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To the real life Adie, you're a warrior.

 




Prologue

“IT’S SO COLD. I’m going to go check on the baby,” Queen Jasmine said to her husband as she rose from the table drawing her shawl closer. The private dining room had become chilled despite the warm fire crackling in the hearth, it was as if the bright flames were no longer giving heat. It was mid-winter and would not normally be this cold, even high in the hills and within the walls of their stone castle here in the Northern kingdoms.

“I’ll come with you. I want to see the little one before she sleeps.” King Magnus stood and offered his hand. Magnus doted on their month-old baby girl. Mellie was the shining jewel in her father’s crown.

Jasmine took her husband’s hand, feeling a rush of emotion. She loved this man and felt so blessed. Her own mother, queen before her in this same kingdom, had had a loveless marriage, one born out of need, not desire. Jasmine had been lucky; from the moment she’d seen Magnus as a young prince, when he came for a royal visit, she had known he was someone special.

The warm feeling turned to cold dread when they opened the chamber door to discover footprints made of ice.

“What the hell?” Magnus exclaimed. He released her hand to kneel down and touch the ice on the smooth stone floor, tracing the outline of a small foot.

“It’s solid ice.” Magnus grabbed a torch from the wall and held out the flame, which illuminated a glittering path of icy footprints heading in the direction of the bedchambers.

“Mellie,” Jasmine called out as they hurried forward. Her stomach is twisted in knots as she follows the footprints that led all the way to Mellie’s door. When they reached for the handle, they found it coated in ice. Magnus grabbed the edge of his robe and used the material to protect his hand as he turned the knob on the barrier.

The door moved easily on hinges devoid of ice. She had feared it would be frozen shut. Jasmine followed Magnus into the room and stopped when he drew his sword. A thin robed figure stood by Mellie’s crib, holding the tiny bundle in her arms. Ice covered the floor in a frozen puddle around her. She turned to face them, and Jasmine shrank from this woman, this witch, fearful she would freeze her daughter. Mellie wasn’t crying, and Jasmine felt sure she could see her baby moving in the witch’s arms.

“Put my daughter back in her crib,” Magnus said firmly, but there was a waver in his gruff voice. Jasmine couldn’t ever remember hearing Magnus sound so scared. The witch ignored Magnus uncovering Mellie's delicate face and spoke to her

“Every night, from her sixteenth birthday onward, she will take the form of an ice dragon from sunset to rise. One day, you’ll see why I have done this.” The witch’s voice was hauntingly beautiful. She leaned in close to Mellie, and then she kissed her on the nose, a delicate press of pale, almost-blue lips to the pink tip, and then she put Mellie back in her crib. Frigid wind swirled around her, and before Magnus could make use of his sword, the wind rose around the stranger freezing everything in its path, and she flew past in a whirl of ice and mist, a wall of it keeping Magnus back. Magnus moved to follow her but gave up when she disappeared from sight.

Jasmine rushed to the crib, her heart beating like a trapped bird. When she peered down into the crib with a hiccuping sob of relief. She saw her baby girl looked just as she had the last time Jasmine laid eyes on her. She scooped up her daughter and cradled Mellie to her chest, warm, heavy, a solid little weight against Jasmine’s breast, wriggling slightly searching for a nipple as if hungry.

“Is she okay?” Magnus asked, his tone quiet.

“She seems fine.” Jasmine angled Mellie so her father could see her face. Magnus reached out and gently touched Mellie’s nose.

“Her nose is icy cold, but her cheeks are warm. That woman, that witch, has definitely cast a spell on our daughter,” Magnus pronounced gravely.

“What do we do? No one will accept her if they know. If the wrong people were to find out, they might try to lock her up or even kill her.” Jasmine held Mellie closer, fear for her daughter coursing through her. She didn’t know what to do or why a witch would curse this tiny innocent bundle. They’d done nothing to offend this witch, and no transgressions came to mind that would warrant cursing a child to become a dragon in a kingdom that held no love for them.

“No one can know. I trust no one with this knowledge. We’ll quietly research it ourselves with every book of magic in the library. We have years before the first transformation will happen,” Magnus pointed out.

“I’ll do anything to protect her.”

“We’ll protect her together. I love you both and I will see no harm or sorrow come to either of you,” Magnus vowed as he brushed a finger gently across Mellie’s cheek.

“Build up the fire; see if we can get the chill to leave her nose. Sweet thing hasn’t even cried. She has no idea how drastically her world has changed.” Jasmine settled Mellie back in her crib, folded blankets over her daughter, and tucked them under her chin.

Jasmine caressed Mellie’s cheeks and hummed to her while Magnus built the fire. Unlike some kings, Magnus didn’t feel the need to call a servant for every task. He was not some useless figurehead unable to look out for himself or his family, he was a wise man, a leader, a warrior, and a father.

Jasmine believed he’d do his best to find a way to break their daughter’s curse before it did her any harm. When they had gotten pregnant, they had sworn, whether boy or girl, their child would never be hurt or alone, and that together, they would raise their baby to be a great ruler one day.

“Perhaps we should have the crib moved into our bedchamber for a while. It might be best to keep her close. I know that every time I feel a chill wind, I’ll think the worst until we find and confront the witch. I’ll see her punished for laying this curse on Mellie. To curse an innocent child, how can anyone justify an action of that kind?” Magnus said, brushing the wood dust from his hands and returning to the crib.

“I don’t think she can have a heart at all. If she does, it’s made of ice, like the rest of her. And yes, I want Mellie close. We’ll have to work in secret to stop the curse. I fear the witch will return and do worse if she finds out we’re working to undo it,” Jasmine said with a chilled shudder.

“We’ll do this together, and we’ll succeed.” Magnus put his arm around Jasmine’s waist, holding her close. She turned and buried her face in his chest, hoping his faith in their future was not misplaced.




Chapter One

WAKING UP ON the day of her daughter’s sixteenth birthday should have been a joyous event, but Queen Jasmine awoke to a feeling of dread in the pit in her stomach. Almost sixteen years had passed since the ice witch, as they had dubbed her, had visited their castle that midwinter's night and laid a curse on their sweet Mellie.

Now it was spring, and they had learned little about the witch and her magic, and they hadn’t been able to break the curse. Jasmine had been praying that when this night fell nothing would happen, that the curse would simply be a terrible lie or a nasty trick. She had even prayed nightfall wouldn’t come.

“Come, my love. It’s time to get dressed and greet our princess.” Magnus’s voice called from the other side of the room.

“Are we doing the right thing, acting like it’s a normal day and telling her just before dark?” Jasmine asked, slipping out of bed.

“We’ve talked about this. We agreed to give her a normal life for as long as we could. For sixteen years, she’s been like other princesses she’s met, lived a similar if sheltered life. We’ve protected her but let her grow. Let’s watch her have one more perfect birthday,” Magnus said, and Jasmine nodded in agreement. She wanted to see her daughter smiling, to watch her opening gifts and being spoiled.

“Go wake her. I’ll get dressed.” Jasmine smiled faintly, hoping her worry didn’t bleed through and show itself to Mellie. Her sweet young lady was very perceptive of other’s emotions, she always spoke softly when people needed to be calmed, but knew how to raise her voice when it was needed. She’d make a good queen one day because she read people well. She was also fair and kind.

“Would you like my help with that?” Magnus glanced in her direction raising an eyebrow.

“Your Majesty, you flatter me, but we do not have time for such distractions. Go to Mellie. I’m sure she’s nervous about the presentation.” Jasmine loved that her husband still desired her after all these years. They had finally come to terms with the fact that Mellie would be their only child, the damage from her birth too much to allow her to have a sibling. But Magnus had only to look at her, and Jasmine felt like a young princess again, and a beautiful one at that.

“She is her mother’s daughter, so shy in the face of grand ceremonies. Who would know what a handful you both are?” Magnus laughed and headed for the door.

“Are you complaining?” Jasmine asked, pulling the cord to ring the bell for her dresser. Some days, she dressed herself, taking time to comb her long dark hair and line her blue eyes with kohl, but today, she’d be presenting herself in a fine corseted gown to face those coming to visit the castle. The birthday celebration and acknowledgment of Mellie as the future queen of Silver Kingdom had drawn lords and ladies, dukes and duchesses from near and far. It would be a long, busy day.

“Never. I wouldn’t trade my girls for anything, not the silver in the hills, not the diamond mines in the west or the gold in the east,” Magnus said, his brown eyes gleaming with pride. Jasmine laughed in delight, waving him away. He could make her laugh even on days like this, when darkness lurked closer with each passing hour. Jasmine only hoped Mellie found someone who would do the same for her.

 

MELLIE STOOD TO greet Jasmine as soon as she entered meeting her with a hug. Jasmine couldn’t help holding her little girl just that bit tighter. It seemed amazing that the baby she had birthed her, that she had suckled, was now the beautiful young woman standing in front of her.

“Happy birthday, sweet girl. Did your father give you your present?” Jasmine asked as they took their seats.

“I can’t believe you got me a team of sled dogs. I can hardly wait to see them and go for a ride. I hate having to wait for the snow to be deep enough!” Mellie said brightly, it had not yet snowed this November. Both Magnus and Jasmine had seen their daughter pouting during the past winter when she couldn’t take her horse out into the grounds, due to the heavy snow they always got in the kingdom.

Others found ways, such as dogs, to get around, which was the traditional way to travel, and now that Mellie was old enough to be in charge of a team Magnus had ordered the best dogs in the kingdom to be found and bred to have a litter of pups. They had been trained by an expert, and now the dogs were kenneled in the castle, ready for Mellie.
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