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1. Arrival

By this time, Cintarzians had suffered many losses. They wept for Burnleaf and for what they had lost—but it wasn’t over—things could get worse. They felt doom closing in, smothering their future.

There was a heavy veil cast over the hearts of Cintarzians. The murder of the king and queen of Burnleaf meant that diplomacy was in tatters. No one needed to tell them what came next.

For Draekkon, the loss of one princess was catastrophic, but to lose another was unthinkable. The elder King Draeven had no other heirs. If the throne to fell into Vellaine’s hands, it would be disastrous.

To add to Draekkon’s troubles, the threat of an empowered King Arrik loomed on the horizon. The king didn’t expect Tabetha to invade Draekkon, but he knew her son would. A man bold enough to steal a princess was a man desperate enough to force his will on a kingdom.

Despite her letter, there was no doubt in King Draeven’s mind that his youngest child was in Burnleaf against her will. Sick with worry, he had exhausted his options to get her back.

“You must sleep, Your Highness,” Herrin, his advisor, pleaded. Short and small in stature, Herrin was in his mid-fifties. He was bald and bearded, with bulging, brown eyes. He noted the wild look on the king’s face, and it scared him.

In response to Herrin’s concern, King Draeven twisted his long, white, beard and bellowed, “Every day my daughter is pursued by that monster is a travesty!”

When the king refused to give in to sleep, Herrin worried he was witnessing a tragedy in the making. Though many sought to find the princess, they knew nothing of her whereabouts. The king was growing weak, and Herrin feared for his health.

Then, in an instant, everything changed. The arrival of the Marylea days later was a joyous event for the people of Draekkon. Because Queen Gwendolyn was missing and feared dead, news of Aeve’s survival was met with relief. When the ship arrived at port—and the princess revealed herself—renewed hope spread like wildfire.

The bay was filled with ships. No matter how many times Storm visited Draekkon, he was always amazed by the port dragons helped create. Only something of massive power could have made such a bay.

The sight of Gwendolyn’s sister climbing off the Marylea inspired the people of Draekkon to hold on. Storm, Aeve, Asheworthe, and Relle boarded a carriage. Relle held her daughter close, smiling as they sat in a carriage usually designated for royalty.

A crowd gathered. They heard echoed whispers of, ‘It’s the princess!’ and happy shouts of, ‘She’s alive!’ as the carriage made its way up the hill towards Mount Draekko. Thelle laughed at the curious faces looking in her direction. She waved her little hand and smiled at a boy running alongside the carriage.

Relle marveled at her surroundings. As Aeve promised, dragon's breath flowers covered the meadows in shades of fire. It reminded Relle of flames creeping over the landscape. She hadn't expected such beauty in a faraway country.

She had heard that Draekkon was inhospitable, barbaric, and bereft of anything useful. As she viewed the white-capped mountains and hills covered in stunning color, she didn't understand why anyone would believe that. It was true that Draekkon was isolated, but it was not useless.

A tear slid down her cheek. She felt more at home in these natural surroundings than she ever had before. She hugged little Thelle and kissed her face, feeling joy. She savored the contentment she felt. Her daughter giggled, mesmerized by the colors in the landscape.

When the five of them walked into court, there was great applause. The banners of Draekkon were on display, the bold red field emphasizing the silhouette of the dragon.

The deepest red dragon’s breath flowers filled the hall, placed in crystal vases. They walked on fine red and black woven rugs. Dragons or not, the grace and power of Draekkon had not faded.

Draekkon’s grandeur made Burnleaf’s finery seem austere. Stained windows seemed to reach for the sky, with the iconic head of the dragon cast in blood-red glass.

The nobles returned to Mount Draekko to welcome Aeve. They clapped when Ashworthe and Storm walked past. Though there were variations, Storm saw men and women with blue-black hair much like Aeve’s.

Some were dressed in the colors of the kingdom, in velvet and silk. Children danced about, clapping their hands and delighting in the festivities. Musicians played drums, guitars, and flutes. Men and women sang of the legends of Draekkon as the nobles cheered. Goblets were filled repeatedly with wine.

Storm saw the oil portraits of the Draekkonian kings mounted on the wall—including King Solanzir, the most ruthless of them all. The dynasty he created was the reason for Draekkon’s wealth. Solanzir’s dragons once ruled and terrorized Cintarzia. It was fortunate that his descendants were not as radical.

King Draeven forgot himself, elated by the return of his surviving daughter. He got up from his throne, the same one used by all the Draekkonian kings.

The king walked with a stoop. Aeve was shocked that every bit of his dark hair was white. Her heart ached for the sadness he had lived through, first losing Gwendolyn and then worrying over her. He had dark shadows under his eyes from the sleepless nights he faced.

“Thank the gods you are safe!" her father cried, overjoyed to see her.

“It’s good to be back,” Aeve replied. She began to cry.

“Don’t cry, Aeve. You're home now,” The king said as he hugged her. He didn’t ask his daughter about her time in Burnleaf. He knew enough based on the information he had received from spies.

“Who can I thank for bringing my daughter home?" he asked, looking about the room. He zeroed in on the knight, a man he recognized.

Asheworthe replied, “Your Highness, my name is Asheworthe. I used to serve Queen Jayne of Eastmane until she told me to help Aeve escape Arrik. Captain Crossley knew we were in Pine Fells, so he came to our rescue.”

The king turned his gaze to Storm, and asked, “How did you know before we did that Aeve was in Pine Fells?”

Storm explained, “The same witch that helped Vellaine attack Burnleaf was present at my birth. She came to me in a dream. She told me Aeve was in Pine Fells. We were fortunate to arrive before Arrik."

The king narrowed his eyes. He was confused by the thought of a witch changing her allegiance.

He said, “It seems these unnatural events have worked in our favor. I know the witch you speak of, and she is dangerous. My brother would have never allowed her to help Aeve, yet she did. Whatever the reason for Datura’s betrayal, the result will be for her benefit.”

Storm considered telling the king about Datura’s prophecy but decided to spare the man more stress. Instead, he smiled and remarked, “Your daughter has shown great courage.”

King Draeven smiled, patted Storm on the arm and said, “Yes, I am proud of her. And thank the gods for your ship—and your resourcefulness.”

“It was an honor,” Storm said. His eyes drifted to the face of the princess, who was watching their exchange with interest. When they looked into each other’s eyes, their gaze lingered longer than they thought.

The king recognized adoration when he saw it. He smiled, cleared his throat to get their attention, and said, “You have my thanks. For the time being, we have much to celebrate!” The king looked at Asheworth, Relle, and Thelle, and said, “What I have is yours. You are welcome to stay in Draekkon as long as you wish!”

Asheworth replied, “I’m sorry to delay the celebration, Your Highness, but I would like to offer my services as a soldier. I am familiar with the tactics of Arrik's men and wish to do all I can to continue to protect your family."

“Your allegiance is appreciated. As a peaceful country long vacant of dragons, our people are vulnerable. Should you decide to accept the role of general, you'll have much to do," the king replied.

“I humbly accept, Your Highness, and I'm honored by the faith you've placed in me," Ash said.

“First, let's enjoy a meal," The king suggested.

Hungry after such a long, stressful journey, everyone agreed. Relle and Thelle enjoyed the company of ladies of the court at the banquet, with the infant charming everyone. After Thelle began to fuss within an hour, the house staff showed Relle to a bedroom they could call home. Thelle fell asleep right away, and since the sleeping child was under the watchful eye of one of the maids, Relle returned to the banquet hall.

Storm and Asheworthe enjoyed a place of honor. When Storm's crew arrived, they were made welcome. Wilford, Matty, and Penny ate all they could. The king's musicians played stringed instruments while the minstrel sang in verse.

Another musician beat a drum lightly in rhythm. Aeve wasn't ready for dancing quite yet, but after drinking some ale, Asheworthe was. Though he missed Queen Jayne, he was happy to be serving a king who cared about his people.

He was so jubilant over his improved prospects that he asked Relle to dance. Everyone was delighted when he spun her around the dance floor. As the beat of the music deepened, anyone could see they enjoyed each other’s company. Relle's blond curls bounced as she danced.

Asheworthe gave Relle an admiring gaze. His steps were youthful. Though there was over a decade between them in age, they were perfect companions.

“I think they're getting along," Storm said, smiling at Aeve.

Noticing how Aeve and Storm looked at each other, the king took an interest in the captain. Despite his curiosity, he chose not to question him about his intentions. The king decided he would not oppose it.

He trusted Aeve’s judgment, and he sensed Storm was more than a merchant's son. An unconventional match seemed right for his youngest child, who exerted her independence early. Gwendolyn was matched to Symon, with disastrous results. After what happened to his eldest child, King Draeven no longer believed in arranged marriages.

Instead of worrying about Aeve’s fondness for the captain, the king focused on biting into a leg of roasted chicken. It had been so long since he felt like eating. He drank deeply and returned to his reverie, nodding his head in time with the music.

Aeve and Storm smiled at each other. He asked Aeve where the robe was.

“Where is the rose robe?" he whispered.

“I've tucked it away until it's needed again," she replied.

Aeve stood up from her chair and invited Storm to follow her. As they walked down a long hallway, Storm was honest about the rose robe and its magical properties.

“I was beginning to get attached to it," he admitted.

Aeve gave him a mysterious smile, and Storm looked away. “I feel like a fool," he told her.

“Why do you feel like a fool? I don't see you as one. The robe has magic, but it isn't evil. It protects and heals,” Aeve said.

“I'm not talking about the robe. I mean, look around. My father does well in his business, but this says something else entirely,” Storm said, looking in the direction of the massive windows.

He admired the stone walls, and the massive dragon tapestries. He had never seen such elaborate furnishings. The murals were painted by artists of tremendous talent.

“Draekkonians are connected to the earliest people of Cintarzia. Our lineage comes from Ghylantian blood," she said.

Aeve paused at a mural of a woman who looked like her. She had long, blueish-black hair. In the portrait, she sat on a velvet chair, a crown on her head and a scepter in her hand. Her expression was meant to be intimidating, but the artist had captured her vulnerability. Her eyes didn’t match her expression, they betrayed her frailty.

“She looks serious,” Storm said. It was all he could think of to say, sensing that serious wasn't an apt description.

“That's Morgess, my great-great-grandmother. She was the first Ghylantian Queen of Draekkon. It's said she knew dragon magic. She was a fierce warrior, riding dragons and enthralling those around her. Sadly, she was bested by her own mind. They locked her away, saying she was insane. I'm not so sure she was,” Aeve said, touching the portrait briefly.

“She sounds courageous, like you," he observed.

Aeve looked distant as if trying to remember something.

“Everything I’ve read indicates Morgess was crazy. She tried to kill her husband. That’s why they locked her away. Yet, in an old book I found on accident, I read about her time as a Ghylantian woman warrior on dragon back, risking all for Draekkonians," she mused, adding, “The true history of Morgess is different from that of the historians’.”

“Her narrative was changed to suit others,” Storm replied.

“Why does history lie? What will they write about me—her great-great-granddaughter—a hundred years from now?” Aeve wondered aloud.

Aeve had a sad look on her face as she recalled the indignities she suffered. Storm placed his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. If ever his ability to tell the future was evident, it was then.

“The minstrels will sing about a brave queen of Draekkon enslaved by an evil king. They will sing ballads about how she escaped by sea in a merchant vessel. Then, shortly after, she returned to her homeland in time to save it. That is the substance of the poetry they'll recite about you over the next millennium," he said.

“You're telling me the truth, aren't you?” Aeve asked.

Storm nodded, and said, “I am, I feel it. Yet, I have no prediction of my role in your ballad.”

Aeve's face brightened. She gathered a theory from her deepest wishes, like drawing water from a well. She took a risk on something she knew to be true.

“They will sing of the man the brave queen comes to love and what he means to her. She is nothing without him. To be his, she would give up her crown,” Aeve said, her voice barely above a whisper.

In his heart, Storm heard every word.

“And he would never ask that of her. He would love her as she is and let her be herself—always—whether in daylight or darkness," he replied.

As they imagined what they would face together, their intent was as serious as the effigy of Morgess.


2. Joy

Storm leaned in, his eyes connecting with hers before their mouths touched in a long kiss. He held her close. He could smell the perfumed scent of her hair. He didn't want to let her go.

“I've traveled the world, but I’ve never met anyone like you," he told her.

Aeve touched his face. She loved the feel of his stubble on her hand, both rough and smooth. He leaned into her touch.

“Will you pause your travels to be with me? I can't lose you to the sea," she said.

He smiled, and said, “I have one more gauntlet to run. My father is in danger now that Arrik knows I helped you. I must save him. He can't talk his way out of this.”

Aeve understood his dilemma. She knew she had to be patient. Though she was terrified for him, she knew a man like him could never be expected to let his father down. That’s why she loved him.

“Save your father, Storm. I’ll wait for you,” Aeve said.

He planted a kiss on her hand, and said, “I’ll return Aeve, and when I do, I’ll introduce you to your future father-in-law," he said.

His own words shocked him. His unconventional proposal was sudden, but he knew he would never find another woman like Aeve Draekkon. The world was changing fast. They had to steal happiness wherever they found it. A tear slid down Aeve’s cheek.

“You haven't asked me yet,” Aeve reminded him. Storm took a knee, as was custom, and recited the words that would bind his promise.

“Princess Aeve, Daughter of King Draeven I of Draekkon, will you join me as an equal on life's path so we may journey together?" he said.

Aeve’s head was spinning. In a few months, she would give birth to another man’s child.

“Does it not bother you that I carry another man’s child?” Aeve asked.

Aeve didn’t  have time to worry about Storm’s response, because he didn’t pause. He replied, “No, it doesn’t matter. This child will be ours together. We will be a family.”

Aeve couldn’t stop the tears. She had survived indignities and—as far as she knew—the loss of her sister. Now she was about to agree to marry a man she knew little of. Before Aeve’s silence grew too long, she had a moment of clarity.


In a life fraught with danger, love is the best choice. And I love him.


“Yes! But you'll have to ask my father for my hand," she replied.

Before she knew it, Storm had taken her hand and was leading her back to the banquet hall. The pair stood before the King of Draekkon. Storm presented his case to Aeve's father.

“Your Highness, it is my prayer to the gods that you give us permission to marry. I do not come from nobility. Though I am a humble sea captain and a merchant, I love Aeve, and I promise to love her for the rest of our days. If you decide I am not worthy to wed her, no man will work harder to change your mind.”

When King Draeven looked at his daughter for a reaction, she told him, “Father, I love him.”

The old man smiled and nodded. His daughter had stars in her eyes when she looked at Storm. She had never looked at Arrik that way.

The king said, “Son, there is no need to change my mind. You have my blessing.”

Storm and Aeve embraced, overjoyed at overcoming another obstacle. King Draeven stood and addressed the crowd. “Everyone! Storm Crossley has asked for my daughter's hand. And since he has saved her life, and they clearly love each other, I have given them my blessing.”

Aeve smiled as everyone cheered. Aeve couldn't contain her emotions. She hugged her father. The king gestured to the musicians to play more music.

Aeve laughed as she locked hands with Storm. In moments, the happy couple were dancing. A minute later, everyone joined in. She had a thought that made her smile.

My child will be born to loving parents.

Despite her joy, she remembered Arrik wouldn’t stop until he was able to drag her back to Burnleaf. There was also the larger problem of her cruel uncle who sought to destroy her father.

Aeve pushed these worries to the side so she could focus on Storm. The candles grew short, and the musicians retired for the night. Her father left the great hall to rest. Aeve walked with him to his room. He wasn’t well, and she worried the death of her sister weighed heavily on his heart.

As they walked, the king said, “Giving you my permission to marry Storm doesn’t make up for asking Gwendolyn to marry Symon. He was a horrible man. I should have fought for her freedom. She never wanted to be a queen.”

Aeve replied, “It’s okay Father. We still don’t know Gwendolyn is dead. Fate intervened, and I came home. She could too. Let’s not give up hope,” Aeve replied.

King Draeven gave her a weary smile, hoping Aeve was right. He said, “Soon, there will be a new queen of Draekkon. What a capable, wise queen you will be.”

“Let’s not talk about that now. You need your rest," Aeve replied. She helped the king to his bed. By the time she covered him in blankets, he was already snoring. With his youngest daughter safe, and a whisper of hope for Gwendolyn’s return, he rested.


3. The Letter

In the Draekkonian tradition, once a couple decided to marry, there was a period of preparation. Because Storm wanted to honor the traditions of Aeve's family, he learned about the steps involved the following morning.

Storm didn’t mind this aspect of the process, but he found the part involving his family history difficult. He was sent to a scribe, who recorded his family history for the record. Storm felt at ease with him, sharing the circumstances of his birth with the elderly scribe. He didn't react as Storm thought he might.

“Doesn't the circumstances of my birth concern you?" he asked.

The man's face was remote. Storm didn’t see a hint of worry on his aged face.

The scribe told him, “Draekkon was once the land of dragons. What could be more extraordinary than that? Your becoming a part of this family is a good omen.”

After his sessions with the family scribe, Storm found himself learning the customs of court. Storm wasn't clueless on the subject. Many of the traditions were like those at King Symon's court.

As he learned what it would be like to be Prince of Draekkon, he was surprised by how his life would change. He would go from merchant’s son to royalty. Aeve assured him that things weren’t as drastic as they seemed, but he wasn’t so sure.

“Father’s still going to be shocked,” he told her.

Storm and Aeve spent the rest of the day with the citizens of Draekkon. As he walked through town with Aeve in a parade celebrating their engagement, they were shown the warmth and joy of the people.

Aeve left her tiara at Mount Draekko, explaining that she preferred to wear the wreaths made by the children of the village. A small child presented Aeve with a wreath of yellow dragon's breath, and she put it on her head. Storm was in awe of his future bride. The delicate yellow flowers accentuated her smooth, glowing skin. When he couldn't resist kissing her on the cheek, everyone cheered.

When they returned to Mont Draekko, Storm accepted the title of Advisor and Defender of Draekkon. Once the title was given, Herrin and the rest of the king’s advisors informed him of an intercepted message. It was reported that Vellaine's army was marching towards Draekkon to depose the king.

Asheworthe found a new role in Draekkon. Though consumed with worry for Queen Jayne, Asheworthe vowed to use his experience as a knight for Draekkon's cause. As General of the Draekkonian Army, his rigorous and exacting training would be utilized.

Asheworthe knew that Prince Vellaine had witchcraft on his side, giving him an unfair advantage. The new general’s tactics would present a challenge to the treasonous Prince of Draekkon. Asheworthe knew the armies of Burnleaf and Eastmane well enough to anticipate their movements.

A day after Storm and Aeve's story was being chronicled by the scribe, Draekkon received a letter with the unmistakable seal of Tabetha Eastmane. A skilled messenger had managed to escape detection to deliver it to the princess. Storm and Aeve read the message with apprehension, not knowing what to expect.

Dear Aeve,

I hope this letter finds you safe in Draekkon. Unfortunately, my son is aware Storm Crossley aided in your escape. In Burnleaf, Arrik has turned on Storm's father Lynos, ordering him to remain in Burnleaf. He has charged him with spying for Draekkon.

I know my son, and he will use Lynos as leverage. From what I know of Storm, he will return to help his father and there will be no talking him out of it. My son is expecting him to arrive in the Marylea. If nothing is done, he and his crew will be captured.

With these facts in mind, I will provide the cover Storm needs to return to Eastmane in secret. He may use my ship when it arrives in Draekkon, the day after you receive this.

My reason for helping is simple. I feel responsible for my son's fall from grace because I advised him to go to Burnleaf. I should have known Arrik would take things too far.

Tabetha Eastmane

Aeve sat down, worried about Storm's safety, but realizing Tabetha Eastmane was right. Storm tried to soothe her concerns.

“She's willing to deceive her own son to help us," he said. Aeve said nothing, understanding this was the best option. As a stowaway on Tabetha's ship, he had a better chance of getting Lynos to safety. She took a deep breath. Storm would need her support now.

“It's an opportunity we can't pass up. You must get your father away from Arrik. He's monstrous, I know," she said. Despite her fear of losing him, she had to show him hope.

“I’ll leave as soon as the ship arrives," he told her. He touched her face and looked deep into her eyes. She prayed fate would be on their side.

“Please be careful," she pleaded, trying not to cry over the scarce hours they had left together.


4. Petals

That evening, Aeve rapped gently on Storm's door. She had made an agreement with herself. She would give birth to the child of the king she escaped. She would give that child her adoration, but Arrik would not steal her happiness.

She deserved a future with the man she loved.

Damn any tradition that keeps me away from him tonight.

When Storm answered the door, he was stunned to see her. He began to protest as she walked into his chamber with nothing but the rose robe on. She told him to be quiet and began to kiss him, laying the rose robe on the down mattress. When he leaned over her, she pulled him close and continued to kiss him as she removed his tunic.

Storm’s heart quickened as he kissed her back. He couldn’t believe what was happening. Somehow, he had the most beautiful woman in Cyntarzia to himself. The robe expanded, creating a cushion of roses so realistic that Aeve could smell their petals.

“Within the robe, I don't hear the faraway lady,” Storm said in her ear.

“Whatever the rose robe is, we can't deny its power. It protects us,” Aeve whispered.

“And I can't deny your magic. It was always you and always will be you," he told her, certain he had found the truth in her arms.

“Return to me, I don't know what I would do without you," she begged him.

He looked into her luminous eyes. He couldn’t let her down. She was everything to him, his motivation to make the world right again. His was a simple and beautiful dream beyond the ugliness of war. He saw himself creating a life with Aeve and the baby, a child he would be a father to.

“I'll do my best,” Storm promised, his right hand smoothing her hair gently. She smiled dreamily, closed her eyes and then opened them, looking deeply into his. He was amazed at how bright they were. He could see how much she loved him. There was no turning back.

“Your best is better than anyone else’s," she told him as the robe and its spell enveloped them.

• —– ٠ ♕ ٠ —– •

Aeve kissed Storm softly on the cheek before leaving before dawn. She tied a red ribbon around a six-inch-long length of her hair. Using a knife, she cut it free. She placed the offering next to his slumbering body. She heard him murmur in his sleep, but she couldn't make out the words.

Aeve was reluctant to go, but she knew her father needed her. With Storm on a dangerous mission to Eastmane, she would have to be strong for the king and the citizens of Draekkon.

She would have to keep their morale up. This wouldn’t be an easy task. As she tiptoed back to her room, she clasped the robe around her nude shoulders tightly. She didn't care if she was relying too much on its comfort. She would accept its warm embrace if Storm would be absent from hers.
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