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      Dear Reader,

      If you’ve gotten this far, you’re looking forward to dive right into Angel’s Rebellion; the final book in the Creatures of the Lands series.

      Before you begin, I’d like to tell you how this saga came to be. These books are long, complicated, and there’s quite a few of them. I figure since we’ve kept you this long, you’re not going to stop just because the author’s going off on a tangent.

      So hear me out. I’ve got a story to tell.

      Kiatana’s Journey was the first book I ever wrote, but I didn’t write it alone. Krisen Lison was the girl with the locker next to mine in my freshman year of high school, and boy, she couldn’t stand me! For some reason, I was determined to make her my best friend, no matter what.

      That special moment came in history class where we both discovered we liked writing. I told her I had written a short story about two wolf pups and a dragon the night before, but had no idea what to do with it. I gave it to her to read, and she wrote a chapter back. From then on, we began passing chapters back and forth, eventually creating a book of our own together. We finished the original draft of our very first novel by the time I was fifteen.

      Krisen and I were the closest friends our high school had ever seen. When we got to our senior year, we had a whole series that we’d written together, most of which were finished before we came of age. We’d wrapped up writing Midnightstar before we graduated, and were working on the first chapters of Angel’s Rebellion right when we received our diplomas.

      Unfortunately, the close friendships of teenage girls, especially when they are damaged by outside influences such as mental illness and copious amounts of trauma, are fairly fragile. We had a falling out shortly after leaving school, and didn’t talk for nearly two years. The Creatures of the Lands series was put to the wayside, abandoned and left forgotten.

      In our college years, we reconciled, and planned to submit Kiatana’s Journey to agents in hope of publication. During that process, I could feel Krisen slipping away. As desperately as I wanted to hold onto her I knew, despite all my best efforts, I could not cure what ailed her. If love could work miracles, it would’ve saved her. Otherwise, I would’ve taken her place, but that is not what fate determined.

      On June 28, 2013, as a cruel dawn rose over the world, Krisen Lison died.

      She was twenty years old when she took her own life.

      By this point in time, I’ve composed over fifty novels. Out of everything I’ve written, the Creatures of the Lands series is one of the most important projects I’ve ever completed. These are the books that turned me into a writer, the first books I ever created. They are the work that determined the woman I became, and the series that gave me one of the greatest friendships I will ever know.

      Krisen and I once decided that our names would be way too long together on the cover. So I sat down and thought up a pen name. One day, I stumbled upon it— Natalie, for my friend who had died at the age of thirteen from cancer… and Erin, for Krisen’s friend who went missing as a young child after being diagnosed with schizophrenia.

      Krisen used to tell me she and Erin would play in her room, pretending to talk to monsters in the closet. For Erin, the monsters were a result of her diagnosis, but Krisen saw them, too, due to her grand imagination. It was her creativity that helped her to see through Erin’s eyes.

      Krisen told me she didn’t understand why Erin was treated like an outcast just because she saw the world differently. Krisen’s ability to be a friend to everyone just as they were, regardless of who or what they were, is one of the things I miss desperately about her.

      Eventually, as she grew older, Krisen and I saw the monsters together. More than that— we faced them. I held her hand and fought them off for as long as I could, but eventually, the monsters took her, and after winning so many battles I had finally lost the war. Bipolar disorder is not a monster that fights fair.

      It cripples me to think out of all these girls... Erin, Natalie, Krisen, and myself... I am, most likely, the only one who is still alive.

      There are an abundance of characters in the Creatures of the Lands series, and I adore each and every one of them. We wanted to give our readers the feeling of being surrounded by dozens upon dozens of friends. We wished to reach out to people reading these books who might feel completely alone, because we knew exactly how awful that felt.

      Krisen and I were the definition of outcasts, but just like Soran and Vivienna, we made our own ragtag group of friends and had adventures with them. We did our best to take in everyone, no matter how different they were.

      I’m sorry to say most of those high school friends are dead now, or are on different paths, but the experiences we had with them is something we both channeled into Creatures— and so, that connection between all of us lives on, regardless of whether we are together or not.

      The Lands are my Neverland. When I was a depressed teenager, it was the place that I went to when I had nowhere else to go. Whenever I was lost, or mad, or upset, I could always run there and fly upon a dragon’s back, or get lost within the wilds of the Verinian Forest. It is a fairy tale world that I created with someone I loved, where I control what happens and where I never cry.

      It is the only place I can go where I can still be with Krisen, though the experiences are never new. They only repeat.

      One cannot imagine how unbearably lonely it is to publish all these books alone, without my co-author. It has been emotionally draining in a way I cannot describe. It is a comfort to read her words over and over again, like I’m reading them for the first time, but it also is incredibly agonizing. With each word, I remember how we set up the scene— how we wanted the dialogue to go, what we wanted to happen, and every late-night conversation we had about these books and our dreams.

      Things were even harder during editing. I discovered I had missing chapters from her perspective, and had to rewrite some pieces from memory. Worst of all was when an idea of hers didn’t fit with the story, and I had to take it out completely, in order to make the series the best it could be.

      Writing the final book was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done. I will never again have a project that will take such a drastic toll on me. Krisen died before we returned to writing Angel’s Rebellion, leaving me with the difficult task of salvaging the first few chapters, and writing the remainder of the final book by myself.

      The expectation, the excitement that she’d be there to write this with me, was hard to let go. Remembering that there was no one to give the next chapter to crushed me. Parts we agreed were hers to write were now passed onto me.

      I did the best I could, but there are some sections that I feel echo with something missing. This book is lacking a Krisen-ness that I cannot recreate, though I desperately tried.

      Carrying the weight of it all was worse than draining. It was a razor on my soul.

      The most unbearable part of it all is the realization that this book is the only one of ours she’ll never read.

      I finished Angel’s Rebellion novel on May 26, 2016, five years to the day I left high school forever.

      Krisen’s last words to me were, “I love you, chica.”

      At the time, I wasn’t brave enough to say those words back.

      So I’m saying them now.

      I love you, Kryssy.

      And I’m so sorry. You deserved so much more.

      
        
        - Megan Linski
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      In Vixen’s Fate, Allie found herself teaming up with Reagan in an unlikely partnership. The girls planned to locate Keanu and to find Reagan’s missing father, Adam, who was kidnapped by Wyntier. The duo ventured throughout the Lands and to the kingdom of the elves to find clues. During their arrival in the elven city, Allie met up with her friends; the wolves Shadowin, Jade, and Caini.

      Amongst the elves, Reagan met Luciana, who informed the human girl that her mother Miriam was within the Lands, and in love with an Accompany named Moorock. Luciana told Reagan that Moorock could be her biological father, which gave an explanation as to why Reagan had the ability to understand animals.

      King Oliver, who rules over the elves, summoned Allie and her friends during their time in his kingdom. He believed that Allie’s true fate was to become the Empress of Nesting’s Haven, and pressured her to make an alliance with the elves in order to save the lives of his people. Allie made a vow to Oliver that she would end the Second Despondent, kill Wyntier, and rise to become the Empress, although her friends warned her this was a promise she could not keep easily.

      Allie and her companions ventured to the seashore, to find a way to cross into Nesting’s Haven. During their time there, Caini discovered that the magical crown in Reagan’s possession, as well as the necklaces that were given to Allie and Keanu, were powerful magical objects that could be used to stop Wyntier. She attempted to tell her friends this information, but died in the process before she could reveal the items’ true power.

      After Caini’s death, Kiatana, Casiff, Vixen, Dragonstar and Snow Drop found Allie and her companions on the beach. They had managed to escape the fire that ravaged the Verinian Forest, and were on their way to Nesting’s Haven. The group decided to split up, leaving the wolves behind in the Lands while Allie, Reagan, the fairies and their steeds went on across the ocean. They made their way to Southwild, the last free territory in Nesting’s Haven not overcome by Wyntier’s rule.

      In Southwild, Keanu and his friends took sanctuary within Ionia’s Palace. Keanu and Cameliyon were dating, but their relationship was toxic and empty— Keanu used Cameliyon as a way to avoid his grief over Allie, who he still believed dead. Cameliyon used Keanu for vanity, treating him as her personal pet and doll while abusing her Changers, Pumpkin and Martin.

      Keanu’s cousin, Soran, attempted to step in, which resulted in Cameliyon using the darkness against him— a forbidden power that nearly cost Soran his life. Cameliyon was imprisoned within the palace’s dungeons for her actions, and Keanu broke up with her for attacking his cousin.

      Daren, Soran’s former best friend, helped Cameliyon break free from the dungeons and escape Southwild. A search was made to find her, but she and Daren had disappeared.

      Ionan and Sunset were married in a beautiful ceremony in Southwild’s gardens, but the wedding was interrupted when Wyntier’s army attacked. The residents of Ionia’s Palace valiantly fought back, but became overwhelmed.

      At the same time the army attacked, Allie and her companions arrived in Southwild. Allie helped Keanu and Angel to open the floodgates to Southwild, defeating Wyntier’s army and forcing a retreat. Allie and Keanu were tearfully reunited, and Keanu told Allie that Angel was her long-lost twin sister. Allie agreed that Keanu should be bonded to both her and Angel.

      After the battle Kiatana and Keota came together once again, after being separated for many months. Kia wished to discuss Luciana, the woman that had torn their marriage apart, but she found that Keota could not remember Luciana whatsoever. Luciana had the ability to fade from the memories of anyone she desired. She had erased Keota’s memory of her, though she had forgotten to wipe Kiatana’s, as she presumed the fairy dead. Kia and Keota decided to renew their marriage and stay together. It was only then Kia confessed to Keota that she was once again pregnant with his child.

      Vixen, who had been losing strength since arriving in Southwild, collapsed in one of the courtyards within Ionia’s Palace. Her thousand-year reign as Great One came to an end as she and Dragonstar perished, leaving nothing more than a rosebush behind them. Her daughter, Lyrica, was proclaimed to be her successor.

      After running away, Cameliyon and Daren were abandoned and cold on the streets of Nesting’s Haven, until they were found by Wyntier and Nineva. Wyntier vowed that he would love Cameliyon like a daughter if she joined him, while Nineva promised to grow Daren’s abilities in dark magic. The wayward teens made an alliance with Wyntier, and Cameliyon agreed to offer her twin Changers to him in exchange for power of her own.

      In Midnightstar, the wolves found themselves fighting a battle on all sides. Midnightstar was on a quest to find the Assembly of the Lands, a council who she believed was powerful enough to put an end to the war between the wolf packs and the unicorns. Along the way, she was harassed by strange visions she did not understand. She found herself connected to the dragon, Xiuh, with an ability that enabled her to see through his eyes.

      Midnightstar and her friends were found by a strange Changer named Dust, who led them to the Assembly. Dust insisted that Midnightstar was the last skygazer— a spiritual leader of the Lands who had great supernatural power. Midnightstar ran away from her destiny, until her denial proved to be cataclysmal. When the Assembly refused to help Midnightstar end the war, she cursed them, and that curse led to the Assembly’s doom.

      As Midnightstar fell into madness, Dust confessed that she was once a pawn of the Assembly. As a child, Dust was forced to become a skygazer, although she managed to break free from the Assembly in later years. Dust taught Midnightstar everything she knew, giving the she-wolf the knowledge needed to become what she was born to be. Midnightstar learned that Xiuh was her portal, a bonded aid on her quest as a skygazer, and that he was born to serve and protect her.

      Near the Verinian Forest, Snapfoot struggled to help the wolf pack survive in the war against the unicorns, which proved deadly for many. He discovered the Ortusans had built a terrible city, Sanctus Cruor, and had enslaved fairies to create it. To avoid starvation, Snapfoot made a deal with a nearby coven of Bloodlusters in an unlikely and dangerous alliance.

      Midnightstar returned to the pack, alongside Dust. Armed with the abilities of a skygazer, Midnightstar used her magic to bring an end to the war between the unicorns and the wolves. But the Ortusans were still a threat, and growing more dangerous by the day. Jade and Shadowin were able to infiltrate the city of Sanctus Cruor, but were discovered, and Jade was captured.

      The wolves, the unicorns and the Bloodlusters came together as one to fight against the Ortusans, who were led by Aravon and Carmilla. Working for Wyntier, Aravon and Carmilla had forced the Ortusans to align in an army under his command by use of the Strength— a power Aravon was born with that enabled him to control the Lands and anyone in it. But Midnightstar’s powers as a skygazer proved more powerful than Aravon’s Strength. It led to her defeating both Aravon and Carmilla in battle, sending them to their deaths.

      As the fairies took over the remains of Sanctus Cruor for themselves, Midnightstar sent Xiuh away, to give aid to Keanu and the others in the fight against Wyntier.

      We found Professor Moorock entering Nagli’s cave in search of the mysterious crown. Nagli informed Moorock she gave the crown away to Kiatana and her friends many years ago, to his distress. Under pressure from Wyntier, Moorock was in search of the crown, and the two magical necklaces that were bound to it. Wyntier promised to cure Moorock from his magical mania if he delivered these powerful items. Determined to get the crown back, Moorock returned to Nesting’s Haven with Nagli in tow.

      Wyntier is currently stronger than ever, and our heroes must take their last stand in order to defeat him. To bring peace to the realm, an Empress must rise. The success or failure of the rebellion will decide the destiny of all…
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      Near the edge of a flooded garden turned bloody battlefield, a green-haired fairy and two great griffins, one white and one golden, stood upon the walls of a massive fortress.

      The sunrise illuminated Ionia’s Palace, but Southwild didn’t look any better in the light. If anything, all the sun did was make the water look even redder, displaying the masses of bodies that still needed burying, floating in the dirty water.

      The white griffin lowered her head gently. Keanu, let’s leave. Her telepathic voice hummed within the minds of both of her companions; soft, reasonable, and kind. It’s miserable out here.

      The golden griffin clacked her beak. “I’ll kill Wyntier for what he’s done to this place.”

      “We have to get our hands on him first.” The fairy, named Keanu, shifted. He seemed exhausted, his body sagging and worn, face sunken. He did not look well.

      “Allie!”

      A great black stag came storming out from the trees below, branches tangled in his antlers. He changed mid-stride into a black phoenix, soaring through the air and hovering in front of the golden griffin.

      “Zorna! Where have you been?” Allie reached her head out to nuzzle the phoenix, making cooing sounds as she did.

      Zorna went to reply, but a voice from afar said sarcastically, “You two couldn’t have picked a better time to get together.”

      All heads turned to see a dark-haired teenage boy being supported by his red-haired sister, limping along under the watchful eye of a hooting owl.

      “Doomed romance seems to be popular these days.” The boy gave a snicker, which turned into a wince of pain.

      “Oh, Soran, they’re in love. Don’t be such a cynic,” Vivienna said, forcing a grim smile.

      Zorna landed on the balcony and transformed into a black horse, rushing forward to carry his rider. The owl Melodi floated downward to land on Vivienna’s arm.

      “As I was saying,” Zorna said. “Ionan wants us all down in the courtyard. They’re finished with the headcount.”

      Already? Angel asked, and Keanu voiced her question aloud.

      Zorna’s head drooped. “There were far more dead than alive. It made the count quicker.”

      The group continued down the stairs, where they were met with a soft, sniffling sound. Keanu peered underneath the staircase when they’d reached the bottom and saw his cousin, Lyrica, curled up beside a small turquoise dragon.

      Lyrica looked at him with swimming blue eyes. “I still can’t believe Mama’s gone,” she whispered.

      Keanu opened his arms to the young fairy. “Come here.”

      Lyrica crawled out from under the staircase. Keanu wrapped his cousin in a bony hug, unable to do anything else to comfort her.

      “You two should go upstairs and play,” Soran offered. “You don’t need to be down here. This stuff’s for grown-ups.”

      “We don’t want to play,” the dragon, young Mirabelle, protested. “We need to figure out how to make Lyrica the Great One and discover her powers, so we can stop Wyntier.”

      “Soran’s right. You two don’t need to worry about this,” Keanu said. He pried Lyrica off of him and gave her a slight shove toward the stairs. “We can win this war without a Great One. I promise.”

      Lyrica gave him a skeptical look before she scampered upstairs, Mirabelle following.

      After they left, Vivienna stared at her cousin. “That’s a lie, Keanu. You know we can’t win without⁠—”

      “I’m not going to throw Lyrica into a situation she can’t handle!” Keanu said sharply, whirling around on Vivienna. “She’s eleven years old! Agh!”

      Keanu bent over, grasping his side and face scrunched in pain. Allie and Angel immediately rushed to his attention, each taking a side. Keanu’s knees bent, causing him to crumple downward. Allie was able to catch him at the last second, lifting him up to sit upon Angel’s back.

      No more walking, Angel hummed. Not for today.

      Keanu’s surly face stared at her feathers, too defeated to argue with her.

      “No Great One.” Allie let out a sigh, shaking her head. “Feather biters. Now we’re in really deep⁠—”

      “Shit. This dress is ruined.” The group cast their attention to the door, where Reagan was complaining about her outfit. The bottom of the human girl’s gown was soaked in water, the precious velvet the elves had given her torn and stained with mud.

      “Is that all you ever think about? How you look?” Allie asked, her tone biting.

      “At least someone around here cares about style,” the girl muttered, wading over to the group.

      “This is a war! There’s no time for style!” Allie argued.

      “Maybe for you, but I want to look good when they kill me.”

      Reagan glanced at Keanu. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” he mumbled back. “Any word about your dad? Adam?”

      Reagan’s face didn’t change, but her eyes wavered. “No. I’ve asked around, but nobody seems to know anything about where Wyntier took him.”

      “We’ll find him, Reagan,” Keanu said. “It’ll be okay.”

      Reagan didn’t reply, only looked away.

      The group proceeded outside to the courtyard, which was still swamped with filthy water from the flood. Angel maneuvered over the puddles carefully, to avoid putting Keanu in contact with them.

      “Gather around, everyone,” an old, emerald dragon with a long gray beard called, huddling the masses together as if he was a mother hen looking after her chicks. “That’s it, stick together. Don’t panic.”

      “Don’t lose them now, Ignus,” an old man said, writing names quickly upon a sheet of paper clipped to a board.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Amancio. Here, over here!” Ignus called. His eyes searched over hundreds of faces, beckoning them to his attention.

      Another green dragon, a younger one, proceeded to the elder, surveying the crowd as intensely as his father.

      “I do say the honeymoon is going to have to wait,” Ionan said with a bit of displeasure. “Where⁠—”

      “Ionan! Ionan, you’re alive!” Waves of water sloshed everywhere as an orange dragon stampeded through the waste, charging to her mate with an obvious expression of relief.

      “Yes. I am well, Sunset,” Ionan said, opening his wings to her and wrapping her within them. “We are all safe.”

      “It’s a miracle all of us made it out alive,” a male voice said.

      From behind Sunset, Kia and Keota emerged. They were holding hands. Kia was wearing a tight green dress, one that showed her growing, pregnant stomach. “The odds weren’t in our favor.”

      Kia placed a hand on her stomach. “I can’t wait for her to be here,” Kia said, looking at Keanu. “Vixen let me know it was a girl before she… left.”

      “A newborn princess!” Ignus exclaimed. “A perfect excuse for a baby shower!”

      His subjects didn’t say anything, only solemnly stared toward the watery earth.

      Ignus huffed, letting out two small puffs of smoke. “Oh, all right. Maybe next month, when everything’s been cleaned up. Cheer up, everyone. Soon, the gardens will look a dozen times more beautiful than they were before. Those who are well and are able, please stay here to help with the clean-up. All others, head to the infirmary. Pip-pip!”

      Ignus’s optimism helped spur the crowd a little, but not much. As the majority of people headed inside, Kia said, “We have to check up on Casiff. He’s still in shock from Vixen’s… well. He’s going to be in the hospital for a few days.”

      “You should be in the hospital, Keanu,” Keota said, his attention turning to his son. 

      “I’m fine, Dad,” Keanu offered weakly. Keota didn’t say anything more.

      “What’s the final death count, father?” Ionan rumbled lowly to Ignus when most of the crowd was gone.

      The happy expression on Ignus’s face died instantly. “Too many. Not as many as what would have been if Wyntier had won, but too many all the same. This small victory cost us a heavy price.”

      “And the enemy?”

      “We’ve staggered their numbers, but they’ll be back for more. Nesting’s Haven has enough Changers and Accompanies to keep Wyntier’s army sustained for years. We do not.”

      “What’s our strategy?” Ionan asked.

      Ignus appeared lost. “I don’t know.”

      The old dragon shuffled his feet. “Ionan, we cannot find your brother. Maekrel and Ana are both gone. They are not amongst the dead.”

      “What?” Keota yelped, dropping Kia’s hand. “What do you mean they’re gone? Where did they go?”

      Ignus said, “There were some of our kind kidnapped by Wyntier’s forces. They most likely were taken back to Azazael, to the great prison within Nesting’s Haven.”

      “We must organize a search party immediately to rescue them,” Ionan said, already spreading his wings. “There’s no telling what Wyntier will do if he recognizes Maekrel and Ana amongst the captured.”

      “Already done, my son, but with so many Changers and Accompanies injured, we need to prolong the rescue for a few days,” Ignus said sadly. “We cannot afford to leave until Southwild is adequately protected.”

      Ionan noticed the children eavesdropping on the conversation for the first time. “All of you, go up to your rooms,” he ordered, sweeping his tail at them. “This isn’t something you should concern yourself with.”

      “But Ana and Maekrel are out there, possibly getting tortured or who knows what else!” Soran shouted in protest. “We have to do something.”

      “We’ll get them back,” Kia promised him quietly. “We don’t leave family behind.”

      Her expression was pleading with them to listen. “Please, go rest. We can handle this.”

      As easily as Keanu had dismissed Lyrica, Kia was dismissing them. Angel took the hint and turned to leave, the others following in her wake. As they clambered the stairs up to their rooms, it was obvious each one of them was trying their best not to lose their heads.

      What are we going to do? Angel asked, her silver eyes quivering.

      Keanu swallowed. “Guys, come with me,” he said. “We’ve got to figure some stuff out.”

      “What stuff?” Vivienna asked, but her question was soon deemed irrelevant as they entered Keanu’s room. Angel sat Keanu down on the bed, changing into an ermine and lying beside him. Allie morphed into a lynx and began pacing at Keanu’s feet. 

      “So what’s this about?” Reagan asked, plopping onto the rug with Soran, Zorna, Vivienna, and Melodi.

      “Isn’t it obvious? We’re outnumbered, people,” Keanu said. “Wyntier’s getting bigger, and we’re getting smaller. We won that battle by a griffin’s feather the other night. We won’t be able to do it again. The adults say we’re out of options.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?” Soran asked. “I mean, we’re just kids. What can we do to stop it?”

      “We’re the next generation,” Keanu said. “Don’t you guys remember the prophecy? It’s all up to us. We’re the ones who are meant to stop all this madness. I say we join together and make a plan— a plan that nobody, not even the grown-ups, will know about so they can’t interfere. That way, the other side will never see it coming. If we don’t fight them, who will?”

      “I’m with Keanu,” Allie said at an instant, coming forward.

      “Of course you are, and I’m with you,” Zorna added, changing into a small dog and coming to Allie’s side.

      “Of course you are,” Soran said, rolling his eyes. “I guess that means I’m in, too.”

      Angel ruffled her feathers, nudging Keanu gently.

      “Angel says she’ll fight to the death to make sure this ends,” Keanu proclaimed to the group.

      “We’re in,” Melodi added for her and Vivienna, raising an owl wing.

      Everyone looked at Reagan, who shrugged. “Well, this isn’t my fight. See ya.” She started to get up from her seat.

      “Hold on there, hot head,” Allie said, reaching out and grabbing Reagan’s dress with her teeth. “If you don’t help, you aren’t getting your dad back. And sorry, no free rides. Ignus will let you stay here, but Ignus can’t protect you for long. Southwild won’t be safe forever.”

      Reagan crossed her arms huffily. “Fine. Me too, I guess.”

      “What about Lyrica? She is the Great One,” Vivienna pointed out.

      “I think it’s ridiculous that everybody expects her to be the Great One when she doesn’t even know what that means yet,” Keanu said, shaking his head. “She just lost her mom, and she’s a little girl. There’s no way she can handle this.”

      “But if we don’t have a Great One, how do we win?” Soran asked at large.

      There was an abnormal, flat silence, one in which Keanu’s face reddened.

      “Great plan,” Reagan said sarcastically. “You called this meeting, and you don’t even know what we’re going to do?”

      “What, do you expect me to have all the answers?” Keanu shot back at her.

      “Everyone knows that you’re no genius, but an idea would be nice,” Reagan said.

      “Like you’ve got anything to suggest,” Keanu flung at her.

      “Would you two quit arguing? Both of you can play the cutesy-couple thing on your own time,” Allie said, wagging her tail.

      “I have absolutely no feelings for her whatsoever,” Keanu muttered, crossing his arms.

      “Right. Like I could ever fall for greeny here.” Reagan laughed nervously, glancing at the fairy.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Allie said, rolling her eyes. “What do we know so far? We have to start somewhere.”

      “Let’s go over the prophecy,” Keanu said.

      He looked to Allie, and she began to recite the words from memory; as she was the prophetess that had created it, she could not, even if she wished, forget it.

      
        
        “The loss has been paid and the battle was won,

        The new legacy has truly begun.

        Good has triumphed and settled the score,

        But it is only the first that has started this war.

      

        

      
        They have been chosen,

        brought together as one,

        But by the Despondent’s end,

        There shall be none.

      

        

      
        The leader and the prince,

        The silent and the faithful,

        The accused.

      

        

      
        The dranern and the fire,

        The darkness and the follower,

        Brother and sister.

      

        

      
        With two songs,

        And eight beams,

        Out of which will come two rulers.

      

        

      
        The clouddrifter,

        And one sun,

        Who has the light of the stars upon her back.

      

        

      
        The witch will take control,

        Of all Lands far and wide,

        To own the creatures within them,

        And harm from the inside.

      

        

      
        Then the Lands that will not bow,

        The witch will cast them black,

        The Land will surely die,

        And the queen will be attacked.

      

        

      
        Three beams, one sun,

        And the clouddrifter,

        Shall travel among the stars,

        And seek the court of hundreds,

        Found in a Land afar.

      

        

      
        Her mother’s daughter all the way through,

        Wings green and scaled blue.

        Shall lead you out of darkness,

        With her life she will bless.

      

        

      
        Can there be a healing?

        Can there be a cure?

        A family’s pain will haunt them,

        Until no more can be endured.

      

        

      
        Dark hair and dark eyes,

        The traitor in disguise,

        The cruel man’s son will call,

        And then betray you all.

      

        

      
        Then hope, it shall be lost,

        Until the items three,

        Brought together by a secret,

        That came across the sea.

      

        

      
        Least shall be the greatest,

        To become the Great One’s heir,

        One of her own family,

        Wings shining and are rare.

      

        

      
        An Empress will rise,

        Feathers and talons true,

        Her crown shall rule all bonded pairs,

        And an age will start anew.

      

        

      
        Then a final struggle,

        Between the Haven and the Lands,

        Will bring upon the Empress,

        Freedom flies at her command.

      

        

      
        Yes, the final finish,

        Shall bring Despondent’s end.

        What shall the victory bring,

        Except the loss of friends?

      

        

      
        The alliance will be brought together,

        In perfect harmony,

        Friends brought to stop the evil,

        And set the Changers free.”

      

      

      When she had finished reciting, Keanu said, “Most of it seems to have already come true, with Nineva burning the Verinian Forest, the Second Despondent arriving, and with Vixen dying. We already know that Lyrica is supposed to be the Great One’s heir. The part that talks about the wolf with the stars on her back Midnightstar thought referred to her, so let’s skip that. That means there’s still the final battle for Nesting’s Haven, and the Empress.”

      “You’ve got Allie over here to thank for that last part,” Reagan mumbled, pointing to Allie.

      Keanu turned to his Changer and Allie meekly said, “I, uh… I told King Oliver that I was the Empress.”

      “You told the elf king that you’re the Empress?” Keanu repeated in a patronizing tone.

      “It could happen!” she said stubbornly.

      “Okay, then,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Then we have the second prophecy about the twin Changers, how whoever they side with will win. I don’t know about you guys, but I think that’s gotta be Pumpkin and Martin.”

      “I agree,” Zorna added. “They fit the description perfectly.”

      “That means we’ve got to find them,” Soran said. “If they’re the twin Changers bound to one Accompany, and it looks like they are, we can’t trust Cameliyon to keep them away from Wyntier. More than likely, he’s probably found them by now.”

      He paused. “But I’m sure we can trust Cameliyon. She might’ve behaved terribly in the past few months, but I don’t think she’d side with Wyntier, not after all we’ve been through. We can trust her.” 

       “It doesn’t matter if we can trust her or not. We have to get Pumpkin and Martin back here,” Zorna said. “We’re going to have to make a trip to Nesting’s Haven as soon as possible. That’s where they’ll be heading.”

      “We can’t leave until things have settled down in Southwild. We’re not going to be allowed to leave at random,” Vivienna said.

      “We’re just going to have to sneak out, then,” Soran said.

      “Soran, Nesting’s Haven isn’t exactly a quick trip,” Vivienna argued.

      Angel nudged Keanu, and the fairy nodded. “Oh, thanks for reminding me, Angel. We still don’t know anything about the items. The ones mentioned in Allie’s prophecy.”

      There seemed to be a certain glimmer about his last words. They all looked to Allie.

      “To set the Changers free…” Allie mused. “Reagan and I might know what they are. Before she died, Caini had been theorizing on what these items could be. We’ve taken the clues that she gathered, and have been doing some thinking. We figure that the three items could possibly be the necklaces and the crown. Reagan brought them together— she has the crown in her bag, and she found me, who was wearing the first amulet, and Keanu has the other. That’s why Caini had been so excited to tell us what she knew— she realized we already had the items in our possession, and could use them.”

      “That fits the prophecy!” Soran exclaimed in excitement. “She’s from across the sea! It must be them!”

      Keanu glanced at Reagan and swallowed. “Cool. Great. Now how do we destroy them? If we can get rid of them, the Changers who disagree with Wyntier won’t be forced by their Accompanies to fight for him, because they’ll no longer have to follow orders. I’m sure that’ll help the war effort.”

      “I’m not sure we can do that, Keanu.” Allie used her paw to move a part of her fur back, revealing the golden griffin necklace buried within her feathers. The amulet laid over a thick, deep scar trailing down the length of her chest, right to her underbelly. “When Carmilla and Aravon attacked me, they ripped my heart out and ate it in order to become Bloodlusters. There’s no other explanation that I survived besides the necklace. Its magic must be keeping me alive.”

      “What?” Zorna ran forward and placed his ear up against Allie’s chest. His mouth dropped open a moment later. “It’s true. I can’t hear a heartbeat.”

      “That settles that. We can’t destroy the necklaces and the crown without destroying you,” Keanu said. “I guess we’ll just have to skip that part.”

      “Keanu, we have to destroy them in order to win the war. It says so in the prophecy,” Allie said softly.

      “I’m not losing you again,” Keanu snapped. “You can forget about that plan.”

      Allie jumped onto his lap, snuggling into his shirt, and Angel pressed into his side.

      “Wait a minute…” Soran said. “Guys, maybe the twins aren’t Pumpkin and Martin at all. Maybe they’re Allie and Angel.”

      “What?” Keanu asked, jerking his head up.

      “They’re both your Changers, right? They could be the ones the prophecy talks about,” Soran said.

      “But Angel isn’t technically bound to me,” Keanu said. “We never managed to make the connection.”

      “Yes, but maybe it doesn’t matter,” Soran said, getting excited.

      “How do we tell?” Zorna asked.

      “We can’t,” Vivienna said, shaking her head. “We won’t know for sure until the prophecy is fulfilled which set of twins is destined to save the world or destroy it.”

      “This just sounds like a lot of guessing,” Reagan grumped. “You guys don’t know anything for sure. We can’t make a plan out of nothing.”

      “But we do have a plan. We have to rescue Pumpkin and Martin, just to be safe, and then we have to find a way to replace Allie’s heart so we can destroy the items without killing her,” Zorna said.

      “Right. Should be easy,” Reagan said sarcastically.

      Keanu opened his mouth to bite something back, before his door was thrown open. Mirabelle and Lyrica were jumping up and down enthusiastically, twirling in the doorway.

      “My big brother’s back!” Mirabelle exclaimed, and she rushed down the corridor.

      Allie changed, and Keanu clambered onto her back. The group followed Mirabelle to a large, golden bridge near an indoor waterfall. A white serpentine dragon with a long mane was standing there, breathing heavily. Mirabelle rushed to his side, crushing herself to him.

      “I finally made it,” the dragon gasped, drawing Mirabelle near to him. “What a flight.”

      “Uh, sorry, but who are you?” Melodi hooted indignantly.

      The dragon drew away from his sister. “My name is Xiuh,” the dragon said. “I was sent by Midnightstar to you.”

      “Midnightstar!” a great many voices cried at once.

      Allie pushed her way forward and asked, “Midnightstar? How do you know her? What news?”

      The dragon looked up. He stepped toward the Changer, his long talons grazing the floor as he asked, “Are you Allie?”

      “Yes. Who wants to know?” she replied.

      “Midnightstar said to find Allie and Keanu at whatever cost,” Xiuh stated blatantly. “My skygazer told me that the two of you were the key to winning this war.”

      “Your skygazer?” Soran asked, confused.

      Keanu glanced at the young dragon. “We should get the adults together,” he said. “This sounds like something they need to hear.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later the kids had managed to find their parents, and had clustered them into one of the palace’s giant ballrooms in order to listen to Xiuh.

      Sunset had been elated at seeing her son again and had pushed the others aside to get to him, all dignity gone. When Sunset finally let Xiuh go, he shook his mane and shimmied to Ionan, who was carrying Kia and Keota on his back.

      The only adult not present was Casiff, who hadn’t ventured out of his hospital room since Vixen had died.

      “There are so few of you,” Xiuh said, looking around. “I had supposed there would be more, after what Midnightstar told me.”

      “Yes, no thanks to Wyntier,” Allie said suspiciously. She circled the dragon in her griffin form and snapped her beak. “You say you’re with Midnightstar, but how can we trust you? I’ve certainly never met you before.”

      “Leave my brother alone!” Mirabelle shouted. Lyrica wrapped her arms around the Changer’s neck, in order to hold her back. “He has nothing to do with Wyntier!”

      “Family has betrayed us before, Mira. He has to prove it,” Allie demanded.

      “I’ll show you I’m on your side!” Xiuh said in a roar, his tail lashing. “MIDNIGHTSTAR!”

      The air within the room rippled before their very eyes. The group was buffeted back by waves of sound, which were vibrating from Xiuh himself. The dragon’s eyes began to glow white, beaming throughout the area.

      With a deep breath, he began to speak in a voice that wasn’t his own... a female voice. “My friends. It’s wonderful to see you again.”

      Screams were tossed about the room.

      “Midnightstar?” Allie asked, her eyes full of tears. “Midnightstar, is that you?”

      “Yes,” Xiuh said again, but it wasn’t really Xiuh. It was Midnightstar, who was using the dragon’s voice to speak. “I am in the city formerly known as Sanctus Cruor. The city was run by Ortusans, before we chased them out. They had full control of the Lands, but with the help of the Bloodlusters, we’ve gained the upper hand.”

      “Did you say Bloodlusters?” Keota asked in a choking voice.

      “Yes. They’ve grown to be quite worthy allies,” Midnightstar said happily. “We wolves led the charge on the city, with the Bloodlusters joining us to destroy the enemy. Everyone helped a great deal, but we couldn’t have done it without the unicorns.”

      “They actually decided to help you out?” Kia said in disbelief.

      “Yes. The wolves and the unicorns have finally made their peace.”

      “About time,” Keanu said, shaking his head. “Are the others all right?”

      “Myself and my siblings are all safe and well. We are living comfortably here in the city while we sort out what to do next. The remaining fairies in the Lands were enslaved by Ortusans, but when we set them free, they took charge, and renamed it Mortica City. Kiatana, the fairies desire for you to return, and to rule as Queen once more within Mortica City’s palace.”

      “Me?” Kiatana asked, appearing bewildered. “There has never been a city of fairies in the Lands, nor a palace for the monarchy to stay.”

      “There is now,” Midnightstar replied. “And as Queen, it is your duty to return here and rebuild. Your people need you.”

      “Mids, how can you talk to us like this?” Keanu asked, astounded. “What’s going on?”

      Midnightstar sighed. “It’s a long story, Keanu. Along my journey to find the Assembly of the Lands, I discovered that I am the last skygazer— the bridge between the Lands and Nesting’s Haven, of the living and the dead. I have been given certain powers in order to keep the Lands safe. One of my abilities is the power to enter into a Changer’s mind and see what they’re doing anywhere, at any time. But I cannot do it forever. It’s a skill that has kept me updated on what’s going on, and where you are.”

      “That’s vaguely creepy,” Allie said. “But what about this dragon you sent?”

      “Xiuh is my portal and protector. Through him, I can speak, and see through his eyes.”

      “How long can you stay and talk to us like this?” Keanu asked.

      “Not very long. Even as a skygazer, my powers are limited.”

      “You didn’t mention Lilja, or Cornia or Lottie,” Ionan broke in for the first time. “What about them?”

      Midnightstar didn’t pause, though her words were soft. “Aunt Lottie’s still here. My parents are gone.”

      “NO!” Ionan shouted, and his cry shook the very walls. “It can’t be true!”

      “My father died in battle defending those he loved. Mother couldn’t last long without him,” Midnightstar informed him sadly.

      Ionan dropped his head. “They were old wolves, besides. I am only glad Lilja died protecting that which he held most dear. It was the way he wanted to leave this world.”

      Xiuh’s eyes flickered a few times, changing from their otherworldly, glowing exterior to a pair of normal reptilian pupils.

      “I can’t hold the connection much longer,” Midnightstar said. “My powers are weakening. I have to go. But if you ever need to contact me, Xiuh will be able to reach me.”

      “I will make the journey to Mortica City, and rule there when things have settled here,” Kiatana vowed. “But until Wyntier is defeated, I cannot leave Southwild. Not when our allies in Nesting’s Haven need our help.”

      “Very well. I will inform the fairies of your decision,” Midnightstar responded. “I will be in contact, and wish you all luck.”

      “Stay safe,” Keanu whispered. The glowing in Xiuh’s eyes died until they were staring at a completely normal dragon once more.

      “Do you believe me now?” Xiuh asked, shaking his head. He appeared sick.

      “Yeah, sure,” Allie said grumpily.

      Are you going to be all right? Angel asked, and Keanu spoke the question aloud for her.

      “I’ll be fine,” Xiuh groaned. “Having Midnightstar speak through me from such a long distance takes its toll, but I’m happy to do it. Excuse me. I have to go lie down.”

      Sweeping out of the room quickly, Xiuh exited, to find a quiet spot somewhere to sleep.

      Ionan, now in a dampened mood, said, “We can’t waste any more time in rescuing Ana and Maekrel. I would use Midnightstar’s powers to find where they are and break them out, but it appears she’s at the extent of them. Our only option is to save them ourselves.”

      “Breaking into Azazael is like trying to find a way into solid rock.” Keota argued. “It’s impenetrable.”

      “We must find a way!” Ionan roared. “I will not let my brother and your sister rot within those walls! You and I will go. Sunset can come with us.”

      “The three of you isn’t going to cut it,” Soran said. “Let me, Vivi, and our Changers come along. We can handle it.”

      “I cannot allow that. Teenagers, attempting to break into Azazael? It’s too dangerous. I’ll send others,” Ionan protested.

      “There isn’t anyone else you can ask,” Soran pointed out. “Southwild has no more soldiers to give. This crew here is the best you’ve got.”

      Ionan seethed. “Very well.”

      “I want to help, too,” Lyrica said, walking to the middle of the room and raising her chin. “It’s my job as the new Great One.”

      “Lyrica, your father would never let you come with us, even if we thought that was okay,” Kia said gently. “You haven’t discovered your powers yet.”

      “Daddy isn’t here,” Lyrica said, eyes welling with tears. “I know I can do this.”

      “The answer is no!” Ionan said, shouting louder than he intended.

      Lyrica cowered against his voice, and he said, “It is bad enough Soran and Vivienna are coming along, but they’re legally adults, even barely so! You’re only a little child! You must stay here, where it’s safe!”

      Lyrica’s lip was trembling. Keanu opened his mouth to defend her, before Keota added, “You’re not going anywhere, Keanu. You’re staying here, too. You’re not yet of age, and you need to rest.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” Keanu started. “Allie and Angel are enough to⁠—”

      “Allie and Angel are wonderful fighters, but they put themselves at risk by coming with us,” Ionan rumbled in a snappish tone. “It is best you three stay behind.”

      Keanu shook his head. “Whatever. Come on, guys. Let’s go.”

      Allie carried Keanu out of the room, with Mirabelle and Lyrica toting behind and Angel bringing up the rear. At the last minute, Reagan hitched up her skirts and ran after them.

      When Keanu got to his room, he slid off of Allie’s back and let out an enraged scream, punching his dresser. Lyrica winced at the reaction.

      “Ow!” he shouted, cradling his hand with his wrist. He’d bruised his knuckles while hitting the wood. “Dammit!”

      “That’s what you get for being stupid,” Reagan said, sitting on his bed and crossing her ankles. “Everyone knows you can’t throw a good punch.”

      “I know I can’t fight, okay?” Keanu shouted. “Everyone does! That’s why I have to stay behind!”

      Keanu, calm down, Angel said, pushing him onto the bed beside Reagan. We can figure this out.

      “Any ideas?” Keanu asked, crossing his arms. “Because I sure as hell don’t have any.”

      “Angel’s right. I’m not willing to sit here while Ana and Maekrel are being tortured somewhere,” Allie said, gazing out the balcony with a stubborn expression.

      “Um, hello? They’re in a war camp!” Reagan said. “You’d have to be crazy to break them out. I’m sure Ionan and the others can handle it.”

      Maybe Reagan’s right. Ionan, Sunset and Keota are good fighters, and it’s not like Soran and Zorna don’t know how to defend themselves, Angel said. Plus, with Vivi’s magic, they’ll be practically unstoppable.

      When Keanu voiced her opinion aloud, Lyrica stepped forward. “I  think we should go, because I want to test out my powers,” she said quietly. “Maybe if I’m in a dangerous situation, my Great One abilities will be forced to come out.”

      “That’s not going to work,” Keanu said, shaking his head. “If I’m not going, you’re definitely not going. Just accept it, okay?”

      Lyrica glared at Keanu, and the young prince turned away to avoid her gaze.

      Allie jumped onto the bed, changing into a lynx and adding, “I don’t like it, but I guess we should sit this one out. It’s not like we have a choice.”

      “I know you’re only staying behind because of me, Al,” Keanu said quietly. “You don’t have to pretend like you’re not.”

      Mirabelle nudged Lyrica from behind, snaking her way underneath her Accompany’s arm. Lyrica looked at her. Mirabelle glanced toward the open balcony, where the sun was setting quickly.

      An expression of understanding flooded the fairy’s eyes, and she nodded once. When Keanu wasn’t looking, the two girls snuck out of his bedroom and out of sight.

      “It’s not just that, Keanu,” Allie said in an airy, fake tone. “I don’t have to fight all the time.”

      “Don’t even. Fighting’s all you know. I’m just useless.”

      “You’re not useless.”

      Reagan glanced around the room and noticed the two girls were gone. She got up from the bed and strode toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Keanu asked, sitting up.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, waving a hand at him. “I’ll be back.”

      “Where do you have to go now?” he asked.

      She was gone before she gave an answer. Giving a dramatic sigh, Keanu flopped back down on the bed. “Nobody listens to me, do they?”

      Angel cooed in response.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          DAUGHTER OF THE KING
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      Cameliyon lay spread amongst a mass of embroidered pillows and fine silks, her thin body sinking into the luxurious bed that was the focal point of the elaborate room. A veil of soft lace fell around the four posters, shielding her from view. A crown of gold and rubies nested neatly upon her pink hair, glittering in what little light managed to pass through the narrow windows beside her.

      Her room was located in the north wing of Wyntier’s vast castle. She had a writing desk in one corner, piled with quills and fresh parchment, but it was vastly untouched.

      Cameliyon was desperately trying to figure out what had happened to her. She used to love writing. At one point, she had composed and read poetry every day. Its meaning to her was as dear as the sun. Now she couldn’t remember the last time she’d written a poem. She’d simply lost all interest in her old hobby. Poetry, once her dearest love, no longer mattered to her.

      Pumpkin and Martin rested soundlessly on a pillow by one of the windows. They were thinner than they had been in the past, the color seemingly drained from their fur. They were wrapped around one another as they rested inside their memories, as if they were afraid of separation. Both wore thin black collars with gold lettering— a spell that Nineva had made that would keep them from leaving the palace. If they took so much as a step off the grounds without the witch’s permission, they would be brutally shocked.

      Cameliyon had eagerly taken the collars. Though her Changers had come with her willingly, Cameliyon was still afraid they’d abandon her, and so, would join the long list of those in her life that had betrayed her. In Cameliyon’s mind, it was better to keep them as prisoners than to lose them forever.

      A large mirror stood in one corner, tall enough to reflect someone twice her height. Jammed into the golden frame on one side was a drawing of herself. She had found it in Keanu’s room, under his bed. Before she and Daren left Southwild, she’d gone to Keanu’s room and had searched for something, anything, to remember him by. The beautiful drawing was perfect, and all she had. She hadn’t spoken to Keanu since they’d broken up, but despite their separation, she couldn’t pull his voice from her head.

      She pushed the lacy veil aside and strode across the room, the small silk slippers she wore whispering against the wooden floor. Her gown rustled, layers of rich yellow satin running against one another, reflecting in the light.

      She stopped before the mirror, examining the drawing and taking in her own reflection. She had changed since the day Keanu had made that drawing. The Cameliyon Keanu had captured had a sparkle to her eyes, and a bright smile. Her face was lovely, with a slight blush to her cheeks, pink hair falling in loose waves that framed her face.

      The girl in the mirror wasn’t the same at all. Her face was sunken, and the color of her cheeks had drained away into dark circles beneath both eyes. The bones in her face stood out sharply, as did the ones in the rest of her body. The sparkle that once danced behind her brightly colored eyes had gone dim, leaving a cold expression of hatred behind. Her pink hair had fallen flat and was dry and frizzled, despite the tight bun she wore it in. Her gown clung to her torso, showing an impossibly thin waist which thinned out into a mass of layers and bows.

      She wasn’t the girl Keanu had sketched so long ago. Back then, she had believed every word that came from his mouth. She thought that life would get better, if only she worked at it. She could recover from her godparents being kidnapped and her father being killed.

      She could heal from the fact that she’d killed her mother as a toddler, with her own bare hands.

      Now, she knew she’d been wrong. Keanu had been another liar in her life, as had everyone else he spent his time with. She didn’t need them anymore. She was a princess with the world at her fingertips.

      Wyntier was her father now... he was a king that could give her anything she desired.

      Wanting something to do, she gathered up her skirts to prevent them from dragging on the ground, opening the large wooden door. Her feet made little noise on the stones of the outer hallway as she moved toward the center of the castle. After passing by three other doors, she saw the one belonging to Daren’s room.

      It was slightly ajar, propped open with a stack of spell books he’d received from Nineva. She stared inside. His room was smaller than hers, mainly, because she’d demanded the larger one and he had been too meek to argue back. He sat hunched over a desk, rolls of parchment sprawled out in front of him. There were books everywhere, stacked to immense heights and towering above the bed frame.

      Daren had changed, too. Physically, he looked the same as he had the day he left Southwild. The only difference was in the way he dressed. The beautifully made garments were fit for a prince, decorated with gold and silver threading upon a dark blue velvet. The crown upon his head was silver, adorned with a strange type of blue stone that Wyntier had chosen specifically for him.

      But despite his fine clothes, one could tell there was something wrong with Daren. The absence of his Changer had done little to affect him physically, but his emotions were running wild. The smallest of comments would send him into a rage, one where he carelessly tossed out spells, not caring whom he harmed.

      Cameliyon slipped into the room and stood before the open door, watching him through bloodshot eyes.

      He turned around and scowled. “What are you doing here, Cameliyon? I thought you didn’t want to see me.”

      “I told you I didn’t want to date you. There’s a difference,” Cameliyon said harshly.

      “Okay.” Daren bent back over his scrolls, obviously ignoring her.

      Cameliyon sighed. Ever since she’d refused Daren’s requests to be his girlfriend, he’d treated her like she was a part of the furniture, ignoring her at best and taking out his frustration on her at worst. It was obvious he was only staying here to learn magic from Nineva— though his reason for leaving Southwild was because he was jealous of Soran and Keanu for taking all of Cameliyon’s attention.

      Cameliyon thought he was being terribly pathetic. She’d used him to break out of Southwild’s dungeons. What did he expect, she’d fall in love with him?

      “Let’s do something,” Cameliyon said, leaning against the doorframe. “I’m bored.”

      “I can’t help that,” Daren said shortly. “I’m studying. It was your idea to come here in the first place. Don’t blame me if it’s not all you imagined.”

      Her eyes flashed. “There are a ton of girls around the castle, Daren. You’d make yourself look less miserable if you’d ask one of them out, instead of pining after me all the time.”

      “Just leave,” Daren said, whipping around in his seat and glaring at her. “I don’t want you here.”

      “Why should I?” she questioned, walking farther into his room just to test him. “You aren’t the boss of me.”

      Daren clenched his fists, preparing to stand.

      Then he shook his head and sighed. “Please, Cameliyon. Just go.”

      He looked up at her, and she cringed. He was afraid of her. Nothing more than a coward. If it had been Keanu, she would’ve been the one trying to back away and end the anger.

      But Daren wasn’t Keanu. She didn’t say anything more, just stormed out of the room quickly.

      Cowardly people disgusted her. They were always hiding and looking to others to save them.

      “What did I ever do to him, anyway?” she asked herself. She rushed down the hallway at a quick pace, then descended down a flight of stairs that curved beautifully around an ivory pillar.

      The front hall was ornately decorated, piles of jewels collecting on the floor as if they were discarded trinkets, furs and tapestries hanging from the wall. A large, silver idol of Wyntier stood just below a large balcony. A golden Nineva stood beside him, her face upturned to look directly at his.

      Wyntier had promised that one day soon, Cameliyon’s idol would be there as well. She had asked for it to be made in ivory, so the clean white would make her appear as innocent as a newborn infant. Although work on such a statue had not yet begun, she still believed that it would be there one day. After all, why would Wyntier lie to her? He was a king, and got whatever he wanted. There was no reason to hide the truth when you controlled the world.

      She walked past the idols and headed straight toward the large double doors. She grabbed the carved handles and pulled roughly. The doors didn’t open, so she tried to push them instead. There was still no movement, but she heard the sound of a lock clicking faintly.

      She locked her eyes on a guard dressed in silver armor that was watching her carefully. “Open these doors, will you?” she ordered.

      “I’m not authorized to do that,” the guard replied reluctantly, eyeing her.

      “I don’t care,” Cameliyon snapped. “I’m the daughter of the king! Open this door immediately!”

      “Only Wyntier and Nineva are allowed to exit the palace,” he told her, standing firm but dropping his gaze.

      “What? Who made this ridiculous rule?” Cameliyon snarled. “I demand to be let out!”

      “What’s all this commotion about?” Wyntier’s frustrated voice drifted into the gallery. He was wearing a large silver crown decorated with sapphires and amethysts, a black shirt made of silk covered by a dark blue, velvet cape.

      The anger in his voice melted into a sickly sweet drawl when he saw her. “Ah, Cameliyon. What seems to be the problem?”

      “This stupid idiot won’t let me out!” Cameliyon placed both hands on her hips and glared at the guard.

      “Whatever could you need outside, child?” Wyntier took a few steps closer to her, smiling. “Everything you could ever want is right here.”

      “I haven’t seen the sun in days,” Cameliyon retorted. “I only want to go for a walk.”

      “You receive plenty of sunlight from the windows, dear,” Wyntier said. “You should stay indoors. It’s dangerous out there for a princess. Our enemies still wish to kill us.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Cameliyon sneered. “I was doing it long before I met you.”

      “Please, Cameliyon. I couldn’t bear to see you hurt.” Wyntier’s voice dripped with poison, and he placed a hand on Cameliyon’s shoulder. “Why don’t you head back up to your room?”

      Cameliyon shivered as he touched her. His hand was cold, but that wasn’t why his touch sent quivers rippling through her skin. She noticed how coolly pale his skin was— how the brown richness of his eyes matched his long hair, how soft his thin lips appeared to be. He was truly the handsomest man she’d ever seen.
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