride across the channel that connected King Tilton and King Shelton’s kingdoms, they’d taken a carriage through the mountainous passage. They’d ridden for hours, the steady trot of the pristine white horses lulling her in and out of sleep.

      With a book in her hand, and an open window at her side, she tried to distract herself. She could only stare at the beautiful forest and countryside for so long before everything began to blur into a canvas of trees and mountains, flowers and birds.

      Instead of taking yet another nap, she found herself watching him, even if he failed to give her little more than the occasional glance.

      Her warden and captor was unlike anything her worried mind could have imagined.

      Why didn’t she hate the king?

      She still didn’t know much about him. He was quiet and reserved. A complete opposite from his brothers.

      Perhaps it was his kindness, something she hadn’t expected even though Kelton had done his best to make her comfortable. Kelton was different, his generosity always felt forced.

      Tilton, on the other hand, had a spark of gentleness in his eyes and the way he spoke. Whenever he opened his mouth to ask her if she needed anything, she could tell he was genuine.

      She wished he’d speak to her more. Yawning, she slouched in the cushioned seat, bored.

      “More dried fruit, my lady?” Luca’Rosi asked, handing her a small porcelain dish of dried apricot, mango, and banana.

      Ophelia wasn’t hungry, but she’d do anything to fight the boredom threatening to drive her mad. She took a piece of mango and popped it into her mouth. Closing her eyes, she savored the flavor as she slowly chewed and let the juices spread across her tastebuds.

      When she opened her eyes, she glanced at her book and sighed.

      “How much longer until we reach your kingdom?”

      King Tilton lifted a heavy dark brown brow and met her gaze. Azure eyes as pure as the early morning sky searched hers. Closing his book, he cleared his throat and finally gave her his full attention.

      She shuffled in her seat, sitting up straighter. Maybe he’d share more than three words with her.

      “We’re already in my kingdom,” he said, calmly, folding his hands across his closed book. “I’m assuming you mean to ask when we will arrive at my palace? Soon. A few more hours at the most.”

      Not too bad, considering she was still unsure what to expect when they reached their destination. She could be in a hurry to spend her days in a dark and rancid dungeon for all she knew.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat at the thought. As they stared at one another, she couldn’t imagine him mistreating her.

      “Tell me about yourself,” she said, despite the flushing of her face. He made her nervous, but she was tired of remaining silent. She needed to know who she was dealing with.

      He simply watched her for a moment, then, his gaze went to the passing mountains.

      “What do you want to know?”

      She frowned. Great. Chatting with him was going to be like watching grass grow. Rolling her eyes, she sighed and shook her head.

      “Never mind,” she muttered, opening her book—a book about falconry. She sighed.

      “You are a strange creature,” he said, and she slammed the book shut.

      Leaning forward, she grimaced, indignant.

      “Why?”

      He shrugged his shoulders, brows furrowed. “Well, firstly, I don’t quite understand your scales. Why do you have scales while in your human form?”

      “Its just the way it is,” she said, shaking her head, auburn waves bouncing.

      Now, she wished she could cover the bronze scales that covered her left shoulder and the back of her neck. In Harrow, they were thought to be beautiful. To a human…they were strange.

      “Without them,” he continued. “I dare say you’d be beautiful. Like a human.”

      She scoffed. “Oh, yes. Because, only humans can truly be beautiful. How human of you to say.” Heat rose in her cheeks and though she crossed her arms over her chest, he laughed.

      She flickered a perplexed glance his way. “What’s so bleeding funny?”

      He waved at her and composed himself, still smiling—a smile she didn’t want to see fade even if it was at her expense.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Pardon my manners. Its just that you are so easily offended. You’re going to want to develop a thicker skin if you’re going to survive in my court. Dragons have scales, but humans have sharp tongues and even pricklier ideals about your kind.”

      “I can handle myself,” she said with a huff.

      He tilted his head, still smiling. “I can see that.”

      She chewed the inside of her lip, frowning. She shouldn’t have let him upset her so easily. Perhaps he wasn’t as boring as she’d thought.

      “How about you tell me something? What are you going to miss most about Draconia?”

      That was an odd question, but, she didn’t have to think too long about the answer. She would miss many things.

      “My mother, Rowen, and my gardens I suppose.”

      “Gardens?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I enjoy planting flowers and ushering their growth.”

      “Is that normal for a woman of your station back in Draconia?”

      “I suppose not,” she replied. “But, my father allowed me to do most anything I wanted…as long as it meant staying away from Rowen.”

      “Interesting,” he said, his eyes widening a bit.

      “And, board games,” she added. “I enjoy a good competitive game.”

      “Ah,” he said, nodding knowingly. “You seem like the kind of person to like competition.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “You’re headstrong, feisty, and dare I say a bit arrogant.”

      Pursing her lips, she narrowed her eyes at him. “And, you’re a bit of an arse.”

      His chuckle filled the carriage, and even Luca’Rosi gave a little giggle, though she nudged her for less-than-ladylike language. For some reason, that made Ophelia smile.

      “True,” he said, laughing into his fist. “You’re also perceptive, and a bit of a breath of fresh air, honestly.”

      She smiled, perhaps for the first time in days. “Do you play board games?”

      “I do,” he said. “Perhaps we can play together one day. After I return.”

      A brow lifted. “Return? Are you going somewhere?”

      His smile faded then, and he sat up taller, jaw tightening. “Yes,” he said. “I’ll be leading my army against that of King Rickard of Withrae.”

      She paled, remembering that this wasn’t a game. Real people would lose their lives.

      Her stomach sank, and when the king resumed reading his book, she knew their conversation was over.

      King Rickard was going to fight King Tilton. What did that mean for Rowen?

    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/fate-of-the-dragons-ibooks.jpg
BOOK 5 OF THE DRAGON-BORN SAGA

Al

9 OF THE ©~

NEW YORK TIMES & USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

K.N. LEE






