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Chapter 1

Adria
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Adria slipped into the walking procession of Moon Monks as it wended through Agondray’s capital city. With her head slightly bowed, the flared, yellow cowl hid her features. She kept her telltale lavender hands buried in the wide sleeves, crossing within the fabric to lightly grip the opposite forearm. 

With every step, she winced. A fire raged across her skin whenever cloth whispered against it and when she used her joints. Bending arms caused further pain in the crook of her elbow. Even walking or squatting flared aches behind her knees.

But she didn’t show any outward sign of her pain, diving deep into her meditative state if it became too much. But right now, it was bearable—she’d had no other choice—but it hurt all the same.

To the casual observer, no one would know a woman, a Water Fae at that, followed the group of worshipful men.

And no one would suspect that a Moon Monk would plan to steal the Sun Stone as it passed hands between the Moon Fae Queen and the Ice Dragons.

Matching the rhythmic footsteps of the monks, she walked all the way through the city and over one of the four extended bridges to the dragon’s beautiful floating palace. She didn’t look up, but she wanted to. She’d only been in the city for a week, but the palace captured her imagination, a marvel of construction with opalescent walls stretching peaked fingers beyond the clouds.

She’d been all over the world on her mother’s ship. There was nothing like this ingenuity or advanced building techniques.

Of course, the Ice Dragons would have created something so beautiful, so surreal, so tall.

The procession stopped before the palace steps, where the entire court of the Ice Dragons waited. Adria peered from beneath her cowl, excited to glimpse the royal family. They had taken their more humanoid form, the Queen, her consort—no, not consort, here he was the King—and their two young boys.

It was still odd to see the Queen and King stand side-by-side, a handsome couple to be sure, with their long dark hair and blue skin, but blasphemous. His face was left uncovered, his muscular arms visible through the thin, skin tight tunic over broad shoulders, the brocaded fabric all stitched in silver and gemstones.

No, men should not be put on display like this. Neither the Moon Goddess nor the Water Goddess would approve, but then the dragons were the Immortal Children of water and air, so that could account for their odd ways.

The Moon Fae Queen took a step forward, separating from her consort. The man was covered completely except for his eyes, his gloved hands holding an iron box. Only the consort among the Queen’s people could touch that box. Iron didn’t have the same effect on humans as it did on the fae.

Next to the consort, another male stood, fully covered in modest clothing and a headscarf, all in a dull shade of yellow. Adria couldn’t see his face, but she was certain only his cerulean eyes would be visible. It was said Prince Belian was beyond handsome, a product of two different races with a Moon Fae mother and a human father.

The Hybrid Prince.

She would never know, as she didn’t plan to stay long enough to find out.

In a black gown studded with rare citrine gemstones, the Moon Fae Queen dipped her head, a grayish-white hand over her heart. Her hair hung loose, an almost sheer current, rocking back and forth and interspersed with sparkling silver strands. Sometimes her hair curled up into gravity-defying curls, creating cascades of beautiful and artful arrangements, constantly moving. 

With a pair of shimmering wings folded atop the dark fabric of her dress, her hair looked like a deep night sky with twinkling stars. “Your Majesties, Queen of Agondray and King of Agondray. We have come bearing a gift like no other to solidify our alliance.”

She tilted her chin toward her consort, who shuffled forward. He opened the box, and a collective gasp echoed. Then silence in full view of the artifact.

A black stone with a brilliant cut in the shape of a multifaceted ball seemed most unremarkable, but there was a legend…

The dragons raised their eyebrows.

Most of the Gods’ Stones had disappeared from history, but it had been common knowledge the Moon Fae still had possession of one of them, a gift from the Sun God to keep balance and harmony between the fae seasons.

The Dragon King smiled. “Is it true what they say about the Sun Stone?”

The Moon Fae Queen pursed her lips.

Adria understood the reaction.

Men didn’t speak in public unless spoken to. However, the queen wouldn’t want to insult the ruling pair. So instead of rebuking the king, she lifted the black Sun Stone out of the box and cradled it in her hands. “We offer this valuable artifact in the hopes our alliance will be a united front against the attacks of the Fire Fae.”

The moment she stopped speaking, the Sun Stone filled with a brilliant yellow-orange light, which spilled outward until everyone had to shield their eyes.

Seconds later, the light dimmed, and the stone returned to its inky blackness.

The Dragon King opened his mouth, but his queen laid a hand on his arm, and a look passed between them. Then they both bowed their heads and laid a hand over their hearts. The two young princes followed their parents’ examples.

Only the Dragon Queen spoke. “Welcome to the heart of Agondray, Queen Anahita dal Aybek, ruler of the Moon Fae.” The fae queen acknowledged the returned greeting. “Can you tell us what the light means?”

Queen Anahita smiled. “It shines when a truth is revealed.”

Once more, the black stone glowed. When the brilliance receded, the fae queen placed the Sun Stone back in its box, and her consort closed the lid.

The Dragon Queen smiled. “Let’s retire inside so that you can recover from your travels, and then we will discuss the terms of our alliance.”
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Adria
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In the week Adria had been in the capital city, she’d found most of the palace’s secrets. It had cost her two months of plundering to buy the original plans, but it had been worth it. 

She stalked through secret walls, the cramped movements causing her skin to flare into biting stings. Dust shifted with her breath, cobwebs stringing most passages. The dragons were immortal like the fae, so they had to know of the hidden halls, but they didn’t look like they had been used for many centuries.

With an ease that made her snort beneath her breath, she’d followed the Queen’s consort while he was directed to a well-guarded but empty room. He placed the box on a stone pedestal and left. Guards placed themselves at the entrance of the room, which was just a cased opening, arched at the top. Others stood at five-feet intervals on either side of the archway. At least two dozen guards but none in the room.

Nobody would get past them.

That’s why she would enter from the walls.

For hours, she stood, watching the iron box from peepholes. The palace was too quiet while the royal parties made themselves presentable and met to discuss terms of their alliance. She had little interest in those discussions. As a Water Fae, her people already had an alliance with the Moon Fae, the two peoples united under the same Winter season. That alliance extended even to her mother’s people. They only captured ships and plundered from the other fae seasons.

And the dragons had been created with the sole purpose of protecting humans. The Winter Fae had never enslaved humans, and many resided peacefully in their lands.

Adria’s only concern was the Sun Stone. It would cure her.

As the sun set, casting long shadows into the room, mingled voices filled the palace. Soon after, music struck. The alliance discussions must be over, at least for today, and now it was time for celebrations. This is what she had been waiting for. The guards would be less likely to hear her.

She snorted. Of course, they wouldn’t hear her. She was good at what she did.

Just as she reached up to spring the latch on the door, childish laughter stopped her. The two blue-skinned Dragon Princes raced past the guards. They stopped in front of the pedestal displaying the iron box. They had to be around five to seven years old, with maybe a year or two separating them. The taller of the two reached for the lid.

The other boy tackled him, and they rolled on the floor.

“Just because you’re older doesn’t mean you get to do everything first.”

The older boy came out on top, holding down his little brother. “That’s exactly what it means.”

“I hate you, Rin.”

Rin smiled. He relaxed enough that the younger boy thrust the palm of his hand upward against his brother’s nose. A sudden gush of blue blood spurted, and Rin fell back with a cry. The younger boy leaped to his feet, ready to open the box.

“Kalden!” A fae woman entered the room. She was clearly a mix of the two different Summer Fae, Fire and Sun. Her red and yellow hair lay still along her shoulders, her skin mixed as well, a dark, golden-brown color.

How did she come to be here? A slave? The Ice Dragons had been at war with the Fire Fae for centuries. The younger boy halted, hand raised, fingertips brushing the iron box.

“Kalden!”

The boy jumped.

The fae pointed the way out of the room. “Go to the banquet hall now.”

Kalden hung his head as he exited, but the fae woman, probably a nanny of some sort, placed a hand on Rin’s shoulder. She tilted his head back to stop the bleeding.

“You shouldn’t allow your brother to pull you into these situations.”

“He didn’t—”

“I know Kalden, and I know you. You must rise above his antics. You will be king someday.”

He shrugged his shoulders and jerked his head out of her grasp. He looked at his feet. “What if I don’t want to be king?”

She pursed her lips, but the boy ducked beneath her hand and left. The fae looked back into the room, her eyes searching.  Adria held her breath when the fae’s eyes landed on where she hid behind the wall. They stayed there for several long seconds, then she shook her head and left. Adria waited only another hour, listening to the revelry get louder. Someone brought jars to the guards, probably wine by how relaxed they became.

Did the dragons not take the guarding of the Sun Stone seriously? Why else allow them to become intoxicated? Unless someone else wanted to steal the stone.

With that thought, she released the catch and left the hidden passage. She’d already exchanged her monk’s clothing for her normal dark attire. Loose-fitting pants ended in sturdy black boots, and her black tunic laced up tight around her neck and her wrists. Black gloves hid her hands.

She didn’t normally cover her hair or face as they weren’t affected by the disease like the rest of her body but had tied a headscarf over her hair this time. The blue and green strands, constantly curling up and then dropping into dark waves, would be a dead giveaway.

With quiet movements, a skill honed for over a hundred years as a pirate on her mother’s ship, she slipped around the pedestal and faced the box.

This is going to hurt.

Sucking in a large breath and holding it, Adria flipped the latch on the box. A sting, ten times worse than her disease, lanced through the glove to her fingertip. She exhaled as quietly as possible and swallowed her cry.

I am the pain. It is me. Now for the lid. She would need several fingers for this. May the gods give me strength.

She was sure this would be the worst pain she would have felt in all her life.

“You have more strength than ship-killer storms, my girl.” Her mother had fingered her hair, her way of showing affection for Adria alone.

She could feel her mother’s restraint in not laying a hand on her shoulder or wrapping an arm around her as she had seen her mother do a thousand times with the crew. Any such contact would have been excruciating with Adria’s skin disease.

Adria couldn’t stand others touching her. But it had been too many years since her mother had given her a hug. The lack of another’s touch was a detriment to a person’s mental well-being. It was wearing Adria down.

Her mother had given her a sad smile, knowing where her daughter’s thoughts had gone. “Your strength will see you through impossible situations.”

She had bitten her tongue then, knowing she was leaving to steal the Sun Stone. Her mother would have stopped her or would have tried to steal the artifact instead, but Adria needed to do this. She needed to do this for herself.

She inhaled deeply and sucked in her breath once more. Holding her hands on either side of the lid, she wiggled her fingers. Each of those minute movements felt like paper cuts in each joint. Pain already searing, she gripped the lid.

Red hot fire flared through her fingers like touching a hot oven and holding on. She grit her teeth, yelling her agony in her mind. With slow movements so that the lid didn’t bang back against the pedestal, Adria lowered the top. Then she let go.

Tears leaked down her face. Her nose dripped. New blisters burst and layered over her most recent ones and liquid oozed inside the fingers of her gloves.

Ignoring all of that, she gathered the inauspicious black stone. She checked the guards over her shoulder, but no one had noticed her. With quiet footsteps, she crossed the distance back to the open doorway.

She had just stepped one foot into the wall when a masculine voice yelled.

“Hey, stop!”

She didn’t.

Ignoring the sharp pain shooting all across her legs where her skin rubbed against fabric, she pulled the door closed and sprinted down the dark hall. Footsteps thudded behind her.

Damn! He must have figured out the door for himself. But he probably didn’t know the hallways like her. The only problem was that the palace would be on high alert now. 

She might not be able to leave, not without being seen and stopped before crossing one of the four bridges. The bridges were the only way off the unnatural floating island where the palace sat high in the sky. Unless one could fly.
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