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      “You’re lucky to be alive,” Elian said to Rowen, as they looked over the Red Cliffs at the death and destruction below. “I could have killed you if I really wanted to. But, you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      Chills ran along her arms at hearing those words. She’d been telling herself exactly that for years, and somehow it continued to prove true.

      Perhaps the gods were keeping her around for a reason. After all that had happened, she was beginning to wonder if she was a part of something bigger—something she wasn’t quite seeing yet.

      “And, why didn’t you?”

      “I have my reasons,” he said, giving her an eerie sidelong glance.

      She released a long sigh. “Don’t we all.”

      The black smoke that rose from the valley was thick in the air, burning her nose as she breathed it in. It smelled of coal and spice.

      Dragon’s Fire.

      Her heart thumped in her chest as she watched the battle unfold.

      Dragons and men fought on the battlefield in a symphony of steel and bright lights that flickered and rippled throughout the lines of men. Flames roared from the Dragon’s throats, and Wizard’s Fire shot from the scepters and hands of men born with magic flowing through their veins.

      The clash of Wizard’s Fire and Dragon’s Fire was terrifying, but beautiful. The melding of bright green and red created an aura that warmed her face each time there was an explosion of energy.

      Rowen had to remind herself that this wasn’t a thing of beauty—it wasn’t something to marvel at in enchanted awe.

      This was war.

      While young men and old fell to their deaths, Dragons also plummeted to the ground from mortal wounds.

      There would be no winners.

      This was Captain Elian Westin’s fault. He and the circle of wizards from the east had cursed an entire race of men to become dragons—just so they could increase their own power. They never knew it would in fact have the opposite effect, draining them of the immense power they’d hoped to rule the world with.

      The more she learned about what Elian and his dark order of wizards had done, the more she began to understand the Dragons around her—the ones who had put her down and ostracized her since birth.

      According to Lord Tristanick of the House of Scrolls, what Elian and the others had essentially done was exploit a unique, dormant bloodline within the race of humans who’d been transformed into Dragons. A mixture of dark magic, spell work, alchemy, and malicious intent had sparked a whole new breed.

      That was hundreds of years ago. That meant her father was ancient. But, his dark deeds had an unprecedented effect—it drained Elian and the others of their immortality.

      That was why he betrayed her, her mother, and everyone he’d ever known—to save his own life.

      That’s what she kept telling herself, even though she knew it didn’t rectify all of the evil he’d done.

      Rowen gave him a sidelong glance. Even as the wretched battle exploded beneath the cliff she now stood on, a creeping sensation climbed up her throat.

      No matter how much she wanted to blame Elian, she knew the truth.

      Tears stung her eyes.

      She had no one to blame but herself, because she knew she was the true cause of this war. She’d known since her whole journey began.

      “I’ve been hearing people say that my entire life,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “That I’m lucky to be alive.”

      A small red dragon sat on her left shoulder, swinging its tail and watching the fight ensue with great curiosity. She stroked its head and sighed. Through it all, the dragon had been there with her, like a close friend. Though it didn’t speak, she didn’t feel like it needed to. She took comfort just being in its presence—even if it did only show up in her prophetic dreams.

      “And, they’ve always been right,” Elian said. “You have a good luck charm there.”

      “Perhaps. But, look at what I’ve done. The people have joined in arms to fight for me, and to fight against me. How do I stop this from happening?”

      Elian reached a hand out to the small red dragon on her shoulder. It sniffed his knuckles and flew to him, landing on his forearm.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said, marveling at the dragon’s red scales. “You do realize this dragon is the key to stopping the war that brews as we speak—as you slumber with your king. Don’t you?”

      A brow lifted over Rowen’s gray eyes, eyes that matched Elian’s in every way. “How so? How do you know? I’ve never seen this dragon in the waking world. How can it stop all of this darkness and hate?”

      Elian shrugged. “I have my ways of discovering hidden truths and deeper meanings of things. Not that I want to admit it, but I suppose I was put here to show you your path. Considering all you’ve done to destroy me.”

      She huffed. “Well, sometimes I wish they’d been successful hanging me that day. The world wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for me.”

      “No, Rowen. Don’t ever wish things had panned out a different way. It was fate—Divine orchestration. You think you have control, dear girl. But you are sorely mistaken. I was supposed to be there that day. I was supposed to rescue you.”

      She looked back to him. “But, why? All you ever wanted was to find the infamous Red Dragon—the one who ultimately killed you.”

      A crocked smirk came to her father’s lips as his blond hair blew in the wind. “You would come to that conclusion wouldn’t you?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him as that eerie sensation crept up on her once again. Now, there were goosebumps tightening her arms at the same time.

      “But, the truth is, I’m not dead, Rowen. Not even close.”
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      Slick with sweat, Rowen opened her eyes to a pale gray sky just barely brightened by the rising sun.

      Her heart still raced, and she breathed deeply, trying to calm herself. She lay there, staring out the open window of her sleeping quarts. She tried to store all she’d learned from her latest prophecy in her mind.

      Memories of green and red fire, dragons and men resurfaced and made her stomach ache. Then, she remembered that Elian was there, and that only deepened the pain in her gut.

      Dream recall was something she’d learned to do from an early age. Once, she’d thought her dreams were just tales from her imagination, terrors in the night.

      As they began to come true more and more, she realized she had a gift. Though, she often wondered if it was actually a curse.

      Throughout the years, she’d find herself standing there, utterly defenseless as the dealings of her fevered slumber came to fruition.

      It took years of practice to teach herself to remember those dreams once she was awakened. Even more years to train herself to weave her way through them, while they were happening. There was one thing she hadn’t mastered, and that was the art of changing them or stopping them from coming to fruition.

      Nonetheless, she’d learned to use her foresight and gift of prophecy to protect herself and weave a future that didn’t include death and destruction.

      Lately, however, she began to wonder if all the times she’d cheated death had accumulated a debt—a debt she’d soon be forced to pay.

      “What are you doing awake so early,” Rickard said, after a long yawn.

      From behind, Rickard held her tight to his body as he slept. It was the same every night, and she found herself looking forward to it. They’d retreat to their private quarters and make love until fatigue lulled them into a peaceful slumber. His arms around her brought such comfort and stability that she’d never known before.

      Even Rickard’s soft snores and how he nestled his face in her hair and kissed the back of her neck before they fell asleep each night was something she cherished. The warmth of his unconditional love was a treasure she’d fought long and hard to escape, but now wouldn’t give up for anything in the world.

      A year had passed since that fateful night when everything  in her world changed. Her father had tried to take her mother from her in a last act of vengeance. And, Rowen had faced her fears, ultimately becoming a stronger person—a stronger Dragon.

      “Another dream,” she said. “Something is coming. I can feel it.”

      He kissed the back of her neck. “It always is. And, I’ll always be here with you to face it. You’re not on your own anymore, Rowen.”

      She smiled, and turned to him. “I know,” she said, and rested her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, Rickard.”

      “Ah,” he said, cracking a grin. “Though you tried your best to be rid of me. For years, from what I remember. Always spewing insults and clever quips.”

      “You were a bit of a knob for the first year I’d known you,” she said, with a laugh that widened his grin.

      She stroked his cheek and kissed him on the lips. He was always warm and welcoming, and the hardness of his body awakened her womanhood in ways that hadn’t happened with anyone before him.

      “But, you do have a habit of growing on a girl. I wouldn’t trade you for all the world,” she said.

      “Tell me about this latest dream,” he said, running his fingers along her back.

      Sighing, she closed her eyes and recalled the images from her dream.

      “The Red Dragon,” she said. “It keeps appearing in my prophecies, but I’m starting to think it’s not Ioan at all.”

      She wasn’t sure why she didn’t reveal her theory about it being her sister. She had no way of being sure, having not seen her for many years. She loved Ophelia deeply, and missed her more than she realized she would. They’d been incredibly close as children—even if they were only half-sisters. How she wished she could have her in the palace alongside her. But, the Duke of Harrow had made sure that they’d have an entire ocean between them.

      “Oh, yes,” he said. “Always the Red Dragon. We found it, befriended it…what else is there to do?”

      She took his hand and kissed his knuckles before gently removing his arm from around her. “Good question,” she said and slipped out of their bed. “But, I don’t think Ioan is the Red Dragon we’ve all been hunting. I think its something else entirely.”

      “Well,” Rickard said, raking his hand through his hair. He sat up in their large, upholstered bed made of the best mahogany and satin in the land. “I’m sure if its important, you’ll figure it out.”

      Dressed in her pale blue night gown, she walked to the window and breathed in the fresh air. It was better than the smoke she’d been breathing all night in her dreams.

      The swift wind was crisp and clean with hints of pine and fir from the palace grounds below her.

      Winter had arrived, and with it, more snow covered the kingdom of Withrae. She stepped out, and into the air. The cold wind carried her as she closed her eyes and outstretched her arms.

      This was what true freedom felt like. This form of freedom was something she aspired for since she’d first looked out her window as a little girl and saw her mother transform and fly off into the sunrise.

      Now, a wish had been granted. She’d discovered her ability to transform was always somewhere deep within her, waiting to be discovered, and it took nearly falling to her death to activate it.

      Rowen could fly, even in her human form. It was unheard of, and now made her a target for those who would do anything to see her ruined.

      Rowen shook her head with a sigh. It wasn’t anything new. She’d been ostracized since the day she was born.

      The half-blood. The murderer. The harlot. The social climber who bewitched the king of Withrae.

      It was all noise in the chaos that filled her mind. Now war and fire took precedence over jealous, gossipy lords and ladies.

      Her eyes opened as she looked to the mountains.

      There it was. The hidden tomb of her father—the one she’d been certain they’d killed.
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      Sir Warwick Ludlow stood at the bottom of the steps of the Parean throne room.

      He looked up at King Tilton who tapped his fingers on the throne’s arms, mulling over his proposal. They were alone in the massive throne room that had a cathedral ceiling, and open archways that looked out toward the Parean Sea. The throne was made of stone, and remnants of volcanic rock from the times when the land would erupt in the early ages of the Nord Continent.

      At the king’s side was a wiry older gentleman wearing gray robes and a hood over his bald head.

      Aster was the king’s royal advisor. In his late fifties, and with knowledge of both magic and military strategies, he was a valuable asset.

      That was precisely why Warwick made him his spy.

      “Are you certain?” King Tilton asked. “The Dragons have left us in peace for as long as I’ve been king of Parean. Why would they be a threat now? When the elders made the treaty between humans and Dragons, it was understood that only an act of war would end it. What makes you think I want to be the one to make the first move?”

      “I am certain, your majesty. And, you will not be the one to make the first move. King Thorne and his son Lawson have already done that. They have already broken the peace terms. King Thorne of Withrae has sanctioned an order to destroy the boundary that separates and protects us from the Dragons.”

      “I am aware. Yet it still stands.”

      “Yes, but did you know he’d already destroyed the entrance to Estilan just last year? Dragons raid and pillage the south every single day. The people have been uprooted from their homes and sent running for their lives to the mountain kingdoms.”

      King Tilton’s blond brows rose and Warwick knew he had him at that moment. Tilton was considered the most reasonable of the Trinity brothers. Trinity was the oldest and most prosperous empire of the human realm, and ruled by three brothers who shared power equally. Still, Warwick knew he had a better shot with the young Tilton than Kelton or Shelton. By the look in the king’s eyes, he was certain he would be on his way to Withrae by night’s end.

      “I haven’t seen any reports of such things.”

      With a tilt of his head, Warwick outstretched his arm with a shrug. “Of course, you haven’t. Do you think King Bourose wants anyone to know he can’t keep his people safe, that he can’t keep invaders from burning his lands with Dragon’s Fire? No. He will keep his secret instead of seeking out help, and his people will suffer for it. What I propose is to handle this issue for you. To protect our people from the creatures who have terrorized us for centuries.”

      The king’s cheeks paled, and his advisor leaned down to whisper something to him.

      Yes. Make the right decision. Let me lead an army of wizards abroad to stop the Dragon’s once and for all.

      He held to his staff with one hand, and his empty scabbard with the other. The Wizards of Myrity were ready to march. It was time. They just needed him to give them the signal. They’d waited for centuries for the sign they’d been awaiting.

      A girl born of Dragon and wizard’s blood was amongst them.

      This was the moment they’d been waiting for.

      She was the key to saving the world. She just didn’t know it yet.

      He hid a snarl as he remembered his early years. He’d been under the tutelage of the great wizards to the east, the ones who helped him hone is abilities—the ones who betrayed him.

      Imagine his shock when he’d heard rumors that the girl from the prophecies was actually the daughter of one of those wizards. Elian Westin—the pirate who killed his father and stole his soul.

      His grip tightened around the staff as he wondered just how many children he’d left fatherless.

      Even though his mother had been a sorceress, not even she could stop that despicable pirate from destroying their home and family. Memories of her lullabies, and tall tales resurfaced, and he willed them away. It wasn’t the time for reminiscing—not when he was so close to his goal.

      He stroked the grooves of the bone staff. Having used his mother’s bones to craft it, she would always be a part of him—always near.

      To his right stood his younger sister, Priscilla. She was all he had left. All he needed to exact his revenge.

      Her long black hair swayed as she moved closer to the king, stopping just at the bottom step. They shared the same bright hazel and the line of magic their mother and father had passed down by their blood.

      While Warwick was a war wizard, Priscilla was a temptress.

      Not your typical magic users by any means.

      “Your majesty,” she said, bowing her head with respect.

      “Lady Priscilla,” the king said.

      “We can be in Withrae in just a few days. With my powers, I can influence even the most stubborn of Dragon to do as I please.”

      “Is that what you’re doing here?” King Tilton asked, suddenly a bit worried to have allowed the temptress into his palace. Humans were still a bit wary about true magic-users, even though they’d protected them since the beginning of time.

      Warwick tensed. He’d given his sword to the guards outside. He didn’t want to have to fight his way out of there, but if he must, he would be ready.

      Certainly, he was skilled with a sword…but, they really should have taken his staff.

      Priscilla chuckled and shook her head. “No, your majesty. I have not used my powers on you. I can assure you. I wish it were more discreet, but alas, my hair changes color when I tempt another.”

      She lowered her head and shook the long black locks. Each strand took on a golden color, and then red, and she looked back up, her eyes aglow. “See. This is what it looks like.”

      He clutched the arm of his throne and she stopped, turning her hair and eyes back to normal.

      “As you can see, my sister is gifted, and when she uses her gift, the person she tempts would remember nothing of the encounter. They would simply execute her wishes without question.”

      The king cleared his throat. “Interesting. But, what about the half-blood queen.”

      Priscilla looked back to him, revealing a mask that was fused to half of her face, hiding the damage done during their time in the dungeons of Erandell. While, half of her face was unmarred, and beautiful, the other was painted on porcelain.

      With a slight shake to her head to remind him not to say too much about her. They had other plans for her.

      “Leave her to me.”

      After a moment of contemplation and a few more whispers from his advisor, King Tilton nodded. “Fine. I will share your plan with my brothers. Trinity is forever in your debt, Sir Warwick,” he said. “You have my blessing. Do what you must.”

      A slow, tight smile came to Warwick’s lips.

      With pleasure.
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