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      Welcome to the world of the Dragon Fey Saga. This is my first foray into the world of pure fantasy. As a reader, I tend to skip past large chunks of world building in fantasy novels, choosing to go right for the story. That’s also how I write. So, if you’re like me and want the story but don’t care so much about how long a week is or who rules what kingdom unless it comes up in the story, you can skip this. If you are interested in those details upfront, keep reading. I’ll try to keep it short and sweet.

      

      Travel is slow since the major modes of transportation include, walking, horse, carriage, and sailing ship.

      

      There are (so far) three major races in the world of the Dragon Fey Saga: Humans, Dragon Fey, and Dark Fey.

      Humans live out in the open and are the major race in the world. Men and women are equals and women serve in the military, as rulers and artisans. The average life span for humans is about fifty to sixty years.

      Dragon Fey are an exceptionally long-lived race that legend says was born out of a mating between the Fey and Dragons before both races disappeared from the world, forever. Dragon Fey live a nomadic lifestyle, can appear human, and are able to become dragons. Most of the time, they appear human with dragon wings on their backs.

      Dark Fey are what remain of the Fey. These are twisted creatures of magic who desperately cling to their existence. They have forsaken the peace of their race’s afterlife seeking power and influence over a world that believes them to be nothing more than stories told to scare children.

      

      The kingdom of Illedria is where our tale takes place. At this point in the story, I am certain other kingdoms and nations exist, but we’re not too worried about them. Not yet.

      Queen Anastasia Rhys rules Illedria. She is the widow of King Killian and has reigned for thirty-five years. Anastasia is thought to be a wise and just queen though her health has been in steady decline for several years. Some of her subjects say it is by sheer force of will that she continues to live.

      Heir to the throne is crown prince Mathias, the queen’s only child. He has two children with his late wife, Princess Deliah. With his mother’s declining health Mathias has begun taking on more responsibilities at court, acting as a liaison between his mother and the council of thirteen provincial governors.

      Prince Killian is the eldest of Mathias and Deliah’s two children. Groomed to rule since he was a small boy, he is considered by many to be a hard-working, studious young man. His one rebellion against tradition is his desire to master the sword. Killian is an accomplished swordsman and regularly trains with a lieutenant in the royal army.

      Coleen is Killian’s younger sister. A charming and disarming young woman, she married Prince Devon of the Western Territories a few weeks after her seventeenth birthday.

      

      
        
        Michelle Rabe

        February 1, 2106

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The keep buzzed with nervous energy. Every hearth held the light of a blazing fire in spite of the warmth of the night. High in the star-speckled sky, the full moon traced its path as though nothing was out of the ordinary. The twins, Baylenn and Sloane, paced the hall in front of their parents’ chamber while their baby brother, Kirin, sat on the floor, his back against the rough stone wall, sharpening the blade of his least favorite sword. The soft hiss of the whetstone against steel, a counterpoint to the quick clipped taps of his brother’s boots. Screams of their mother, the queen, could be heard through the walls and heavy wood door, echoing down the hall.

      Masculine shouts reverberated from the opposite end of the corridor, and in an instant, all three young Dragon Fey warriors had their blades bared, ready to fight. Though they should have felt safe within the castle walls, too many of their kind had fallen to Dark Fey trickery and blades for them to go unarmed anywhere. Rafe and Dalton ran at the head of a group of black armor-clad warriors.

      The King of the Dragon Fey had dark hair and eyes that seemed to peer through his boys as they stood between him and his mate. Rafe slowed to a walk as the brothers parted, making way for their father. A moment later, he pushed through the door as the baby’s first cries filled the air. Dalton, the eldest sibling, closed the doors and turned his back to them. Every warrior took up position guarding the doors, waiting.

      Once in the royal bedchamber, Rafe felt out of place. Though he and Ellesandra, his mate, already shared four children, each time felt like the first. He twisted his hands together, leaning first to the left, then the right trying to catch a glimpse of the child. Ancestors, please let the babe be healthy, I do not care whether or not it is the daughter we so desire, I only ask that they both are well. Rafe offered up the silent prayer as three midwives fussed over the child. Why is this taking so long? Certainly I had the boys in my arms by now and was presenting them to their mother. He forced himself to keep his feet rooted to the ground as tradition required and glanced at the healers attending to Ellesandra’s needs. She offered him an exhausted smile.

      “I love you,” he mouthed, and his mate smiled back. Her deep red hair clung to her forehead. Exhaustion was written in every line of her features, but to him she was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.

      Minerva, the senior healer and soothsayer among the clans, stepped in front of him breaking the king out of his reverie.

      “Your Majesty, may I present your daughter.” She held the child out to her father.

      Rafe took the baby and snuggled his little girl close. She had a light dusting of reddish gold hair covering the top of her head. Delicate red and gold scales circled her eyes, covering even her closed lids. A smile curled his lips. He shifted the child’s weight in his arms, wanting nothing more than to spend some time with his mate and bond with their daughter. First, traditions had to be observed. He carried the baby over to the bed and handed her to her mother.

      “My queen, meet our daughter.”

      “She’s lovely,” Ellesandra whispered, taking the child into her arms. Her eyes met the baby’s, green with flecks of amber and gold, like hers. The newborn smiled and yawned. “I know how you feel, little one, but we can’t sleep, not just yet.”

      “Your majesties, have you chosen a name?” Minerva asked, seeing to it that tradition was carried out.

      “She is Serena,” Rafe answered before scoring a small straight line across the flesh over his daughter’s heart with his claw-like fingernail. He expected her to cry. All of their sons had cried. Their daughter, however, made no sound as she shot her father a dirty look.

      Minerva whispered ancient ritual words as she pressed a vial to Serena’s chest, capturing a small amount of the princess’s blood for use in the rituals that would peer into the child’s future. She reached out a second time, the soft glow of magic surrounding her fingers as she made ready to heal the wound. The healer’s fingers were still about an inch above the princess’s skin when Serena growled. A tiny ball of flames burst from her lips, and the fire splashed against the healer’s hand and the woman cried out.

      “I don’t think the princess trusts you,” Rafe muttered, trying not to laugh.

      “She should not be able to do that, not yet.” Minerva examined her hand. Although the flesh was red and she could feel heat radiating through the digits, the burn didn’t seem too bad.

      “I know,” the king said before he healed Serena’s cut himself. His daughter caught and held his fingers when it was done. He smiled at her before she yawned and closed her eyes, apparently content to sleep in her mother’s arms while gripping her father’s finger.

      “Your majesties.” Minerva and the other healers bowed and began backing out of the room.

      “Please send in our sons,” Ellesandra requested, waiting for the appropriate nodded confirmation before turning her attention back to the baby. “What just happened?”

      “I believe our daughter expressed her displeasure.” Rafe slipped his finger free of Serena’s hold.

      “How? She shouldn’t be able to breathe fire yet, and certainly not when human.”

      “I know, my love.” He bent over and kissed her forehead. “Try not to worry about it right now. I suspect we are going to have our hands full with our little fireball.” The double doors opened, and their sons stepped forward.

      “My sons, come and meet your little sister,” Ellesandra said as her boys milled around near the open doors. They acted as though none of them had ever seen a baby before. Dalton was the first to cross the room to meet his sister. Bay and Sloane followed a couple of steps behind. Their mother looked up and found Kirin hanging back, standing just outside the room, as though he couldn’t make up his mind. She met her youngest son’s eyes and smiled. “Come, Kirin. She does not bite.”

      “Not yet,” Rafe muttered though a thread of laughter ran through his words.
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        * * *

      

      Jeffery Dennsmore, the newly appointed Lord of Southreach, a small but wealthy province in the kingdom of Illedria, was in a hurry to get home. His presence at court to celebrate the newborn prince Killian’s birth had forced him to leave his wife and their own child, who was only a few months old.

      He rode late into the night, passing by the last inn, determined to make it home. The roads were well-traveled and tended, and the bright moon high in the sky gave him more than enough light to see his way on the path. He wasn’t far from home when he rounded a bend and brought his horse to a halt. About twenty paces ahead of him, someone in a hooded cloak stood in the center of the road, their face hidden in shadow. The nobleman eased his horse forward a few steps and to the right, hoping whoever it was would let him pass. Instead, the figure moved, continuing to block his way. Dennsmore’s horse, an easy going, well-trained steed, danced back a few strides. It took the lord a few moments before he managed to maintain control of the animal. Even then, the mare showed her displeasure by pawing at the ground with one front hoof. The figure slid the hood down, revealing a bald man with an oval-shaped face and milky white eyes.

      “Who are you?” Dennsmore demanded, relief washing over him when his own voice came out sounding confident. Something about the unknown person caused dread to take up residence in the back of his mind and began working its way forward. The predatory gaze, appraising and hungry, set off a visceral reaction in the young lord. Beneath him, his horse shifted and snorted, its breath puffing from nostrils in clouds of white mist.

      Still, the man remained silent, and his pale eyes seemed to stare through Dennsmore.

      “Who are you?” the nobleman asked a second time.

      The stranger opened his mouth, revealing teeth filed to sharp points. “Who are you?” The voice was odd, with a strange lilting singsong cadence that held both masculine and feminine qualities. It was as if the speaker was caught somewhere between the two.

      I have heard rumors of such creatures, dark, twisted things that prey on the unwary, but those are just stories, fanciful tales told to keep children in line, Dennsmore told himself. The hairs on the back his neck stood on end and his flesh broke out in tiny bumps. He shifted his seat in the saddle as the horse twitched in response to its rider’s change in mood. I can’t go around this thing. It’s the only road leading home. An image of his wife and their newborn daughter flashed in his mind. “I am Lord Jeffery Dennsmore of Southreach. I demand to know who you are and by what right you are detaining me.” His voice was full of bluster, false bravado.

      The thing tilted its head to the left, as though deep in thought. When he spoke, something different about his voice sent a chill through the young lord. “I am Lord Jeffery Dennsmore of Southreach.” The voice changed, taking on characteristics he knew all too well. “I demand to know who you are and by what right you are detaining me.” By the time the creature finished repeating the frightened lord’s words, the voice was a perfect mimic of his own.

      Jeffery knew he should run, that he needed to escape, but when he tried to move, nothing happened. His horse danced beneath him as he watched the stranger step forward, his long-fingered hand reaching out. Grabbing the reins, he drew the horse’s head down, whispering to the animal in a singsong language. The freak reached his other hand out and placed it on his thigh.

      “I need you,” the outsider said in Jeffery’s voice. The inflection and cadence were a little off because the original voice kept trying to come through. “This is going to be painful. I wish I could say it won’t, but that would be untrue.”

      The trespasser flexed his fingers as sharp claws plunged into Jeffery’s thigh. The promised pain washed over him in a wave spreading out from the barbs through his whole body. Jeffery screamed as the thing began to morph, bones shifting and muscles stretching. His voice died as the strange being first became a creature of darkness, and then turned into the man Jeffery saw in the mirror on a daily basis. He felt his own strength ebbing away as the change completed.

      “Do not fret. Your family will be… taken care of.” The monster wearing his face and using his voice had assured him before darkness swallowed Jeffery Dennsmore forever.

      The Dark Fey pushed the husk of the human off the horse. Dennsmore’s former body shattered into countless pieces, blowing away in a light breeze. The being put his hand on the horse’s neck, whispering soothing words as he mounted and continued toward the dead man’s manor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          TWENTY-ONE YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      The fighters maneuvered around one another, their boots kicking up small clouds of dust that drifted through the castle grounds. They traded blows, each seeking weaknesses in their opponent’s defenses. The prince struck, landing a glancing blow on the lieutenant’s arm. She stepped back with her spare movements meant to conserve energy and lull him into a false sense of superiority. Setting an easy rhythm, she fell back inch by slow inch, pulling the prince along with her.

      Good, he’s improving, making fewer mistakes, forcing me to work and draw him into the trap, Serena thought as she studied Killian’s technique and form. When the time was right, she dropped her guard. He attacked, striking out with his practice sword. The lieutenant stepped left and blocked the blow with her right arm. Serena brought her own practice sword up and tapped Killian’s exposed chest with the tip before stepping back and offering a low bow to him.

      The prince stared at the place where her blade had touched, appearing equally shocked and amused. He shook his head and exhaled a long, frustrated sigh. “How did you do that?” The note of incredulity in his words hinted at admiration with a dose of laughter.

      Smiling, she walked over and moved his arm into the position it had been prior to her landing the killing blow. “Your guard was just a little low. You knew it,” Serena said, shifting his arm into the proper height, “but rather than adjusting, you tried to overcompensate when I attacked.”

      “I was out of position.”

      “Yes, your Highness,” she answered, being careful to use his title, as was proper.

      “I know better,” Killian said with the hint of a growl coloring his words.

      “You do.” She fought the smile threatening to curl her lips again.

      “I feel stuck. Like I’m not making any progress,” Killian complained while they walked to the pavilion on the edge of the practice field. The building offered a shady area to rest on hot, sunny days like this one. A table with various weapons, a washbasin of water, and linen towels was provided. Serena knew the queen had insisted on the pavilion, over the vehement objections of not only the Arms Master but also several of the generals whose men made regular use of the field.

      She considered her answer, given the progress he was making. The improvement was subtle, something that required an experienced eye to see. Encouragement hasn’t borne the results I was hoping for. Perhaps it is time to try a different approach. “You are.” She paused and waited for a couple of seconds. “Every student reaches plateaus they must overcome. I believe you have come upon one such level. It is just a matter of time, your Highness.”

      “Why can’t we work with edged weapons? I can’t see how these,” he held up his wooden practice sword, sparing a disgusted glance at it when he said, “are sufficient to prepare a fighter for a true battle.”

      Serena shook her head and laid her wooden sword on the table beside a goblet. I’ve expected this for quite some time. Whenever any student feels as though they’re not improving, they blame practice swords. She knew she had done the same not too long ago. Then, she let Killian wait, something she knew he wasn’t subjected to often. As second in line to rule Illedria, no one but his grandmother and father had the right to make him wait. Because of their long friendship, she was accorded as much latitude as he allowed. So, Serena took every opportunity to make Killian practice patience. She poured herself a goblet of wine and took a sip before turning her attention back to the young man. “These practice swords approximate the weight and balance of an actual weapon. They are meant to train fighters with less risk of lethal injury. More experienced students sometimes use blunted steel or edged weapons to add an element of realism to their bouts, but it is risky. Several students have been injured while working with edged blades,” she answered as the healing wound on her arm gave a slight twinge, reminding her that she could count herself among the mentioned wounded.

      She watched Killian pace. His eyes narrowed as he chewed on his bottom lip, deep in thought. He stopped and faced her. “I am ready.”

      Serena leaned against the table, crossed her arms over her torso and shook her head. “No, you are not. I’ve landed an easy kill point on you three times in the past week, your Highness.”

      “I’ve been distracted.” Killian’s voice held a note of teasing, and Serena noted a familiar wicked twinkle in his eyes. His heated gaze roamed over her body, appreciating the way her bodice and breeches hugged her curves and the way the billowy sleeves framed the hourglass shape of her waist. The red-gold waves he loved to run his fingers through were pulled back in a braid, which started at her hairline and fell to just below her shoulder blades. He even liked the way her eyes narrowed and the right brow lifted as his gaze lingered.

      “Then perhaps I should inquire with the other members of the guard and seek out a less… distracting, sparring partner for you, your Highness.” Her green gold-flecked eyes sparkled, teasing, even though she tried to resist his flirtation.

      “I see no reason for you to do that, Lieutenant Harlowe.” Killian tossed his wooden sword on the table beside Serena’s and poured himself a goblet of wine. Servants weren’t allowed on the practice field, not even for a prince. “Even Arms Master Hayes admits that, up until recently, I have been improving under your,” he paused, a half-smile curling his lips, “expert tutelage.”

      She smiled and nodded, “Then perhaps you will leave the question of your progression to me, as Arms Master Hayes has?”

      Killian frowned, his blue eyes narrowing. “I thought you might be easier to convince.”

      Serena nodded, and her lips quirked up in a wry half-smile. “Because I am a weak-willed woman?”

      “If your will was weak, I doubt we would be having this conversation.”

      She smiled. “You have a point, Highness.”

      “So.” He toed the ground and ran a hand through his raven hair. “We can begin working with edged weapons?”

      “Are you trying to have me executed?” A note of laughter was obvious in her voice though the question she asked was deadly serious. “If you are, there are simpler ways to go about it.”

      “Such as?”

      She shrugged. “Simply ordering it.”

      “I am not trying to get you hanged.” Killian laid his hand over hers for a moment before pulling it away and facing the practice ring again. “I really think I am ready to try practice with edged weapons.”

      Serena took a deep breath and let out a soft laugh while shaking her head. “I will make a bargain with you, my prince.” A slight smile curled her lips. “If you can best me in a bout, then we will begin working with edged weapons… tomorrow.”

      Killian’s eyes narrowed, and she could see him turning the offer over in his mind. Serena picked up the goblet and sipped the wine while waiting for his answer. “If I win, we will begin working with edged weapons?”

      She nodded and met his eyes before answering. “Yes.”

      He looked her up and down, wary, certain there was a catch. “I don’t have to do anything else?”

      “No.” Her smile was confident. “Just best me.”

      “And, if you win?”

      “You trust my judgment. You trust that when you are ready,” she said and shrugged, “we will begin practicing with edged blades.”

      “Done.” He held out his hand, a slight smile curling his lips.

      “As you wish, my prince,” Serena said, setting her goblet down. She turned and picked up a pair of blunted long swords, handing one to Killian. “Are you ready?”

      He took the sword from her and tested its weight in his grip before walking back into the practice ring. Out of habit, Serena scanned the area, noting they had attracted a crowd. She caught sight of Ryan and the three additional members of the Royal Guard, all watching for threats. Other spectators included ladies of the court, who hid their faces behind fans or shielded their delicate skin from the rays of the sun with a parasol.

      One lady, in particular, caught Serena’s eye. She was new to the court, but in the few short months since her arrival, Katia Dennsmore had almost every eligible young man falling over himself to win her hand. Rumors about the offer her father had made to the crown ranged from the ridiculous to the outright obscene. She was a stunning beauty with pale blue-green eyes, porcelain skin and chestnut hair, and her petite frame was always covered with opulent gowns at the height of fashion for proper ladies. With the right family name and fortune to match, Katia was everything the royal family could want in a bride for the second in line to the throne. Her active pursuit of Killian was a favorite topic among the court gossips.

      Serena’s throat tightened and poisoned words drifted through her mind. The voices of court harpies and gossips assured her that Killian’s declarations were false, that the prince was simply indulging in a dalliance with a commoner before settling into marriage with a proper lady. As if she knew what Serena was thinking, Katia lifted her hand and gave a dainty wave. To other onlookers, it would appear as though she was trying to catch the prince’s attention, but Serena sensed the other woman’s eyes on her. She took a deep breath, turned and was about to walk into the practice ring when a man’s voice broke the silence.

      “Are you going to show our princeling how it’s done?” one of her fellow trainees asked, the sneer evident in his voice.

      Serena glanced over her shoulder, looking the hulking brute of a man up and down before she said, “You’re Roberts, right?”

      “Yes.” He puffed up and threw his chest out, eyeing her like a hunter going in for the kill.

      “I’ll remember that.” She turned and made her way to the center of the practice ring.

      “Is there anything wrong?” Killian asked. He’d known Serena long enough to spot the tightness around her eyes that wasn’t always there. She walked a little faster than normal, her glossy black boots kicking up dust with each step.

      She took a deep breath and let it out. Insults directed at the heir to the throne coming from a Royal Guard candidate? That is not acceptable. I will speak with Captain Donnavon. She considered mentioning it to Killian, but thought better of it and shrugged. “The usual.”

      He nodded and because he knew it would help calm her, he asked, “Directed at you or me?”

      “You,” Serena answered and without thinking added, “and treating me as if I were a tavern wench, not an officer who outranks him.”

      Anger flashed in Killian’s eyes and his grip on the sword tightened. “Would you like me to take care of him for you?”

      “No. I can handle him”—Serena flashed a wicked smile, eyeing his sword hand, making sure he relaxed its grip some before she finished—”when the time comes.”

      “Once again.” He shook his head. “Please remind me never to get on your bad side.”

      Serena chuckled and offered him a quick bow. “Consider it done.” She stepped back and settled into a ready stance. “My prince?”

      “I love it when you call me that,” Killian said in a low whisper as he prepared himself.

      “And here I thought you hated it with all the complaints I hear about your title,” Serena teased before they touched swords and the conversation stopped.

      She deflected his first testing blows, getting a feel for the differences in the power of his attacks caused by the change in weapon. Settling into the rhythm, she let Killian lead the dance while she watched for an opening.

      He dropped his guard. Serena took advantage, feinting to the left before trying to slip in on the right. Killian managed to make a messy block, deflecting her attack, though he was off balance. Serena pressed her advantage, raining a flurry of blows down on him, not giving him a chance to rest or think.

      Killian fell back, the heavier blade flashing in the sun as he tried to fend off Serena’s attacks. He let muscle memory take over and, on instinct, acted to keep her sword at bay. Several minutes later, her attacks eased. He pressed the advantage, going on the offensive. Killian feinted, trying to get past her defenses, but she didn’t let her guard down. He watched, waiting for an opening while keeping the pressure on. When he saw Serena’s left shoulder dip lower than her right, without thinking, he reacted, his blade lashed out to tap her arm. As the blade connected, something smacked hard against his upper inner thigh. He froze and looked down. Serena’s blade lay across his leg. His own rested against her forearm just below where her sleeve disappeared underneath her leather arm guard.

      Her lips curled into a wry smile, and one eyebrow rose higher than the other. “You’re dead, my prince,” she whispered so it wouldn’t be overhead by the spectators.

      “So, it would seem, my lady.”

      “Would you care to know your mistake?”

      Killian took a step back and bowed low. When he spoke again, his words were a promise-filled whisper. “I would. However, I have a previous engagement with a lady, who will not be put off.”

      Serena stepped forward and held out her hand. “One of your many admirers?” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the retreating gaggle of giggling female courtiers with Katia leading the way, her black parasol standing out among its paler counterparts.

      “She’s an older woman,” he sucked in a deep hissing breath and said, “very powerful.”

      Serena laughed and closed her hand around the hilt of his sword. “Even I am not foolish enough to tangle with Her Majesty.”

      “My love,” Killian breathed, as their fingers brushed when he released his grip.

      “Your Highness.” She offered him a deep curtsy, turned and strode away, leaving Killian alone.

      Good Gods, how does she manage to do that? Leave me so off balance and yet yearning for her company?

      He watched her leave, fighting to keep a stupid grin from appearing on his face. He didn’t notice when Ryan stepped up beside him until the captain of his personal guard cleared his throat. Killian shook himself and turned to face him.

      “Captain?”

      “You are starting to garner more than the usual amount of attention that follows a prince of the realm. Your grandmother is expecting you.”

      Killian sighed and felt his mood turn dark. I’d rather not discuss my impending betrothal to one of these hounding harpies. The discussions were never pleasant, especially since the one woman he had any inclination toward marrying had just walked away, held no land or title and was not from one of the proper families.
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        * * *

      

      In a foul mood, Killian Rhys strode through the halls of the castle, taking little notice of the men and women from well-dressed courtiers to servants in royal livery who bowed and moved out of his path. He offered polite acknowledgment of their presence and greetings when required, but stopped for nothing. His thigh still smarted from where Serena had landed a good hit during their bout. A shudder ran through him as Killian’s mind turned dark. Had Serena and I had been using edged weapons today, I wouldn’t be walking to see the queen. Serena would be heading to the gallows. What remained of me would be laid out on a slab waiting for the death’s handmaidens to do their work.

      The sun was high in the sky as he passed Lord Jeffery Dennsmore in the antechamber off the entrance to the queen’s personal study. Killian frowned. There is only one reason he would be petitioning my grandmother in private. The lord is pressing the queen to accept Katia as my betrothed. The last offer was so extravagant I wonder what he has done to make it more agreeable to my grandmother.

      At seventeen years of age, Killian had not yet reached the age of majority, but the offers from the nobles, both in and out of Illedria, began a short time after his fifteenth birthday. These brief conversations with his grandmother started more than a year and a half ago, when he’d let it slip that he was falling for Serena.

      Squaring his shoulders and taking a deep breath, he stepped into the study through the already open door and bowed to his grandmother. Anastasia Rhys had an air of quiet dignity about her, and the delicate silver and gold crown she wore added to the feeling of understated power. She glanced up from her reading and motioned for him to sit across from her before turning her attention back to the papers. Killian took a seat in one of the high-backed chairs and tried not to get too comfortable on the soft cushions, knowing one of her tactics was to lull her opponent into a false sense of security. He took quick stock of the area around the study, the bookcases lining the walls, and the small sculptures and keepsakes placed on their shelves.

      After a short silence, the High Queen of Illedria met the young prince’s gaze and frowned before removing her delicate silver crown. “Why that girl?” The queen’s question was straightforward, blunt, much like the woman was known to be at times.

      “Because, in spite of everything she knows about me, including my station, and she doesn’t mind. All those years ago, she was the only one who didn’t care that I was the prince. Serena was the only trainee willing to spar with me for years. The rest were all too frightened of the consequences if I were to get injured.” He paused and waited for the queen to say something. When she remained silent, he continued, “When we spar, she doesn’t take it easy on me because of my title. She’s knocked me to the ground more than once.” He smiled, remembering the shocked expression on her face and those of the gathered crowd the first time it had happened. The smile widened, as he thought about the bruises she’d given him in subsequent bouts. His upward-turned lips retreated when he remembered bruises he’d given her. “We have known each other for years. I can talk to her about anything.”

      “But she is a commoner and,” the queen took a deep breath as if steeling herself before continuing, “if what Arms Master Hayes tells me is true, has aspirations to join the Royal Guard.”

      We’ve done this dance more than one time, grandmother, and yet here we are again, Killian thought before he responded with the expected question. “Why should either of those things matter?”

      “You will be the king.”

      Ahh and there’s the expected answer, he thought.

      “You will follow your father on my throne and will need a strong queen at your side.” Anastasia sought to make her grandson see reason. Of course, other issues were at work, factions in play, but attacking the girl’s low birth station was the simple answer.

      “Who do you believe will be a stronger queen?” he asked, a change in tactic. “A woman who, while a commoner, is a weapons master and doesn’t back down, who challenges me, who helps me consider all options before making a decision and does not have her own agenda beyond committing herself to king and country?” He leaned back and made a gesture to indicate openness. “Or would you prefer the woman who is from a noble family, with their own agenda, who won’t challenge her king’s decisions and could put loyalty to her family and province over what is best for Illedria?”

      “Killian, you will have nobles to contend with and will need their support in order to be a strong monarch. They will not think kindly about their king being married to a woman with no land, no title, and worse, is a soldier.”

      “But she will not be a common soldier,” Killian insisted though he knew better, the nobles would never see Serena as more than a peasant. One who had reached far above her station and captured the heart of a royal, but still beneath them, and him. “She will be a sword master and perhaps one of the Royal Guard, the elite.”

      “It is simply not done”—the queen’s tone was firm—”you are second in line to rule. I will not have this insolence, and that is the end of the discussion, young man.”

      “As you wish, Majesty,” Killian stood and offered a deep, respectful bow. I pushed too far. I pray she doesn’t use this talk as an excuse to accept one of the marriage contracts. There must be a way to follow my heart and still serve my people.

      “I wish my grandson would be more compliant to my wishes and tradition.”

      “I am your grandson. Would you expect less of me?” The prince turned and walked out of the study with two black-clad guards falling in behind him as he made his way back to his chambers. When he crossed the threshold into the sitting room, Killian sighed and scrubbed his face with his hands. It was times like this when he felt the burden of his birth weighing against his heart’s desire and wished the gulf between their stations didn’t exist.
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        * * *

      

      The beautiful noblewoman drew the guard forward, pulling his body against hers and into a shadowed alcove, away from prying eyes. He ran his hands over her soft, alabaster skin. Her fingers tangled in the dark hair that curled over his collar. Pressing his lips to hers, he plundered the riches there.

      While grabbing a fist full of his hair, she used it to draw him away from her. “Andreas,” she breathed his name, part plea, part demand.

      “What?” he choked out, voice harsh with desire.

      “I need her name.” She traced his jawline with the sharp point of her fingernail.

      “Whose name?”

      Panic flared in his eyes, and she wanted to laugh. Men were so easy to manipulate, and it had almost been a waste of her singular magic. “The child. The one you and the dead princess found so many years ago.”

      “Serena,” he answered, a glassy haze settling over his eyes.

      “Where is the child?” She knew it was a gamble and quite likely Andreas knew nothing, but all of her plans hinged on finding the girl. The child was the key.

      “She was placed with a family in the city, for a time.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know why, but she didn’t stay with them long.”

      “Where did she end up?” She was growing impatient; each passing moment was one closer to someone discovering their hiding place.

      “In the palace with the royal tutor and his wife.” He reached up to touch her cheek.

      “The Dunnhills?” she asked, a frown creasing her smooth features.

      “No. The Harlowes. Samuel and Mavis Harlowe took the girl in.”

      “Harlowe?” She blinked several times in quick succession while trying to recall where she’d heard the name before.

      “Yes. The girl you’re looking for is Serena Harlowe.” His hands roamed over her body, and he tried to slip them underneath her corset.

      “Stop,” she ordered. He groaned, frustration flashing in his eyes… though he complied. “You’ve done very well. Now, Andreas, I need you to do something else for me.”

      “I will do anything you require, my lady.”

      “Perfect.” She smiled and dragged her nail along his chin, leaving a thin trail of blood in its wake, but her prey didn’t react. “You will forget me. Forget that we had this conversation and go about the rest of your day. Tomorrow, when you have your daily training bout, you will have an accident and make a fatal error.” She licked the single drop of blood that clung to her nail. “Do you understand, Andreas?”

      Yes, my lady,” he said his voice dull, lifeless, emotionless.

      “Very well. You are dismissed.”

      “Yes, my lady.” He bowed, turned and walked down the hall, leaving her alone. She remained hidden in the alcove for several moments more, her mind turning over the information she had learned.

      So, the Dragon Fey whelp has been hiding in plain sight this whole time. She is close to the prince. We will have to tread carefully.

      Satisfied with the day’s work, she stepped out of the shadows and drifted back toward the main rooms of the castle.
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      The next morning, Killian stood at his father’s right hand while the queen had her public audience. In light of her failing health, she believed it was important that the royal family showed a unified front to the people. Scanning the crowd of onlookers, the prince watched the expected faces of courtiers and palace staff. Interspersed among them were ones he didn’t recognize, those of diplomats and citizens who had come to petition the crown. Killian couldn’t help but notice the cluster of young women standing in the center of the room, all watching him as though he were a prize stallion about to be sold to the highest bidder. He fought to keep his emotions from displaying on his face, preferring not to show them how he felt about their attention. If the daily verbal sparring matches with my grandmother are any indication, I am nothing but a stud to them… someone to marry to improve their family’s position and ensure they are the mother of my successor. He turned his attention back to the man pleading his case before the queen.

      Doors at the far end of the hall opened to admit a member of the Royal Guard. She strode down the center of the room, and it took Killian a moment to recognize Michaels’s blonde hair and the slight hitch in her gait as she walked. The prince watched, with a neutral expression as she made her way up to the dais where Donnavon, captain of the Royal Guard, stood by the queen’s side.

      Killian couldn’t hear what was said between the two guards, but after a few exchanges, Michaels nodded, walked over to Ryan and informed the head of Killian’s detail that he was needed out on the training ground. She took over for Ryan as he approached the prince.

      “Your Highness,” Ryan whispered, “there has been an incident out in the practice ring. My presence is required. I will speak to you as soon as Her Majesty’s audience is completed.”

      “What is it?” Killian asked, fighting to keep a neutral expression on his face while staring out above the crowd.

      “I don’t know all the details, but there was an accident.” Ryan shifted position so he could grab the prince’s wrist if needed without anyone in the audience chamber noticing. “From what I have been told, Serena is involved somehow.”

      “Serena?” Killian’s blank expression slipped. He felt Ryan’s fingers press into his wrist, a subtle reminder that he couldn’t rush to her side. You’re the prince. She’s a commoner. He reminded himself, once again. I cannot risk putting her in danger because I let my emotions cloud my judgment.

      “You need to stay here,” the captain warned, his grip on Killian’s wrist tightening. “Do your duty. I will see to her and report as soon as possible.”

      “Thank you.” The prince swallowed hard as words seemed to well up in his throat. He had so much to say, wanting to rush to her side, but duty trapped him. “Please, tell her,” he whispered knowing Ryan would understand.

      “I will,” the guardsman said before he turned on his heel and strode out of the chamber, shoulders thrown back and purpose in each step.

      The hours stretched on without word. Each petitioner seemed to take more of the queen’s time than was necessary. The prince shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

      In his mind, he saw Serena lying on the hard-packed earth of the practice area, a pool of crimson spreading around her. She reached out to him, his name on bloodstained lips. Eyes that shone with emotion, dulled as they stared into a never-ending abyss of darkness. Her hand fell to the ground in a puff of dust.

      You don’t know what’s happening. Speculating isn’t going to do you any good. Ryan will look after her. It’s not as bad as you think, he told himself, trying to keep his anxiety in check.

      

      The moment the queen called an end to the audience, Killian made his way out of the chamber, avoiding the group of young ladies who tried to catch his attention. Most days he did as duty required and spent some time speaking with them, but today, he couldn’t. Let them think me a boor because I cannot stay here a moment longer than necessary without knowing what happened. He stalked through the castle, not really aware of the two guards shadowing him as he searched for Ryan. After asking several members of the guard, the prince found his captain on the periphery of the weapons practice arena attacking one of the straw-filled training dummies without mercy or finesse. Killian watched the other man for a long time before he interrupted. “Captain Ryan?”

      The captain turned and offered a quick bow. “Your Highness.”

      “The incident Ryan.” Killian’s words were short, clipped. “What happened?”

      “Andreas is dead.” The other man stabbed the training dummy, center mass. “Serena is being confined to quarters while the Commander and Arms Master Hayes figure out what happened.” He twisted the sword to the right and pulled it out, letting the tip drop to the dirt.

      Killian was silent for several seconds, a look of consternation twisting his face. His mouth opened and closed a few times before he asked, “What?”

      “Your Highness. I know what you’re thinking. You need to stop. Take a few moments to think clearly.” He leaned in close and whispered, “You can’t be her love right now. You need to be her prince. You need to let this run its course.”

      The prince took a deep breath. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “She could be found at fault for his death and face the executioner,” Ryan answered honestly, not seeing any point in trying to gently break the reality.

      Killian’s knees gave way beneath him. He stumbled, catching himself on the training dummy. “I have to do something.”

      “You know you can’t.”

      “I know.” He pushed away from the dummy and threw a punch. His fist connected with the straw-filled body with an unsatisfying thud. “I know. Gods, I hate it, but I know. Can I at least visit her?”

      “I’m sorry, Highness, but she is confined and cannot have any visitors. That’s what I’ve been trying to work around since the incident happened.”

      “There’s nothing I can do?” The prince’s voice was soft, pleading.

      “No.”

      “If you manage to see her, please tell her I love her.”

      “I will,” Ryan said. “I am going to try speaking with Commander Donnavon again. Perhaps I can get more answers from him now some time has elapsed.”

      “Thank you.” Killian pushed away from the training dummy, “I believe my presence is required at some inane garden party.”

      “The parties are not inane, Highness.”

      “They are nothing more than old lords and ladies trying to find spouses for their offspring. And I am the most prized catch of all.” The prince dragged a hand through his dark hair, turned and made his way back inside the castle.
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        * * *

      

      Serena walked through a landscape carved of stone and fire, her high leather boots crunching rocks and dirt beneath her feet. The hot sun beat down on her like on a warm spring day. This was home… where she belonged. She flexed her wings, opening and closing them to work out the stiffness. It seemed years since she’d taken to the skies, and Serena enjoyed feeling the currents shift underneath her. Turning her face to the sun, she drew in a deep breath. On bent her knees, she extended her wings and with a powerful stroke, launched herself into the clear sky.

      As the air rushed by and the world dropped away with every beat of her wings, it felt right, natural. Lakes, forests, farms, towns and even the odd city became nothing more than a blur as she glided on the currents. Voices whispering in a language she didn’t understand tugged at the back of her memory.

      She banked to the left, swooping low, skimming the treetops of a vast forest. Following an air current, the whispers floated along the peaks and valleys of the Nightsong Mountains. She flew until the muscles in her back and wings began to burn with the ache of exhaustion. Instinct drew her to a massive keep, surrounded by acres of green fields standing on the shore of a crystal blue lake. She glided to the ground and landed, taking more than a dozen running steps to halt her progress.

      The land bustled with activity. Men, women, and children, all with leathery wings gracing their backs, worked the fields and tended to the roaming animals. Clusters of colorful wagons and tents dotted the landscape. Thin ribbons of smoke swirled up from countless campfires.

      Serena strolled along the road, taking in the surrounding scenery until a strange young man skidded to a halt in front of her. He had dark hair with green eyes and stood taller than her, built and dressed like a sword fighter.

      “Fireball. What are you doing out here?” His voice tugged at her memory, something familiar and yet forgotten.

      “What?” She backed up a couple of steps, her mind and heart at war. It was as though her life was a lie and this moment was meant to be.

      “Mother and father have been losing their minds. The whole family and about half the clan are out looking for you.” He shrugged. “Granted, it is your day, but you would do well to stay on their good sides.”

      “Who are you?” Serena asked, shaking her head. She sensed something familiar about him but couldn’t place what it was or where she’d met him.

      He cocked his head to the left, a questioning expression on his handsome face. “You know who I am.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      He chuckled, though it was more about releasing tension than genuine mirth. “Come on, Fireball, you do know me.”

      “Dalton, are you teasing my betrothed?” Killian asked from a few steps behind the familiar stranger. The sun shone off his blue-black hair and sparkled in his cobalt eyes. He wore black trousers and coat with a white linen shirt, his right hand resting on the hilt of the sword at his hip.

      “Killian.” Before sense overrode instinct, Serena rushed to him and threw her arms around his neck, pressing her lips on his in a passionate kiss. He uttered a surprised gasp before wrapping his arms around her, one hand sliding up to cradle the back of her head, the other pulling her closer, drawing out the lip lock.

      Dalton coughed. “If you’re done ravishing my baby sister in the middle of the road…”

      Killian ended the kiss, brushing his lips against hers one last time. A promise. He nodded to Dalton and smirked. “Talk to the fireball. She started it.” He chuckled and shifted his hold on her, so she was at his side as they started walking toward the massive keep.

      “What were you thinking? Going on a romp before the ceremony?” Dalton asked.

      Serena abruptly planted her feet, causing both men to stop up short and look at her. “What ceremony? What are you talking about? Who are you? How do I know you?”

      “Serena, are you feeling well?” Killian stepped forward and cupped her cheek in his hand, searching her eyes.

      “I want answers.”

      “I’m your eldest brother, Dalton. The ceremony is to formally acknowledge you as our mother’s heir, and confirm your betrothal to Prince Killian.”

      She shook her head and pulled away. “I remember none of this.” Her heart twisted, and breathing got more difficult as her memories warred with what her eyes saw. She looked at Dalton. “You.” She gasped. “You’re dead. So are mother and father and the rest of our brothers.” She backed away as Killian reached for her. “You are not mine, not to keep.”

      “Serena…” He reached out for her, words dying on his lips as she shook her head and stepped out of his reach.

      “No.” Her heart thundered in her chest, and her mind shrieked that nothing about this was right. She wrung her hands together as true panic reached in and hooked its claws into her mind.

      “What do you mean I’m not yours?” Confusion and hurt warred in Killian’s words. His hand dropped to his side, and he seemed to close in on himself. “We’ve been promised since we were children. Even if we weren’t, that wouldn’t matter. I love you.” The last words rang true even amidst the madness swirling around them.

      Serena’s heart ached, and she let out a wordless cry of anguish. Stumbling away as Dalton reached for her, Serena’s foot caught on something, and she fell backward.

      Killian called her name and lunged, reaching out to catch her. Their hands touched, fingers fighting to find purchase. He caught her wrist, but his palm was damp with sweat, and his grip slipped as she stumbled back, falling. “Serena!” His anguished cry filled her ears as darkness swallowed her whole.

      Serena screamed, and sat up, gasping. The room was dark, the bed uncomfortable and the blanket thin. She wiped her brow and tried to bring her breathing back under control. Feeling restless, she started pacing the small room, shivering as the sweat on her body cooled. “It was just a dream. A nightmare. A cruel joke your mind is playing,” she whispered to herself. She stopped beside the wash basin and poured water into the earthenware bowl. After splashing her face, she sat on the hard bed. Fearful of what dreams might hunt her down, Serena began reciting sword forms, their uses and defenses against them to keep from drifting back to sleep.
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