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His familiar cologne, the feel of his calloused fingertips brushing across her bare shoulders, the warmth of his tender lips pressed against the star on her forehead... Liliquin smiled.

“Why weren’t you here when I first arrived? I feared you now hated me.”

“Hated you?” He inhaled the faint scent of lavender within her starlight tresses. “How could you ever think such a thing?”

“Because...you didn’t answer when Jim—”

Sebastian suddenly sealed her speaking lips with his own. She melted against him, completely lost in his comfortable, loving embrace.

“My love... My Liliquin... Oh, how I have missed you. My life stopped when you left me. How can you not know that? Only now can I breathe without pain—with you wrapped in my arms.”

She sniffed and bit her bottom lip, gazing up into his beautiful chocolate eyes.

“What’s this? Tears?” He tenderly kissed the salty paths streaking her cheeks. “You can cry?”

Liliquin barely nodded.

“But...how?”

She swallowed hard. “When our son hatched...they just started spilling from my eyes. I didn’t even realize what was happening.”

“They are beautiful,” he whispered, kissing her other cheek. “You are beautiful. These glorious, exquisite, happy tears...” He smiled softly. “...they are flooding into the gaping wound in my heart, Love—binding together all my fractured pieces.”

“I missed you so much it hurt.”

He smiled and kissed her forehead.

She sniffed again. “I feared...perhaps...you might have thought I’d abandoned you—gone on with your life without me.”

“Liliquin, my love, there is no life, absent your enchanting smile.”

She buried her face against his chest, soaking his shirt with her joyous tears.

Sebastian held her a moment before tenderly kissing the top of her head. “May I see our son?” he whispered, gently squeezing her. “Will you introduce me to our beloved Callum?”

She nodded before wiping her eyes and smiling up at him.

Sebastian’s breath caught. “Ahh... Would you look at that now? There’s my enchanting wife.” His smile matched hers. “As soon as your happy giggles surround me, I will know for certain you are truly home.”

Liliquin covered her mouth and giggled, just as Jim approached them—babe in arms.

Sebastian’s eyes widened. He almost took a step back. His hands were trembling when he slowly reached for Callum’s bare head, gently stroking the babe’s soft hair.

“He’s so tiny,” Sebastian whispered, mostly to himself.

“Of course, Callum’s tiny.” Liliquin giggled again. “He’s only just been born—three days past.”

“Three days?” Sebastian’s brows were furrowed when he turned to gaze upon his lovely wife’s smiling profile. “But...how is that even possible?”

“What do you mean, how’s it possible?” Liliquin took the waking boy in her arms and smiled at him. “Because, that’s when he hatched—three days ago. That’s also the same day I found out you weren’t dead.”

“Dead?” Sebastian nearly staggered. “You thought I was dead?”

She nodded. “The same day I left you in the hospital, Mr. Gideon brought me the news...while I was still holding Callum’s brand new egg in my arms.”

“Wha... Egg?”

Sebastian’s knees buckled then. He only managed to regain his balance with Jim’s attentive help.

“Hey, Sis, how about we all have a seat first? —get a couple of drinks in us before we dive into the heavy stuff.”

“I think that sounds wonderful,” Daedric said with his approach. “Come, Mumsie. Introduce us to this amazing man we’ve heard so much about.”

“Mumsie?” Sebastian narrowed his gaze toward the ridiculously beautiful man now standing next to them. “Who... Who are you?”

“That’s Daedric,” Liliquin said. “He’s Rothgar’s fourth son.”

“And dear Mumsie’s favorite,” the Snow Prince added, placing his hand at the small of Liliquin’s back as he led her towards the table.

Liliquin kept moving when Daedric suddenly halted. She didn’t see that Sebastian had grabbed the Dragon Prince’s pale wrist.

“Don’t. Touch. My. Wife.”

One corner of Daedric’s perfect lips twitched up. “Your fiancé is my treasured mother.” He jerked free. “Don’t. Ever. Hurt. My. Mum.”

Sebastian’s jaw clenched when Daedric’s eyes actually sparkled with a cold, blue light.

“Come now, you two.” Adelram wrapped his arms around their shoulders, forcing them towards their chairs. “There’s plenty enough of Liliquin to go around.”

“And who are you?” Sebastian asked, looking up at the large man with the flaming red hair.

“I am her eldest, Adelram Ironclaw.”

“Her...eldest?” Sebastian narrowed his gaze again. “Her eldest what?”

“Why son, of course.” He laughed as he squeezed Daedric’s and Sebastian’s shoulders—pressing them down into their seats.

Jim leaned in close to the confused man. “Would you like some wine? Or, maybe a beer?”

“Bourbon,” Sebastian mumbled, rubbing his forehead. “And, hold the rocks.”

When he glanced back up, Sebastian was met with seven sets of glaring ethereal eyes. He returned each scowl with a fierce confidence. Then, he heard his beloved’s soft chuckle.

“He’s well awake now, my love.” She turned and met Sebastian’s gentle smile. “Would you like to hold your son?”

“Yes, and his mother as well.”

Liliquin giggled as she placed the squirming babe in Sebastian’s waiting arms. “Soon,” she whispered, kissing the side of his head.

Sebastian heard her quiet promise, but he was already lost in the enchantment of his son’s magical eyes—as green as fresh spring leaves.

“He looks like you.” She lightly touched a curl at the side of the little boy’s head. “And he takes my breath away like you do, too.”

Sebastian smiled. “He has your nose.” He touched the babe there as he spoke. “But, his eyes are what’s truly captivating.”

“They’re the same color as his egg.” Liliquin scooted her chair closer before reclaiming her seat. “I feared his hair would be as well.”

“Feared his hair would be what? Green?”

“Emerald, yeah.” She met Sebastian’s amused gaze.

“And why would you think a thing like that, Love?”

“Because, it has proven true with all his brothers.” She motioned towards the seated men around them.

Each Dragon Prince met and held his scrutinizing gaze. Daedric couldn’t pass up the chance to smirk, again.

Sebastian looked to each of them, then back to her. “I know this must be a common thing for you now, Liliquin, but could you slowly fill me in on what you’re talking about?”

“Okay. Where do you want me to start?”

“They call you Mother?”

She nodded.

“All of them?” He glanced back around the table.

“Yeah...all seven of them.”

He met her gaze once more. “But, how is that possible, my love? Are you their mother?”

“The only mother they have ever known. These are the gorgeous sons of my departed sisters.”

“...The other Valkyrie.”

She nodded again.

“I see.” He paused. “Now, tell me why you keep talking about eggs and hatching.”

“That’s how Dragons are born, and how Callum was sustained.”

“In an egg?”

“The most beautiful egg you’ve ever seen, yeah.”

“So...” He turned back to the tiny boy. “...he’s been inside an egg all this time. That’s why he is yet a babe—only just born.”

“Yep.” She giggled. “You haven’t missed a thing, Daddy.”

“I missed his birth,” Sebastian barely whispered.

“I recorded it for you.” Jezzix stood and made his way around the table. “I used Mama’s movie box. And I put the icon right here.” He touched the screen as he sat it up in front of them and stepped back.

******
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WHEN THE SCREEN WENT black, Sebastian turned towards Liliquin. “He caught your first tear on film as well.”

She nodded, biting her lip.

“I don’t even have the words, Love. That was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

She sniffed. “Yeah. It makes me cry. Every. Single. Time.”

“Was that the Dragon King? —the man holding you.”

Immediate silence filled the room.

Liliquin swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “Yeah... That was Rothgar Ironclaw.”

“I see.” Sebastian turned back to the darkened tablet screen. “He doesn’t look much like a Dragon...does he?”

“Neither do his sons.”

Sebastian glanced up at Liam when he spoke.

“We look like Dragons only when we are Dragons.”

“Liam, enough,” Basilius mumbled beside him.

The Black Prince raised a single brow as he leaned back in his seat. “What did you expect, Mortal? Did you believe the Dragon King of the Nether Realms would be some kind of grotesque, hideous-looking reptile-man?”

“I was sort of hoping so, yes.”

Orion let a laugh escape before quickly turning his head.

Sebastian glanced to the chuckling snow-crowned man before his gaze once again found Liam’s hardened glare. “What is your name?”

“I am Liam Ironclaw—fifth son of the Dragon King.”

“Tell me, Liam. If your wife was sent to join with another man to save your unborn son’s precious life...would you not wish that man were wholly unattractive?”

Orion let another laugh pop out. Adelram joined him.

“I know my wife...and I know her favorite movies as well. Chris Hemsworth is definitely her type.”

“So it is Chris,” Liliquin mumbled, mostly to herself. “I guess Sir was right.” She met Sebastian’s warm gaze. “I thought his name was Liam Hemsworth.”

“That’s his little brother, Love. Chris is the one with blond hair.”

“Oh yeah.”

“Why do you keep calling her your wife?”

Sebastian turned to the glaring man seated beside him.

“Liliquin is not your wife,” Daedric said coolly. “She is no man’s wife.”

“That will change tomorrow.” Sebastian turned back to Callum when the babe began to fuss. “Tomorrow...we will become the family we were always meant to be.”

“He’s getting hungry, Daddy.” Liliquin put the fussing little boy to breast. “There, there, my precious little angel. Was your tiny tummy starting to hurt? Mommy’s sooo sorry, little Callum. It’s all better now. Yes it is. That’s a good boy.”

Silence had washed over the tension in the room.

Liliquin glanced up, crinkling her nose at Jim when she met her brother’s affectionate gaze.

“It’s true... You were always meant to be a mother, Sis.” His enamored smile widened. “It looks good on you.”

“I know, right?” She looked back down at Callum when his tiny fingers slowly closed around one of hers. “And I’ve got six more just like him...waiting for their chance to see the sun. Isn’t that right, Callum? Yes it is.” She wiggled her finger as he tightened his grip. “You’ve got tons of little brothers to look forward to, don’t you?”

“And tons of big brothers as well,” Jezzix added through a smile.

When Liliquin giggled and looked back up to Sebastian, she saw that all the color had drained from his face.

She touched his arm “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer for a long moment. “Six? But...how? How do you have six more sons?”

“Oh...yeah.” She bit her bottom lip. “I guess there’s a lot I still need to tell you.”

“Perhaps not nearly as much as you might think.”

Liliquin furrowed her brows and stared at Sebastian, but he did not elaborate further.

“Tell me, Love.” Sebastian took a sip of his bourbon, then a deep breath. “Tell me first about Dragon eggs. Then...tell me how you came by seven of them.”

“Well...” She lay the now-sleeping babe back in his bassinet and turned to face him. “Dragon eggs are how Dragons are born. Instead of giving birth to a live baby, you birth an elaborate egg with the tiny babe inside. The egg grows as the child within does. It hardens and protects them in times of peril. But, it takes three years for a Dragon egg to hatch. If the Dragon feels like hatching, that is.”

“If?”

She nodded. “It takes three years before the babe is ready to be born, but the child within will break his shell only when he’s ready. Not a moment before. My other sons...” She motioned to the men around the table. “They are only half Dragon. Such being the case, their wives do not birth Dragon eggs.”

“What do you mean?”

“When one of these noble men find their Belonging, their wives carry the babe as a human woman would—within their belly, giving birth at the appointed nine or ten months.”

“But, Callum is not a Dragon. He’s not even half. He is human. Like we are.”

“Liliquin is not human,” Daedric mumbled.

Sebastian turned to face the cold Snow Prince. “If your mother was human, so is Liliquin. I am definitely human. Callum is no Dragon.”

“I was human, yes.” Liliquin touched Sebastian’s arm, causing him to turn back to face her. “Callum is all human, my love.”

“Except for the part that is Dragon.”

When Sebastian jumped to his feet and faced off against Daedric, Liliquin hurriedly moved between them.

“Stop it, Daedric. Sit down and let me tell my own story.”

The smirking Snow Prince slowly acquiesced, still glaring at the enraged man.

Liliquin lightly placed her hands upon Sebastian’s heaving chest.

He calmed at her touch—smiling down at her as he tucked her starlight hair behind her ear.

“Go on, Love.”

“Well...we’re just not real sure about what Callum is or isn’t just yet. He’s the first of his kind. He is of us, but he is also part of Rothgar. That just goes along with the magic of the sustaining. The Angel says he’s human. The King says he’s Dragon. But, no one really knows for sure. All I care is that he’s alive and well and the absolute most precious thing I’ve ever seen. Whatever he turns out to be—Dragon or man or a mixture of the two—I’ll be so proud I’ll pop.”

“I love you, Liliquin Starr.”

She giggled. “Yeah. You might’ve mentioned that a time or two.”

“But, not nearly enough.” When he winked down at her, she giggled again. “Where did you get this scar, Love?”

Liliquin reached up and touched the spot on her forehead when Sebastian kissed her there.

“Oh... It’s not a scar. I was kissed by Heaven’s Dew while I was on Dragonia. It normally sparkles...but not here on Earth.”

“And these lovely curls?” He twirled one around his finger as he spoke. “Did this Heaven’s Dew give you curls as well?”

“I’m not real sure about that. I think so, yeah. But I ain’t certain. Do you like them?”

“I thought you couldn’t possibly be any more beautiful than you were the last time I looked upon you. I was wrong.”

When Sebastian kissed her, Jezzix sucked in a noisy breath—almost clapped his hands. Liam growled.

Liliquin’s cheeks flushed red. “Not in front of the children,” she whispered, pushing against his chest. “Now, sit back down and let me finish.”

Sebastian chuckled as he reclaimed his seat.

“Before I go any further, I would like to properly introduce you to my gorgeous grown sons.” She touched Daedric’s shoulder. “I think y’all got off on the wrong foot. Daedric is not nearly as cross as he’s been acting this evening.”

“He’s been gone too long from his precious Tatiana,” Adelram teased.

“And his favorite mirror,” Orion added.

The brothers laughed at the Snow Prince’s expense—Jim joining in the merriment.

“He’s beautiful. And his wife is beautiful as well.” Liliquin smiled down at him. “Daedric, honey, trust me when I tell you...there’s no need to fret. Sebastian is the tenderest, most gentle man I have ever known. He is confused and heart-sore right now. Of course, he is. Who wouldn’t be? But, he loves me. He loves me more than any creature who has ever drawn breath.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Mum,” Daedric said, gently squeezing her fingertips.

Liliquin smiled. “Be that as it may... Sebastian would never hurt me. He would die first.” She turned then to her beloved fiancé. “Give them just a little bit of leeway, my love. They are wary...and super protective. They only wish to see me happy. That’s all.”

“That is not all,” Jezzix said. “We didn’t want her to leave. She is our mother now. No matter what. We don’t want to lose her. We’ve only just found her. We want to see her happy, yes. We’re just not so sure she’ll be happier here than back home. You are the major determining factor in that, Mr. Steele. Our judgement of you may seem harsh, but it is definitely warranted in our mother’s regard.”

Sebastian nodded towards the youngest Prince. “And I thank you for your love and concern for her. You are correct, yes. Liliquin is deserving of all happiness.”

“Well met, human,” Katar said. “That precious woman, there, loves you, ‘tis true. We are simply curious if things have changed on your end. Three human years can oft be a terribly long time.”

“Yes, it can be.” Sebastian paused. “And while I am certain you are every bit as gracious and admirable as you appear to be, Prince—”

“Katar,” Liliquin quickly added.

“Prince Katar,” Sebastian continued. “The look of you unnerves me. You remind me a great deal of Gideon. I do not like that man. He had an unnatural—unhealthy—obsession with Liliquin.”

The Princes all fell silent—some of them clearing their throats nervously, others taking long drinks from their wineglasses.

“I can understand your trepidation where my sire is concerned. But, let me assure you...I am not Gideon Stoneburn.”

“Sire?” Sebastian furrowed his brow. “Wha—”

Liliquin hurriedly stepped in. “Umm... Let me finish with the introductions before we get too deep into anything else. Okay... You’ve met Daedric and Katar. That’s Jezzix you were speaking to earlier.”

Sebastian and the younger Prince exchanged nods.

“That big red giant down there is Adelram. That’s Basilius the Brown there beside him.”

“Pffts... Basilius the Brown.” Orion snorted. “How precious.” 

“That’s Prince Orion with all the smart-alecky comments.”

Orion sort of waved. Sebastian returned his smile.

“And this beautiful raven-crowned man is Liam Ironclaw.” She kissed the side of his head. “He seems a bit gruff, yeah, but he’s an angel under all that thick armor.”

“Only to you, Liliquin,” he mumbled.

“You shouldn’t pick favorites. At least, don’t do it so obviously.” Daedric tossed a cherry stem onto his empty plate. “A mother shouldn’t try to make her sons jealous.”

“Oh, yes.” Orion cocked a single brow. “Especially the arrogant, narcissistic ones.”

“Don’t put yourself down, little brother.” Daedric took another drink of wine. “You know what they say. You never get a second chance to make a first impression.”

When the inevitable bickering started up, Liliquin giggled and reclaimed her seat.

“I fear they all love you.” Sebastian kissed the back of her hand. “Thank all that’s holy, you view them as your sons.”

She giggled again. “Yeah. They’re pretty awesome boys, if I do say so myself.”

“Boys...yes.” He smiled as he gently fondled one of her soft curls. “Was Adelram’s egg red?”

“Yes, it was.”

“And Katar’s was white?”

She nodded.

“No wonder you feared Callum’s hair would be green.”

“I know, right?”

“Now...tell me how you came by your other Dragon eggs.”

The room suddenly fell silent again.

“How many other lovers have you taken, Liliquin?”

“Other lovers?” She furrowed her brows as she gazed into his chocolate eyes. “But...there was only Rothgar.”

“Yet, I know for a fact the magic needed for such a thing is only possible once per year. I also know you were taken from Dragonia two years ago. If you were only with the Dragon King for one year or so, how did you come by the other six eggs? Did you take six more lovers within that year?”

“No. Of course, not. It wasn’t like that. How did you know I was taken from Dragonia?”

“Answer my questions first, then I will answer yours.”

Liam cursed under his breath and made to stand. Liliquin shot the Black Prince a sideways glare and shook her head.

“If you love her as much as you claim, why would you accuse her of such a vile thing?”

“Daedric. Stop.” Liliquin glanced to the enraged Prince, then back to Sebastian. “All his questions are fair. I do not feel accused.” She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “As I told you before... Gideon came to me not long after I’d gotten there—that same day—and brought me news of your death.”

“And you believed him?”

“He wasn’t lying. That’s what the news reports were saying.”

“Why didn’t you just come back home and see for yourself? You already had Callum’s egg. Why didn’t you just come back, Liliquin?”

“Because, the egg couldn’t leave Dragonia. And...I couldn’t leave the egg, especially since you were now gone. Callum was my precious child...and my only remaining piece of you.”

“And when the truth of my death had been revealed?”

“Gideon said he came back to tell me...but I was already asleep.”

“He couldn’t wait until you woke? Or better still, waken you with the good news?”

“He couldn’t wake me at all. No one could.”

“Liliquin, honey...” Jim reached for her, concern glistening in his eyes. “What happened?”

She turned toward her brother. “The loss of Sebastian nearly did me in. I slept for well over a week.”

Sebastian kissed her hand again, pulling her attention back to him. “And when you finally woke?”

“Gideon chose to keep that bit of joyous news to himself. I’ve thought you were dead this whole time. We all did.” She motioned towards the Princes. “I only learned the truth of it, three days past.”

“I knew I hated that man for a reason.”

“Yeah, well, you certainly had good reason. That’s for sure.” She cleared her throat. “Anyway... I mourned you the only way I could—sleeping through the hard bits. That’s what Jophiel told me.”

“Jophiel?”

“My Guardian Angel. I only met him a few months ago. He told me the truth of my birth—the first one. I was born of an earthly King and an Otherworldly goddess—fated to be a Valkyrie at my conception. But, my mom ended up falling in love with my dad and they made plans to raise me as a human princess. When the truth of it was made known, the Grand Witch Coven was sent to intervene. They killed my entire family—destroyed not only my father’s kingdom, but a neighboring one as well. Jophiel rescued me from the flames and healed me...the only way he could.”

“And how was that, my love?”

“He could not turn back the sands of time and erase what I had seen...so he simply erased everything—sorrow, grief, anger, loss. Jophiel took all my emotions—save love and joy—and locked them away in a forgotten corner of my mind. He could not change my fated path as a Valkyrie, but he healed me by making me eternally happy.” She shrugged. “That’s why I’ve always been how I am—how I was.”

“And what changed that?”

“Heaven’s Dew...and the Grimoire. But that’s a whole other, long story.” She sighed. “I didn’t change overnight, though. I didn’t actually get all of my emotions back until about a week ago. Jophiel came to me while I was living in Munlocdūer. The Grimoire’s magic had been working within me, apparently. When the Angel touched me that night, my past suddenly came flooding back to me. That’s when I returned to Dragonia, learned the truth from Gideon, killed that damn witch in the castle, then held our son as he hatched.”

“Witch?” Sebastian’s eyes went wide. “You killed someone?”

“Yeah... She definitely had it coming. Anyway, I was just me—just Liliquin—when I lived with the Dragons. I was exactly how you remember me. Tell me, Sebastian. Do you truly think me capable of what you’ve asked?”

“No, Liliquin. I do not.”

“I’m glad to hear it. The truth is...I couldn’t mourn you. You know that. But...I couldn’t forget you, either. When I woke from my strange healing sleep, I just went back to being the Liliquin you first met. I was thrilled beyond believing to have all these new sons to dote over.”

She glanced at the surrounding Princes and smiled.

Sebastian gently squeezed her hand. “Yes, I’m certain you were.”

“And not only that...” She motioned towards the three oldest. “Adelram, Katar, and Basilius all have sons of their own. I woke to not only seven new sons, but five grandsons as well.”

Sebastian chuckled softly when her eyes lit up.

“I was in heaven—giant family dinners every night, little children to play with every day, and my very own Garden Kingdom with the best climbing tree ever. Oh, and a loyal hellhound that looked like a horse-sized retriever. I was as happy as a bee in the springtime. But...no. I did not take any lovers. Rothgar was kind and gentle and extremely attentive. Everyone was. Well, Daedric could be a bit demanding at times.”

Everyone chuckled then, Daedric as well.

“But, I wasn’t in love with anyone but you. You owned the whole of my heart, Sebastian. I couldn’t let you go. As the months passed and time moved on...I came to care deeply for King Rothgar. Living day in and day out with a gentle man who treated me as his greatest treasure... How could I not fall in love with him?”

“So...you finally let me go.”

“No. Silly. You owned the whole of my heart. I’ve told you that. When I fell in love with Rothgar, my heart just grew bigger—big enough to encompass him as well. He knew how I felt about you. Our love was precious to me, Sebastian, and Rothgar held your memory as a treasured thing—never to be trifled with or trampled upon. He respected our love. Still does.”

He gently squeezed her hand and smiled at her. Liliquin held his adoring gaze for a long moment.

She sighed softly. “Anyway...when nearly a year had passed, I confessed my feelings to the King. He was elated—promised me another egg at the one-year mark, and a magnificent wedding soon to follow. We couldn’t get married right then because we were busy getting ready for Daedric’s big day. And now that you’ve met Daedric, you understand when I say... I wouldn’t dare steal the Snow Prince’s glory.”

“Hmm... Maybe I do like Daedric, after all.”

“Pffts...” The Prince in question snorted at Sebastian’s words.

Chuckles went around the large table.

Sebastian smiled. “Go on, Love.”

“So...the problem was no longer if I would let the King sustain my next child, but who would be the human sire.”

“Katar mentioned a sire earlier.”

Liliquin nodded. “Yes. That was the whole problem. Because of Odin’s decree and Freyja’s seidhr, Rothgar could sustain a child with one of his betrothed Valkyries, but he couldn’t impregnate her human form.” She paused. “Thus, the needed seed would have to come from a human donor—a sire.”

“But...aren’t Sir and Gideon, Dragons as well?”

“They are, yes, but they were given human vessels for this very purpose—to make ready the Valkyrie for their King.”

“I see... And that damned Gideon was more than up for the job, wasn’t he?”

“He was, yes, but Rothgar had vowed that Gideon would never touch me.”

“I’m liking this Rothgar more and more.”

“Pffts...” Daedric snorted again.

“Well, it wasn’t just that. I couldn’t stand the thought of joining with Sir or Gideon or anyone else. The King felt the same way.”

“So, what did you do?”

“I told him about artificial insemination back here on Earth. I didn’t know a ton about it, so Sir looked into it and the plan was set.” She paused. “The first problem ended up being... The doctor assumed I was having trouble getting pregnant. He sent some pills for me to take for a month.”

“Liliquin, no.”

She turned toward Jim when he spoke. “Don’t worry, Brother. They didn’t make me ill, but they did make me super fertile. We didn’t know it at the time, but my body produced tons of viable human eggs. Not just the one, like normal.”

“You said that was the first problem. What else happened?”

She turned back to Sebastian. “Sir was going to be the donor—or sire—in this whole weird, sterile, scientific kind of way. Rothgar had determined Gideon wouldn’t hold any kind of bond with me, whether he had to touch me or not.” She motioned to the surrounding Princes. “I guess you can probably tell just by looking at them, but my sons with all the color...they were sired by Sir.”

“And all the pretty snow-crowned ones...”

“Gideon, yeah.”

“Pffts... Jealous much, Human?”

Sebastian only smiled with one corner of his mouth, but he didn’t turn to look at Daedric.

“Their hair is as their eggs were.” She sighed. “Anyway, when Sir delivered his donation and Rothgar administered it...we had no idea what was about to happen.”

Sebastian didn’t pressure her, only waited patiently for her story to continue.

“Not only were we not prepared for what the medicine had done to me—inside of me—when I finally suffered through birthing all those eggs, they were perfect, glistening, pristine gems...and all five were kissed by snow.”

“Gideon swapped the sample.”

She nodded.

“Sis, I am sooo sorry you had to go through all that.”

“I’ll admit...it hurt like hell. Not the birthing part.” She winced. “The contraction part. All those suddenly growing eggs stretched my tummy out like some mutant monster. The eggs were small, though. Much smaller than Callum’s. Rothgar said it may take them longer to hatch, seeing as how they’ve got so much more growing to do.”

“But...I thought you said you had six more eggs. You only mentioned five white ones.”

“Yeah...” She looked down, then back up to her beloved fiancé. “After I made it back to Dragonia, Jophiel came and offered me a choice. He said I could choose to become human and return to you, or I could go back to being an immortal Valkyrie and stay with Rothgar.”

Sebastian swallowed hard but didn’t speak.

“I chose you, of course. But, I couldn’t stand losing my new family. I love them, Sebastian. Unconditionally. They have been my beloved family for the last three years. I thought we would be together for eternity. When I learned you were still alive...I could not leave you abandoned. I love you every bit as much as I did the day I thought I’d lost you.”

“So? What did you do, Liliquin?”

“I chose you and them.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning...I returned here to you, but I chose immortality. You see... Humans cannot traverse the Dragon Realm. I have Dragon sons. The ones you see around you, and also the ones who have yet to hatch. I just absolutely couldn’t make a definitive call. So, instead of choosing one or the other, I told Jophiel I wanted it all. I know it was selfish, but I couldn’t possibly tear my heart in two.”

“So...you’re immortal?”

She nodded, biting her lip.

“You won’t die?”

“Not of natural causes, no. But I won’t get to grow old with you, either.”

He smiled. “Liliquin, if I could be granted but one wish, that’d be it.”

She giggled and wiped away her single tear.

“And the sixth egg?”

“Yeah... While the boys were setting up this grand homecoming, Rothgar and I spent the time saying goodbye.”

“...Liliquin.”

She looked down. “Now that my curse had been lifted and I was no longer teetering between forms...”

“You no longer needed a sire to produce an egg.”

“Yeah.”

“So, you willingly slept with Rothgar after you knew I was alive and even chose me over him?”

“Yes...I did.”

The color slowly drained from Sebastian’s face. His warm smile was now gone. He released her hand and leaned back in his chair.

“Why didn’t you just stay with him? If you love him—”

“Because I love you, too. It was the hardest decision of my life—forsake my family here or forsake my family there.”

“No. You’d already made that decision. You knew you got to keep both families. It seems to me...you wanted to keep both fiancés as well.”

“I cannot simply unlove someone, Sebastian. I didn’t unlove you when I thought you were dead, and I cannot unlove Rothgar because I found out you’re alive. He’s crushed—didn’t want to let me go. But, it was my decision...and I chose you.”

“Just...give me a moment, Liliquin.”

“Very well.” She let out a slow breath and then swallowed hard. “You may not understand this, Sebastian, and, I guess, I don’t really expect you to.” Her gaze drifted out to the distant sea. “My feelings for Rothgar...they aren’t any less real than my feelings for you. In truth, had the last two years of my life been as utterly blissful as that first one in Dragonia...I’m not entirely certain I could’ve come back. You and me... we were instant and perfect and amazing.” She paused. “With Rothgar, it took some time, yeah. But in the end, my feelings were no less real for him than they were for you. It’s not my fault, or Rothgar’s, or yours. It’s true that if Gideon hadn’t lied to me about your death, I never would’ve allowed myself such feelings for the Dragon King. But, that’s not what happened. Those aren’t the cards Fate chose to deal us. And...I played my hand as close to my heart—as close to myself—as humanly possible.”

When Sebastian remained silent for several more long moments, Daedric stood and took her by the hand.

“Come, Mother. Let the man have some time with his thoughts.”

Sebastian didn’t even watch as the Snow Prince led Liliquin out onto the large balcony.

Jim cleared his throat. “Would anyone like some more wine?”

“I’ll help you bring up a few more bottles,” Orion said, scooting back from the table.

“Sebastian? Would you like another drink as well?”

The frozen man didn’t respond.

After the glasses had all been refilled—Liam’s twice—Adelram began to speak.

“There is not one among us who can say he knows the pain you are feeling right now. Father knows, yes. We...do not. But, from the outside looking in, all I can say is this... What would you have given to have Liliquin back in your life these last three years?”

Sebastian slowly turned toward the speaking man.

“Before you laid eyes on her this day, what would you have freely sacrificed for her safe return? Not to mention the babe now sleeping at your side.”

“We would never try to diminish the hurt and betrayal you must be feeling.”

Sebastian’s gaze shifted to Basilius when he began to speak.

“I cannot tell you how I would react if our roles were reversed.”

“You would do the same as I, Brother.” Liam tightened his jaw. “Turn Dragon and lay waste until your heart healed.”

“Yes...perhaps I would.” Basilius sighed. “Look at that lovely woman out there, Sebastian.” They all turned with his words. “You know her. You know how she thinks, how she loves. There is not a deceitful bone in her body. She speaks her truths and is as genuine a creature as has ever lived.”

Jezzix turned to him. “Mama told me what you confided to her. Even on your deathbed, you’d rather hear her giggles than see her tears.”

“Do you hate her now?” Liam asked, glaring hard at the silent man. “Speak the words and I will remove your pain. Tell me if your heart towards her has changed, and I will take Liliquin back to my father this instant.”

“Liam...don’t.”

The Black Prince raised his hand, halting Jezzix’s words.

“That noble man is sitting all alone in a silent palace, feeling a thousand times more betrayed than you. He loves her. He lost her. He used what precious few moments they had left together...to try and grasp year’s worth of lost love yet to come. If you are as strong as him—to let her live where she will be the happiest—then show your courage now. If you cannot love Liliquin with every ounce of your being, then let her return to the man who does.”

“The fault does not fall upon our father or our mother,” Katar softly added. “They were simply living and loving the life they had been given. What would you have done differently?”

Sebastian didn’t answer either of the waiting Princes. He slowly stood, then made his way to the large glass doors leading out onto the balcony.

At the other man’s determined approach, Daedric released the trembling woman and stepped back.

“...Sebastian?”

He didn’t speak. He simply wrapped her in a possessive hug and kissed her—sealing her lips with his, completing lighting her up from head to heel with his passion.

When Liliquin released a soft moan, Daedric went back inside.

Jezzix was smiling, Liam was growling, and Jim released the breath he didn’t even realize he was holding.

******
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“IS EVERYONE READY FOR dessert?”

“Absolutely.” Liliquin spun to face the stoic Butler. “What’d you make, Claude?”

“Your favorite, Mistress.”

She clapped her hands. “Chocolate cake?”

He gracefully inclined his head towards her. “Your own recipe, Mistress Liliquin. I hope it will be to your liking.”

“Can I have two pieces?”

“If that is your wish, Mistress.”

Liliquin clapped again. Liam rolled his eyes and grunted.

When the servers set the enormous slice of cake down in front of her, Liliquin scooped up a large mouthful before saying, “How did you know I was stolen from Dragonia?”

“Mum... Please.”

At Daedric’s sharp condemnation, she hurriedly covered her mouth. “Sorry.”

The Snow Prince only rolled his eyes. The others muffled their chuckles.

Liliquin swallowed down her cake and took a big drink of cherry water. “Ahh... That’s better.” She turned to Sebastian. “How did you know I was stolen? How did you even know about Dragonia to start with? And how did you know Rothgar could only make eggs once per year?”

Sebastian sighed and gently pushed his dessert away. “The book Sir brought to you at the hospital...I found it in my belongings when I was released.” He turned to face her. “I’ve read it from cover to cover—over a thousand times, at least. I wanted you back, Liliquin. I traveled the width and breadth of this world to make that happen.”

“You haven’t been touring with the band?”

“No, my love. I haven’t written a song or sung a single note since you disappeared.”

“Oh... I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I know how much you love music.”

“I love you even more.” He kissed the tips of her fingers and smiled softly, before sighing again. “My blind roaming eventually landed me in England. That’s where I met an Angel—in Maidenhead Park. At least, he said he was an Angel. I’m not all that certain now.”

“An Angel? Was it Jophiel?”

Sebastian shook his head. “No. He said his name was Vybius.”

“Basilius?” Adelram said sternly.

The second Prince only shook his head.

“Katar?”

The third Prince turned to face his eldest brother. “I know all the higher Angels by name, if not by sight. Vybius is one name I’ve never heard mentioned.”

They all turned towards Sebastian.

He sighed wearily. “Figures.”

“What did this Vybius tell you to do? Did he say he knew me?”

Sebastian squeezed her hand. “He said he knew of your story—had heard tell of it, eons ago. He didn’t know you personally, no, but he had recently heard about a woman matching your description.” He gently touched her forehead. “He said you had a star upon your brow. I didn’t know what he meant at the time. I do now. Anyway, I couldn’t be certain he spoke of you.”

“How in the world did he hear about me?”

“A friend of his—some Angel Prince—had apparently stumbled across you while in a place called Faerie.”

“...What?”

Liliquin slowly slumped back in her seat.

“This other Angel didn’t actually tell Vybius about you. But, he did come across a sketch pad the Angel Prince had found there. They argued about it—from what I could gather. Anyway, Vybius had flipped through it before it was snatched away. He saw sketches of beautiful men, a giant black Dragon, and a portrait of a woman with a sparkling star upon her brow. It wasn’t much information to go on, but it was more than I’d been able to come up with on my own.”

“Who was this Angel Prince?” Liam half growled.

“Let me think... I believe Vybius said his name was Apoll—”

Liliquin immediately clamped both of her hands over Sebastian’s mouth. “Don’t!”

Her eyes had gone impossibly wide. She was trembling.

Jezzix stood. “Mama?”

Sebastian slowly moved her hands away, holding her terrified gaze. “What is it, my love?”

Liliquin slowly shook her head. “No. Never say his name aloud. Never.”

“Why, Mama?” Jezzix started around the table. “What did he do to you?”

“Nothing. Just...if you love me—even a tiny bit—you will not speak his name. Never question me further on this.”

Jezzix stopped when she turned toward him, then nodded and reclaimed his seat.

“Tell me you did not take this Vybius’s advice.” She turned back to face Sebastian. “Please, my love. Tell me you got up and walked away that very instant.”

“I cannot, Love. I wanted you back so badly—”

She covered his mouth again before standing—nervously pacing back and forth while mumbling to herself.

“This can’t be happening now. Why is this happening? I only just found my way back home. If that damn Angel—”

She suddenly stopped and spun towards Liam.

The Black Prince slowly stood, holding her panicked gaze.

“Can an Angel be killed?”

“What? Liliquin, what are you—”

“Can an Angel be killed, or can’t it?”

“No. They are eternal.”

“My blades are of no use?”

Liam shook his head. “Neither is my fire. We can wound them—send them away for a time. But, no...we have no weapon that can kill them.”

“Dammit. Jophiel...where are you when I truly need you?”

Sebastian stood and grabbed her as she made to pace behind his chair once more. “Calm yourself, Love. What’s all this talk of blades and fire? You’re scaring me.”

“You should be scared. We all should be scared. I know nothing of this Vybius creature, but if he’s friends with the Angel I do know...he is dark.” She clamped her hands over her own mouth then. “No. No. No. No. Don’t say anything. Stop it.”

The room went completely silent, eerily so.

Liam finally broke the silence. “What did this Vybius tell you to do?”

Sebastian turned toward the standing man. “He told me to travel the layers and seek her out.”

“And, how did he propose you do that?” Adelram asked.

“With his divine blood...and these rare stones.” Sebastian pulled three glowing rocks from his pocket. “Armed with these...I went in search of Faeries.”

“The portals,” Orion barely whispered.

Sebastian looked then to the sixth Prince. “You know of the portals?”

“I know they do not lead to the Nether Realms.”

“Yeah... I sort of figured that,” Sebastian half mumbled. “After months turned into years...I knew these weren’t the answer.”

“Why would this Angel give you his blood?” Liam demanded. “What did you promise him in return? An Angel did not gift you such treasures through the goodness of his heart. Trust me. And if he was dark—”

“Stop it!” Liliquin wailed, as she spun away from Sebastian...and slammed face-first into an unmovable form. A steel grip encircled her waist, pulling her against the man in a vise-like hold.

Liliquin heard the ethereal growl start deep within his broad chest, vibrating her cheek as it rolled up and out through his clenched teeth. She slowly looked up to see her captor’s face.

She trembled, then clung to him.

Never had Liliquin heard a sound like the one now emanating from Claude’s fanged snarl. It wasn’t like Rothgar’s growl—not even like the one Liam had used on Asgard. The incapacitating sound was guttural, ancient, entirely Otherworldly. She listened, wide-eyed, as her gathered family slowly reclaimed their respective seats. No one uttered a sound. The silence was deafening—save Claude’s terrifying warning.

Liliquin was suddenly thankful for the almost painful embrace she was now locked within, when her knees gave way and completely abandoned her.

Claude didn’t speak, simply held his hand out towards Sebastian.

The stunned man looked from the Butler’s large palm, back up to his normally-stoic face.

Still, Claude remained silent, only slowly narrowed his gaze.

Sebastian swallowed hard before reluctantly placing the small glowing stones in the other man’s outstretched hand.

When Claude’s cold blue gaze narrowed even further, Sebastian snapped the leather cord from around his neck and placed the small, ornate vile alongside the stones.

The thick black liquid sloshed against the glass as the imposing Dragon-man slowly closed his fingers around the dark treasures.

“You have no idea what you have done, Mortal.”

Sebastian didn’t reply.

“The portals are meant for emergency Angel use only. To be traversed by anyone else, is a threat not only to that creature...but to the entire universe. Ignorance where magic is concerned leads to a dark blithe upon us all.”

Silence was his only answer.

“Mistress, Liliquin?”

She managed to glance back up when he whispered her name.

“Will you accompany me to the basement?”

She barely nodded.

Without another word, Claude gently placed his hand against her lower back and led her toward the elevator.

When the metal doors quietly slid closed, the Butler cleared his throat. “Did I hurt you, Mistress?”

“N-no.”

“If I bruised your lovely flesh...I humbly ask your forgiveness.”

“Y-you didn’t bruise me, Claude. I’m fine.”

“Will you let me check you?”

“N-no!” she said, a little louder and shakier than she meant to.

“As you wish.”

When the doors opened once more, he led her into the darkness and tilted the torch.

Liliquin made her way over to her eggs while the Butler went in the opposite direction. She didn’t watch him because she really didn’t want to know what he might be doing.

She spent the next few moments holding each of her remaining eggs, kissing them as she sang softly to them.

“Mistress?”

Liliquin jumped. “Y-yes, Claude?”

“Will you speak with me?”

“Concerning what?”

“Concerning the Angel who cursed you with fear.”

“No. I will not.”

“We are in the treasure vaults of Dragonia, Mistress Liliquin. No creature can enter here. No one can hear us, see us, know a single word that passes between us.”

“I care not where I am. I will not speak his name.”

“You don’t have to. I already know the dark-winged creature you encountered.” He gently took her by the hand and led her to the large couch. “Please...sit.”

She hesitantly obeyed.

“I do not wish his name from you. I only wish to know of his threat.”

“His...threat?”

Claude smiled softly. The sight was nigh mesmerizing. Liliquin had never seen this particular look on the man’s face before.

“You have nothing to fear from me, Mistress Liliquin, and you never will. Alas, I know well the Angel you beheld whilst in hiding. What I cannot fathom is...why he left you whole and untouched.”

“Wha... What do you mean?”

“You obviously saw his face, did you not?”

She barely nodded.

“Did you not find him beautiful and enticing?”

“Beyond even the words to explain it, yes.”

“Did you not desire him?”

“No. I only feared him.”

“Did he not desire you?”

She shook her head. “He made my head hurt and my nose bleed. He told me that—”

Her eyes went wide and she clamped her lips shut.

Claude smiled again and gently cupped her cheeks. “You are safe. I swear it. I may not be able to kill that dark devil, but I will gladly send him back to hell a thousand times a day to keep you safe. This is my solemn vow to you, Mistress Liliquin. Never will I withdraw it.”

She swallowed hard and glanced toward the purple haze marking the entrance to Rothgar’s private study. When her gaze met Claude’s once more, his ethereal blue eyes were filled with determined devotion. The wall of fear surrounding her quaking heart cracked, then crumbled.

“Apollyon caught me sketching King Chezarix’s magical blue rose garden.” Her burning tears blurred the Butler from view. “He knew Jophiel was my guardian—said they had once been brothers. I asked him if he knew the Death Angel—Nilakanta’s Belonging.” She balled her hands into fists, pounding her knees. “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”

Claude tenderly wiped her tears and tipped up her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze.

Liliquin sniffed. “That’s when he went all crazy-Angel on me. It felt like someone dropped a load of bricks onto my head. He vowed then that if I ever breathed a word about seeing him there—cutting those blue roses—he’d whisper my name to his soul-eater. A soul-eater, Claude. He said the creature would bind me, never release me, and would feast upon my flesh for all eternity. Then...he took my sketch pad and walked away. I stumbled back inside Munlocdūer and didn’t again see the light of day for nearly a year.”

Then, Claude did something Liliquin never expected. He gently pulled her against his chest and tenderly stroked her hair.

“On my life, Mistress Liliquin, that will never happen. The soul-eater will not touch you. Neither will that Darkest of Princes. I swear it.”

“You’ll keep this just between us. Won’t you, Claude?” She clung to his jacket. “Promise?”

“Until my dying breath, Mistress. Make me a promise as well?”

Liliquin nodded as she sat up, wiping her eyes and smoothing out his starched lapel she’d only just crumpled in her fists.

“Then promise me you will step out of that cage of fear you have locked yourself within. Trust in me, Mistress. Neither Apollyon nor his soul-eater will ever touch you. Ever.”

When she nodded again, the ever-elegant Butler slowly stood and offered her his hand.

Liliquin silently followed him until they reached the elevator.

“Umm... Claude?”

“Yes, Mistress?”

She glanced up at his stern, handsome profile, then back down to the floor. When she didn’t go on, Claude remained silent.

The elevator doors slid closed before she tried again.

“Umm... Claude?”

“Yes, Mistress Liliquin?”

“About before...when you took the stones and...”

He silently waited for her to continue. She did not.

When the doors opened onto the sixth floor, the Butler bowed slightly and motioned for her to exit before him.

“Pardon me... Mr. Perkins?”

Jim jumped when Claude approached him. “Y-yes?”

“Will you mind the kitchen for me while I speak with Mistress Liliquin and her attending family?”

Jim leaned around the tall man to find his little sister, nodding.

“Very well.” Jim stood. “Sissy Starr, I’ll be just through that door. Yell if you need me.”

“Thanks. I will.”

Claude waited until Liliquin was situated back at the table, before claiming Jim’s seat.

“Sebastian.”

The man turned toward Claude when he spoke.

“Liam asked you what price the Angel demanded. Do you have an answer?”

“He asked nothing of me. Vybius freely offered me what you’ve only just confiscated, then told me where the portal was on Earth.”

“Yes... As I feared.” Claude held the other man’s gaze for a long moment. “I’m going to tell you a story no mortal upon this plane has ever heard. Listen well. All of you.” He glanced around the table, then back to Sebastian. “Before I begin this tale, share with me what you have gleaned concerning this universe.”

“More than I ever wanted to.”

“Which layers have you traversed?”

“Well...once I made it to the portal here—I knew it was the right place because millions of those little stones lit up when I entered.”

“It is called Urimtheim. Continue.”

“Okay. Well, once the Urimtheim started glowing...I wasn’t sure what to do.”

“So, what did you do?”

“I thought of Liliquin.” He reached over and took her hand in his. “My only thought was that I had to find my beloved. Then...I just closed my eyes.”

“And where did you open them?”

“In a land called Dimthe Leard—just inside the walls of a great white city. A wise King ruled that land...a land of varying shades of darkness and light. I asked of Faeries. He knew of none. I was taken to speak with the Elves—three different kinds. No one had the answers I sought. After I had walked among them for many weeks, I happened upon a tiny man living in the woods. He seemed quite mad—that one. The diminutive wizard told me Faeries only lived on Lyra, then he led me back to the portal on Dimthe Leard. That little man was the one who told me I should think of a layer as I stepped into the light. So, I did, and stepped out of a cave high up in the mountains of the first realm—layer.”

“I wonder why the thought of Liliquin Starr sent you to Dimthe Leard?” Basilius mumbled. “What has she to do with that place?”

“A great king and white city... Different kinds of Elves... Forest wizards...” Liliquin whisper these things aloud to herself, then glanced up. “Tell me. How do you spell Dimthe Leard?”

Sebastian chuckled as he wrote it down for her. Liliquin studied it a moment, then smiled.

“I know why he went there.” She grabbed the pen and started writing. “Dimthe Leard is an anagram for Middle Earth. See? You just move the letters around...and there you go. M-I-D-D-L-E E-A-R-T-H. Middle Earth.”

“Pffts...” Orion smiled with one corner of his mouth. “Weirdo.”

“What’s Middle Earth?” Adelram asked.

“It’s where Smaug lives.” She smiled. “He looks a lot like you.”

Katar furrowed his brows. “Who’s Smaug?”

“He’s this made-up Dragon in a made-up fairy story Mum just so happens to be completely obsessed with.” Daedric shot her a sideways glance and smirked. “Smaug is a red Dragon from one of her silly story books.”

Liliquin rolled her eyes. “Then you tell us another reason why he ended up in a place I’ve never even been to, oh wise Snow Prince.”

“Perhaps it’s because the Nether Realms often overlap the layers. They do not blend—not normally. Since the portals cannot transport him anywhere besides the layers, perhaps wherever you were at in the Nether Realms at the time, lapped over that particular spot on Dimthe Leard.”

“Oh...” She bit her lip.

Daedric crossed his arms and smirked. “Makes more sense than your ridiculous fairytale theory.”

“The fourth Prince could be right.” Claude narrowed his eyes at the snow-crowned man. “And if he ever learns to dull his words so that they do not bite quite so hard, he may yet learn to be a proper gentleman.”

Sebastian smiled with one corner of his mouth, but not where Daedric could see.

Claude’s vivid blue gaze landed back on Sebastian. “Continue.”

“Well, I found Faeries on Lyra, yeah, but the only human woman they’d seen didn’t even come close to matching Liliquin’s description.”

“And?”

“And...from there I went to Ashgard, Val Hal, Praetoria, and Byzantha. Honestly, I can’t remember all the names of the places I have seen. That’s what I was doing—bouncing around the layers—when Jim tried to contact me and tell me Liliquin was home.”

“Do you know how many times you used the portals? How many separate times you stepped into the Urimtheim?”

“I’m not sure. Eighteen. Twenty, maybe.”

Claude sighed as he leaned back in his chair. “Long ago, on the fourth layer of this universe—Ashgard—there lived a woman...a great healer, named Bellevine. She was, unbeknownst to her, a long distant descendant of a Fallen Angel—Shamsiel. While gathering herbs in the forest, she stumbled upon a cave emitting a strange glow. The closer she got, the brighter the glow became. Supposing perhaps some unfortunate soul was having to live there, she entered—stepped into the Urimtheim, and out into the magical forests of Byzantha. While exploring all the unique new fauna, she happened upon a Prince of that land. They were each smitten with the other and soon found they wished not to be parted. When the Zeenian Prince eventually became the Northern King of Byzantha, he asked Bellevine to be his beloved wife.” He paused. “The Ashgardian healer made many trips through the Urimtheim—from her homeland to her husband and back again. The lovely Bellevine bore King Taizeen four handsome sons and one enchanting daughter. When she was pregnant with their sixth child, her strength became markedly less. She weakened quickly. When labor came upon her, Bellevine hadn’t the needed strength to sustain both her life and the life of the babe. Alas, she died in childbirth.”

Liliquin sniffed. “That’s... That’s a horrible story.”

“Yes. Yes, it is.”

“Then, why did you tell it?”

“To emphasize the danger of a mere mortal traversing the layers. Urimtheim is powered by the rarest, strongest form of magic. Angels hold such magic. When an Angel—dark or light—passes through the portals, the balance of magic remains.”

“I don’t understand.” Liliquin picked up Callum when he began to fuss and put him to her breast. “What happens when you don’t have magic enough to balance?”

“Only Angel blood can make the Urimtheim work. That’s why when an Angel passes through, all is as it was. Those traveling with an Angel are safe as well—the Angel’s power can sustain whatever company they choose to travel with them. When one claims a drop of Angel blood but are not wholly Angel themselves—”

“Like Bellevine.”

Claude nodded. “The Urimtheim glows...but a heavy toll must be paid.”

“Toll?”

Liliquin saw the sadness in Claude’s blue eyes when he met her worried gaze.

“Bellevine had the power to make the stones glow, yes...but not the needed magic to replenish the Urimtheim. With every trip she made through the portal, a year of her life-force was drained away.”

“Wha... What do you mean?”

When Sebastian squeezed her hand, Liliquin turned to face him.

“Every time I stepped into those glowing stones...a year of my life faded. I lost an entire year with every trip.”

“And...you knew this?”

“No, Love. I didn’t know. Not until just now. I have felt weaker lately, yes. But, I thought my growing weariness was a consequence of my constantly broken heart...and your torturous absence.”

She hurriedly spun back to face Claude. “Tell me what you’re saying. Exactly.”

“I’m saying...the Angel didn’t seek payment from your beloved, because his satisfaction came in knowing Sebastian was slowly sacrificing his own life.”

“That’s... That’s just sick.”

“He is as you said, Mistress...dark.”

“That’s no excuse. What did this profit that vile, dark creature?”

“He did not do this for the sake of benefit or profit to himself, Mistress. I’m all but certain Vybius has done this to hundreds of poor, unsuspecting, tormented souls. It is his purpose now.”

“But...why would he want to hurt Sebastian, of all people? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Mistress, when the day comes you can properly reason out the machinations of a blackened heart, that will be the day your wisdom far exceeds mine own.”

“So...” She turned to face Sebastian. “You’re gonna...die?”

“I was always gonna die, Love.” He smiled softly. “Don’t worry. I’m fine. And now that you’re finally back in my arms...” He tenderly cupped her cheek. “...whatever time I have left with you was completely worth it.”

“No, Sebastian. No. It was not worth it. You’ve forfeited nearly twenty years of your mortal life for absolutely nothing. If you had done little more than sit right there in that chair for the last three years, the result would have been the same.”

“Not true, Love.” He smiled again. “Had I sat right here in this chair for the last three years, I would have been a half-mad alcoholic with the barrel of a gun between my teeth as I passed-out every night.”

“But—”

“Mistress.”

Liliquin bit her lip and waited for Claude to continue.

“Do not diminish this valiant man’s attempt to have you safe within his arms once more. He knew not the risk of his quest. Nor did you. When you strolled into Dragonia that day, you had no idea what would truly befall your life. What you did...you each did out of love for the other. Time cannot be undone. Where you are now—this is the moment to live in, to be thankful for.”
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Liliquin blushed when Sebastian tugged her sleeve down and tenderly kissed her shoulder.

“Callum asleep for the night?”

“Probably not.” She giggled softly. “He wakes up to nurse about every two hours.”

“Is that so?” He kissed her neck then. “So...you’re saying I only have a couple of hours to try and win my Unicorn back?”

“You don’t have to win me. I’ve always been yours.”

“Umm hmm.”

She felt his lips part into a smile at the base of her throat. She giggled.

“Tomorrow will mark the end of your single days, Love. When you sign that paper, you’re all mine. No take-backs. No do-overs.”

“And no more groupies.”

He chuckled, warming her ear before kissing her there. “Since that fateful day Braehun escorted you to my side, the groupies have had to find their unseemly pleasures elsewhere.” He kissed her just below the jawbone. “The band thanks you, Lili-girl.”

When she giggled again, Sebastian unfastened her last button and slowly slid her shirt back.

“Mmm... How is it you have grown even more lovely?”

“I am exactly the same.”

“Is that right?” He smiled with one corner of his mouth. “Let’s see if you still make all those same delicious noises I crave with every breath I take.”

She giggled as he gently pushed her back atop the bed. “I don’t remember you being this evil, Mr. Steele.”

“Then, let me refresh your memory, Love.”

Liliquin gasped when he began his sensual exploration down her body, and then gasped again when he began tenderly kissing her inner thighs...before slowly, and then ardently worshipping at her feminine shrine.

When she cried out and grasped the sheets in her white-knuckled fists, Sebastian looked up at her and smiled.

“My absolute favorite thing,” he whispered.

“Mine... Mine, too,” she rasped. “I nearly forgot how incredible you were at that. You always rendered me completely helpless.”

“Wholly worshipping my goddess is what I live for. How many times have I told you that?”

“I’ve... I’ve lost count.”

He smiled before lightly licking a tickling little path around her belly button. “I shall enjoy reminding you...many, many times a day.”

Liliquin smiled when Sebastian looked down into her eyes. “You are sooo gorgeous. I’ve missed you so much my chest hurts.”

He didn’t speak, only pressed himself against her...before slowly joining with her.

She gasped.

He moaned, never breaking eye-contact.

******
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LILIQUIN SAT BOLT UPRIGHT when Callum cried out. It took her half a heartbeat to realize where she was. As she threw the covers back, she noticed Sebastian already standing by the bed—swaying, smiling down at the fussy bundle wrapped in his arms.

“The tiny man of the house needs some attention,” he whispered softly. “He demands nourishment, forthwith.”

“Pffts.” She reached up for the babe. “He takes after his father—always so demanding when he desires attention.”

“Was I too demanding, my love?” Sebastian stretched back out across the bed, smiling at the woman he loved while gently kissing the babe nuzzled up at her side. “Did you not enjoy your homecoming?”

“Did I act like I didn’t enjoy it?”

He chuckled. “You nearly blacked-out a couple of times. I wasn’t entirely sure.”

She giggled softly.

“Liliquin Starr.”

She met his adoring chocolate gaze. “Yes, Mr. Steele?”

“Will you marry me?”

“Hmm... I’m sorta busy at the moment. How about later today? Will that work for you?”

“I’ll see if I can free up my schedule—squeeze in a couple of minutes between tea with the Queen and golf with the Prez. Should I jot that down in pencil or ink?”

“I’m not sure. Let me check with my manager.” She caressed Callum’s soft cheek with her bent knuckle. “Tell me, little one. Will you be needing me the entire day, or do you think you could perhaps let Daddy have me for a few minutes? —between tea and golf, that is.”

When she giggled softly, Sebastian’s heart quaked.

“Liliquin...I love you so much. I don’t even know... I can’t find the words to express what you do to my insides.” He moved closer, taking one of her curls in his hand. “Look at me, Love.”

She met his gentle gaze.

“You are perfect—right now, in this moment...I’ve never loved you more. This is how you should always be—lying in our bed, a babe at your breast, a smile parting your beautiful lips. This is my heaven. No matter how it happened...I am grateful I have this to look forward to, at least six more times.”

“Sebastian...”

He carefully wiped the tear from her cheek. “My father is looking down on us right now—so proud I finally found my Unicorn.”

******
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WHILE THE ELEVATOR doors were still opening, Liam burst into the wide-open, spacious first floor Liliquin now called home.

“You will take my arm today, and I will hear no more about it.”

When Liliquin turned to face him, Liam went red-faced and spun away. “What in the world are you doing?”

She glanced down at her chest. “Pumping milk for Callum.”

“Right here? In broad daylight? And...why in the world are you doing such a thing?”

“I’m not in broad daylight. I’m standing in my own flat.”

“But, why?”

He spun towards her, then hurriedly away again.

“Umm... Because I have to.”

“I’ve changed the young master, Mistress. Are you finished with the milk?” Claude approached her. “You seem to be faring quite well. Is it uncomfortable for you?”

“It’s not bad. A heck of a lot better than having to nurse during my vows. I can’t even imagine how I would get out of that dress to do it, anyway.”

Liam turned to face them—wide-eyed, teeth grinding. “What are you doing here?”

Claude didn’t even spare the enraged Dragon a proper glance. “Dressing the young Prince for the big day. Aiding Mistress Liliquin in all that she needs. What are you doing here?”

“Does her fiancé know you are aiding her?”

“He does.”

“Does he also know she is unclothed?”

“I cannot be certain if he knows she is unclothed at the moment, no. Why don’t you go tell him, Prince Liam? I’m all but certain Sebastian would be thrilled to know how you barged straight into his home and began your jealous barking.”

“I am not jealous.”

“As you say.”

Liliquin giggled. “Calm down, Liam. Claude has been my saving grace today.” She handed the second bottle of milk to the Butler and pulled her robe closed. “I had no idea how to even use this contraption. Then, Callum needed a diaper change just about the time I got started. If it weren’t for Claude, I’d be a total mess right now.”

“But, still...”

The always-regal Butler put the machine away, then turned to face Liam. “It will not be too long before you have little ones of your own, Black Prince. If the mere sight of a bare breast causes you such alarm, you are ill-prepared at best. Your Belonging deserves your kind care and devoted attention.”

“But you aren’t Liliquin’s Belonging.”

“I am well aware of that, Your Highness. Alas, I am all she has at the moment.”

“And all I need,” Liliquin added through a giggle.

“Gratitude, Mistress.” Claude turned back to Liam, his soft smile fading. “Black Prince, you need to know that when a mother is nursing her child, there will be times when such measures as these are quite necessary. Mistress Liliquin will be getting married in a couple of hours. She cannot be expected to tend to the babe on her own. Not to mention the fact her milk may leak out onto her lovely wedding dress.”

When Liam scrunched up his handsome face, Liliquin giggled again.

“Such avoidable embarrassing situations are pointless. I will be seeing to your baby brother so that your treasured mother can enjoy her blessed day. She has already waited far longer than any woman should have to. I will see it is a day she remembers being filled with smiles and laughter—minus all angst and tears.”

“Still...if Father knew—”

“If your father knew how well I was tending to his beloved, he would be grateful.”

Liliquin giggled again. “All is well, Liam. Now, tell me why you burst in here yelling about your arms.”

Liam cleared his throat and stiffened his shoulders. “The vainest of all the Princes is insistent upon walking you down the aisle. Absolutely ridiculous. He will not listen to reason, and I am now far beyond reasoning with him. Daedric should stand with Tatiana. I will escort you, My Lady.”

“That is extremely sweet of you, Liam, but you don’t have to worry. I have a father of my own. Remember? He will be the one who gives my hand to Sebastian. Besides, you should be with Lettie. She’ll be a bit overwhelmed, I am sure. Having our whole family in one room can be a bit...intimidating, don’t you think?”

Liam’s eyes widened again. “I...”

Liliquin smiled at him. “Trust me, Your Highness. Lettie will need you at her side.”

The look of determination that crossed the Raven Prince’s face then, almost made Liliquin laugh out loud.

“This will be your first experience—having your true Belonging introduced to your noble brothers.” Claude cocked a single perfect brow. “Would you truly be comfortable leaving her to Orion’s care, even for a moment?”

Liam’s eyes narrowed then. He spun back towards the elevator just as the doors opened and Thimblelina hopped into the room.

“You ready for me, Poppet? I’ve got your dress right here.”

******
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“I MET YOUR BROTHER,” Cefronia said, pinning Liliquin’s last curl up and meeting her gaze in the mirror. “He’s a doll, huh?”

Liliquin smiled. “He’s an absolute angel, too.”

“The man didn’t even balk at the sight of my ears. Has he kept company with Faeries before today?”

“I can’t imagine how that would even be possible. But Jim is the most caring, accepting person I know. He wouldn’t bat a lash at someone because of the shape of their ears.”

“And what about our eyes, Lass?”

“What about your eyes?”

Cefronia smiled. “I might be able to fix my hair to hide my ears, but one little glance at a Faerie’s peepers and there’s no mistaking them for human.”

“Your eyes are beautiful.”

“I know they’re beautiful, Lass, but how will your family react?”

“Pffts. My gorgeous son is the one who introduced me to Faeries. Remember?”

“Not your Dragon family, Lass.” She helped Liliquin to stand. “And not your brother, either. He’s taking this all in-stride—that one. No, I was speaking of your mother and father. How about your parents? Do you think they will be accepting of all these strange new people in your life?”

Liliquin shrugged. “They accepted a weird little girl covered in mud, playing in their back yard, unable to do anything but laugh and climb on the furniture. I’m pretty sure the rare magic of your lovely eyes will be the least of their concerns today.”

“So, you think they’ll be wide open to the sudden revelation of Faeries and Dragons?”

“I’ll leave all that to Jim. If he believes they can handle it, he’ll tell them. If not, he will explain any oddities away. Jim’s awesome like that.”

“Jim is awesome,” Thimblelina said as she entered the room. “Tam and Cat are incessantly questioning the poor man about every little thing to do with this gorgeous restaurant. He hasn’t been cross with them even once. And, you know how Tam can be when it comes to business and profit.”

“I didn’t know Tamalot was here.”

“Sure is. She was the first one up and raring to go this morning. Now turn around, Poppet, and let me place these flowers in your hair.”

Liliquin giggled as she obeyed.

“All set then.” Thimblelina took a step back. “Wow... You’re a vision, Poppet. That’s what you are. And that dress... Best work I’ve ever done—if I do say so myself.”

“Liliquin.”

She looked over to Cefronia when she spoke.

“There’s someone here to see you.” She motioned towards the door. “Come on, Thimble. The guys will be waiting on us.”

“Guys?” Liliquin furrowed her brows. “What guys?”

“Our husbands, Poppet.” Thimblelina smiled happily. “And they are simply bursting at the seams to meet you.”

Liliquin was still giggling when she turned back to the mirror and checked her hair.

“I’ve never seen anyone more beautiful in my whole life.”

She spun toward the door to find Dutch standing there, tears in his eyes.

“You take my breath away, Mama.” He took a small step closer. “I know it’s only been like a week, but I miss you so much it hurts.”

When she smiled and held open her arms, the young Faerie-man hugged her fiercely.

“Have you come to stay with me?”

Dutch shook his head. “The Dragons brought us—spatial magic. We’re not to leave this building, and we have to go back as soon as Liam says.”

“I miss you, too, Son. I miss your smile, your voice, and the way you smell like fresh-cut grass and sunshine.”

“I wish I could stay.”

“I do, too... Wish it with all my heart.”

******
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“THAT WAS AN AMAZING, enchanting day in this house, little one.” Callum smiled. “Well, I don’t remember it, no. But the whole family still talks about it—marks the passing of time by it, even. Like... One month after the wedding, Dad was back in the recording studio—my dad, not yours. A little over six months after the wedding, he and his band were back on the road—Epic Celestial Tour, they called it. And from what I hear, it was. Two and a half years later, they went world-wide with their Welcome to the Nether album and subsequent tour. And that’s when your brother Cicero was born. Sebastian was over in Germany. He got the call when he walked off the stage. Mom wanted him to see the hatching via a live feed, but little Cicero was in way too much of a hurry for that. Jezzix emailed Dad the video after the fact.”

When the babe squirmed, Callum wrapped the soft blanket a bit tighter and gently tickled the tiny Dragon’s chin.

“So then, Cicero hatched exactly three years and three days after that immortal tying of knots took place right here in this very home. Two years and fourteen days after that...Maglavan’s egg started cracking. As soon as the first tiny fissure appeared, Tahvo barked and Mama came running. Dad happened to be home that day—his first chance to see one of his sons be born with his very own eyes. I was five at the time. Cicero was two. And now Mama had another one to nurse.” Callum chuckled softly. “Needless to say, Liliquin Starr-Steele had her giggling little hands full. She never missed a single beat, though. Claude saw to that. Mama has never known a single moments stress—not where her children were concerned. Our resident Butler is a superhero, to be sure.”

The baby in Callum’s arms cooed.

He just stared down at the tiny pale creature—heart-trapped and awe-stricken.

“And he had to be—Superhero Claude—because Arkyn decided he was ready to see the world only five months after Maglavan made his debut. Poor Mama looked so frail for a while—nursing two babes and pumping while they were sleeping. She could barely eat enough calories to sustain the three of them. I remember the day she told Claude she didn’t believe she ever wanted to see another piece of chocolate cake as long as she lived. That was the first time I ever saw that stern man’s jaw drop open.” He chuckled. “Ahh... But Mama’s giggles set everything back to rights. The next evening, Claude baked Mama a cherry cake with cream cheese icing. It’s still her favorite—to this day.”

Callum stopped pacing and swaying then. He stretched out on the fluffy couch and cradled the babe atop his chest.

“So, that was four boys down and three to go. But, seeing as how we are all such determined creatures—strong-willed and hard-headed—Jellal and Crixus both decided to hatch on the same day. They came into this world each trying to best the other, and nothing has changed. Arkyn had just turned eighteen months old when Tahvo started barking up a storm—nearly deafened us. I was seven years old then, and plenty big enough to know what was going on. I took Cicero, Maglavan, and Arkyn down to the beach to pick up seashells. When we got back and I saw two baby Dragons sleeping soundly beside of Mama, I felt tired for her. Alas, her smile never waned, and her giggles never faltered. That’s the kind of woman your mama is, little one. Liliquin was in heaven. The more kids the merrier. Father retired from the band then. Mama begged him not to, but I could see it in his eyes... Dad was tired of the traveling and late nights. He was ready to stay home for a change. A rock-n-roll career doesn’t last forever. The poor man was starting to show his age. He’s still on TV all the time, yeah—hosting this and interviewing for that—but the wild part of his ride came to a screeching halt. That was eight years ago this past month. Eight. Hmpft... Hard to imagine.” He gently stroked the baby’s soft hair. “And here we are. My fifteenth birthday... and you finally decided to make your grand entrance. And what an entrance it was, to be sure. And I’m not even talking about the fact you aren’t golden-crowned, as your egg would suggest—we seem to have that little stunt in common. But, the look on everyone’s face...” Callum chuckled again. “I’m telling you true, with his first glimpse of you...you could have knocked that fierce Dragon King over with a feather. A feather. Shock is too small a word for what you gave him, Mirreth.”

The babe squirmed but didn’t cry.

“I wonder why you waited so long. Huh? You and I, little one, we were the only ones they were certain about the timing—three years.” Callum smiled with only one corner of his mouth. “I did what I was supposed to. I showed up right on time. But you? Nooo. You had to keep us waiting twelve extra years. Twelve.” He laughed then. “A little drama queen, that’s what you are. And the only precious little Princess to grace our fair family. Mama even had to change your name a bit. Don’t get too upset if she slips and calls you Mirroth every once in a while. She’s been calling you that for years already. We all have. Ahh...” He smiled softly. “Your unexpected appearance caused such a ruckus, your poor old father thinks you’re the long-awaited clue to some ancient prophesy, or some such. Yeah...drama. I just bet we’ll be getting tons of that from you. Huh, Sis? —all Dragon from the get-go.”

Tahvo came strolling through the purple haze in the corner.

Callum glanced at the enormous hellhound and smiled. “Can’t get enough of her either, huh, boy?”

The big yellow dog whined as he laid down beside the couch.

“I know exactly how you feel. She’s an enchanting little angel, to be sure.”

Callum rolled onto his side, cuddling his baby sister beside him.

Tahvo gently touched the babe with his soft nose, then whined again.

“I see she’s stolen your heart as well.” Callum smiled. “We’ll have our hands full with her, boy. You know that, right?”

Tahvo whimpered.

“The more eyes on this little Dragon, the better.”

I waited for them to come.

Callum sat up straight, clutching the babe to his chest and quickly looking around the room.

Tahvo raised up, tilting his head to the side as he looked at the alarmed Dragon Prince.

Callum narrowed his gaze then, searching within the darkened corners of the torch-lit room.

I waited for my mother and my father to come together.

Callum’s eyes widened as he slowly looked down upon the baby Dragon in his arms. Mirreth wasn’t looking up at him. In fact, the tiny child seemed all but sound asleep.

“Mirreth? Princess?” He paused. “Did you just speak to me?”

And only to you, Brother.

“But...how?”

Can all Dragons not speak within the mind of their choosing?

“When they are Dragons, yeah.”

A Dragon is a Dragon all the time. My current form is insignificant and irrelevant.

“But...you’re a tiny babe—only just born.”

I hatched when I chose to, yes. Alas, I am still...Dragon.

“Damn...” Callum smiled and leaned back, relaxing his tensed shoulders. “You’re just full of surprises. Huh, Sis?”

Perhaps I am.

“What did you mean? —waiting until they were together.”

From the moment I became aware of my surroundings, I have waited for my parents to be reunited. I determined not to hatch until that moment arrived.

“But, they haven’t been reunited.”

They came together within this room for the first time since I awoke within my shell.

“But...how did you even know that, Mirreth?”

Always did I listen. Always. Mother came every day—read aloud, sang to us, held us, kissed us. Father came nearly every day as well. He was mostly silent. He did not stay long at a time, but he always touched my shell before he left. Yet...I wanted to greet them, together.

Callum chuckled softly. “What a wicked little Princess you are.”

I am many things, Brother.

The Dragon Prince’s eyes went wide. He gasped and then froze, watching as the babe’s starlight-colored wispy hair slowly darkened until it closely matched Liam’s raven-blue locks. When Mirreth opened her eyes to reveal sparkling gems the color of new leaves, Callum nearly dropped her.

Check my ears, Brother.

His hand was shaking as he carefully pushed back her soft, dark curls. “By the old gods... You’re a Faerie.”

And yet...I am Dragon.

“How? How can this be?”

When Mirreth’s hair color began to change once more, Callum shook his head. “No, little one. No. Don’t do this.”

Her raven locks were gone, replaced by sparkling cherry tresses. When she closed and opened her eyelids once more, the ruby-toned eyes of the Monarch Fae were staring back at him.

“Mirreth, do you understand what you’re doing? Do you even realize it?”

I do. I am Dragon, yes, but I can choose any form that pleases me.

Callum took a couple of deep breaths. “Well, I guess I can’t argue with what my eyes now behold. But, how do you even know what these other creatures look like?”

I have Mother’s memories...all of them.

And with that, the tiny Dragon Princess began to emit a soft, iridescent glow. Her snowy skin warmed and her ruby hair became as purest gold. When her tiny eyes matched her ethereal tresses, Callum swallowed hard.

“Who... Who do you look like now?”

Jophiel—Mother’s guardian.

“Jophiel? The Angel?”

One and the same. Mother likes him a great deal—counts him as friend, even though she often wanted to slap him.

Callum quickly bit his lips together when a laugh slipped out.

Dragons are magic, Brother. The oldest, purest form of magic. I was conceived through this pure magic, and even purer love. I am...what I am.

The mesmerized Prince held her close, smiling softly as the Princess slowly faded back to her near-colorless self and closed her sleepy little eyes.

“I love you just the way you are, Sis,” he whispered before gently kissing her forehead. “You are perfect...exactly the way you are.”

******
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WHEN THE BABE BEGAN to cry, Claude picked her up and started toward the changing table.

“She isn’t dirty,” Callum said.

“Oh, is my Princess hungry again so soon?” Liliquin held out her arms. “You’ll grow as big as Adelram if you continue to eat like this.”

“No, she isn’t hungry, either.” Callum closed his book. “Mirreth wants to go out in the sun. She wishes a stroll along the beach. Here...” He reached for the babe. “I’ll take her.”

“But...” Liliquin looked from Claude to Sebastian, then back to Callum. “I appreciate your help, Son, but your sister is too small to go out in this wind. Not to mention what the sun will do to her fair skin.”

“I’ll take an umbrella. Besides, the wind is barely even blowing.”

“But, still...”

“Do you want her to stop crying or don’t you, Mama? Trust me. She will not quit until she’s outside. Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to her.”

Claude narrowed his sapphire gaze, taking in the Dragon Prince’s determined profile a few moments. “All is well, Mistress,” he finally said. “Trust the boy. He will not let harm befall the Princess.”

Liliquin glanced nervously toward Sebastian. He only smiled.

“It’ll be okay, Love. You know how Mirreth is with Callum. He can satisfy her when no one else can. If he says she wants to go outside, then I’m pretty sure she wants to go outside.”

“That’s true.” Liliquin stood and placed the babe in her son’s arms, kissing her atop the head before looking up to meet Callum’s gentle gaze. “You want me to come with you?”

He smiled. “Always, Mama. Yet...” He glanced around at all of his younger brothers. “Where you go, the circus is sure to follow. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. Trust me.”

“I do,” she whispered, tiptoeing to kiss his cheek. “You know I do.”

“We’ll be back before long.”

“The King and your brothers are coming to dine with us at six.”

Callum stopped short and turned to face the Butler, furrowing his brows.

“At the King’s request, of course,” Claude continued. “He has an important announcement to make.”

“Concerning what?”

“I couldn’t possibly say, Your Highness. Please keep the time in mind. You and the Princess will both need to be properly attired for the evening.”

Claude turned then and left.

******
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WHAT DO YOU THINK FATHER wants to talk about?

“I don’t have a clue.” Callum stared out at the sea. “It makes me nervous, though. The King has never dined with us before. He and Father hadn’t even come face to face until your hatching, four months ago. It’s probably nothing good.”

Mother feels the same way. She smiles on the outside, but on the inside... she’s wringing her hands and pacing the floor.

“Pffts... And how would you be knowing such a thing as that?”

I can see her true emotions. I can see everyone’s. I don’t know how I can see them. I just can. For instance, when I look at Claude...he’s as stern and as solemn as ever. Until Mother walks in.

“What do you mean?”

When Mother enters Claude’s vision, it’s like his scales and claws pop out. He turns nearly more Dragon than man.

“You mean...he wants to hurt Mama?”

No. He will hurt everyone else to protect her—rend them with a vengeance.

“Everyone?”

Everyone. Claude’s guards go up not because of her, but for her.

“Oh. Well...that’s okay then.”

If you are Mother, yes, it is. The rest of us should be wary, though.

“Don’t be silly. Claude would never hurt us.”

Not as long as we don’t hurt her...no, he wouldn’t.

“And since we would never hurt Mama, there’s nothing to worry about.”

Yes. I suppose you’re right.

“So...you can see people’s true emotions? The same as if they were playing out for the world to view?”

I can, yes.

“Tell me. What do you see when you look at Father?”

Your father?

“Yes, of course, my father.”

He is always smiling. Yet...he is tired.

“What do you mean? —tired.”

Exactly what I said. He’s tired. He wants to sleep—take naps. His hands hurt—knuckles ache all the time.

“He’s never mentioned it before.”

No, he wouldn’t. He stays strong for Mother. He glows when he looks at her.

“If anyone ever found out you could do that—”

Only you will ever know, Brother. You know all of my secrets. Only you. Always.

He smiled then and kissed her soft cheek. “You know you can never leave my side, right?”

She chuckled in her head. I know you can never leave my side, yes.

“If you were a bit bigger, I would pinch you for showing such sass.”

When you do, I will bite you.

Callum chuckled and turned his attention back to the sea.

Why don’t you just dive in? You crave the feel of the water, Brother.

“Yes, I do. Perhaps... Perhaps when the moon comes up...”
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