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        KATIE

      

      

      

      It was a chilly morning as the wind howled outside our two bedroom house, although the house was barely holding up this winter. The house where my father was lying in bed, sick. The house where I had to share a room with four of my siblings while the two smallest ones slept in my parents’ room.

      I took a deep breath as the house creaked.

      The worst of winter was over, the snow was starting to melt and nature was blossoming through in patches. Still the wind was not resting, bringing in more of the cold from up north.

      I had reached the age to be called a woman, but hadn’t been spoken for yet. At my age, it wasn’t a good thing. Even Marguerite, or Maggy as we all called her, was spoken for. A woman was good for only a few things, cooking, cleaning, and bearing children, and I didn’t fall into any of those categories. I was born barren, or that is what my mother thought as I still hadn’t received the signs of womanhood yet and I had a problem with saying what was on my mind. There wasn’t a filter between my mind and mouth. It got me into so much trouble, and plenty of times out of it too.

      Still, my mom and dad didn’t share what other people believed when it came to marriage. He treated her as his equal, showed us what kind of love a man and woman could share. I loved both my parents to death and hated seeing my father so weak, to hear his breath at night when the Squire house went to sleep. To wake up with his coughing, deep, raspy and unnatural coughs.

      Our family owned a small grocery that sold everything from healing remedies—if only they could heal father—to herbs and spices, where I worked full time, since pappa had gotten ill.

      After noon I would go back home, and make sure that my brother and sisters got something to eat and help them with their lessons they’d brought from school. To make sure they wouldn’t disturb pappa.

      I missed school, life was so much simpler then, but I knew my duties now, and helping mama was top priority.

      Pappa caught the disease of the lungs from his last trip buying inventory for the store. It started out with a sneeze, then turned into influenza, and now it was fully in his lungs. He’d taken a turn for the worst this winter.

      The only thing that could heal him now was the touch of a Swallow Annex. They were one of the few good dragons, but there was no money to pay for such a service. Mama had tried to save, but with the king’s taxes taking most of it, the money was never enough. And then there was still the fact that we were commoners. The only people that had access to a Swallow Annex’s touch were nobles and royalty.

      I didn’t know anyone that knew a Swallow Annex.

      I slipped on my boots that pappa had made for me from an animal skin he’d brought once.

      “Katy,” mom called from the room. “Is that you?”

      “Yes, Mama, go back to sleep.”

      “Off taking another stroll?”

      “I won’t be long, I’ll meet you at the store.” I prayed that she wouldn’t come out as I had my bow and arrows right next to me. I didn’t have time last night to hide them in their normal hiding place as I had to help with pappa. If mother found out that Nicolas Squire, my father, had taught me how to handle a bow and arrow, it wouldn’t be the sickness that caused his last breath. “Hunting is for the boys,” mama always said. “No business for a woman, or a young lady for that matter.”

      I tied the laces on my boots and slipped into my winter coat that hid my favorite hobby over my arm.

      I closed the wooden door of my bedroom where the other three slept and then the door of our small house, entering a white and green scene. The wind nipped around my neck and I pulled my coat tighter.

      No one had awoken yet, except for Tony, the baker whose shop was right at the end of the street. I had this strange inkling that he wasn’t human, because no human could make amazing pastries and bread like that. He was by far the best and people from all over Paegeia came to taste his creations from heaven. He even made the king’s birthday cake once. For some reason Tony refused to become the royal baker, and for that alone, I knew Tony hid something from all of us. Fin-Tales were known to live around people in need and I had imagined those golden scales on him in my mind’s eye when all was asleep, but it was also a commonly known fact that Copper-Horns did magic when they were stirring a pot.

      I tapped on his window and the man’s entire face lit up as he saw my heart shaped face tucked inside my furry coat, another gift from pappa.

      Tony opened the door. “Sneaking off again in the early mornings, Katie?”

      I smiled. “You know me so well.”

      The old baker laughed and let me in. The smell of honey and roasted almonds filled my nostrils. It was followed by the smell of freshly baked bread and I inhaled deeply as my eyes closed involuntarily. My stomach growled and I was sure Tony heard it too, as he just gave me a side glance with a smirk on his face.

      “Here, have one,” he said and held out a tray of round bread.

      I took off my glove and reached out to touch one. “Just be careful, they are still hot.”

      I smiled at the baker. “Don’t you know, I love them freshly baked.”

      I grabbed the biggest one I could find. Ever since pappa’s health started taking its toll, my mother had to juggle two jobs in order to pay the bills and put food on the table. I hardly ate as my brothers and sisters needed it more than I did. Besides, Tony always made sure that I got a freshly baked breakfast every morning.

      “How’s your father, lass?” He poured me a cup of warm milk.

      “Mama’s really hopeful, but the doctor said it won’t be long now. The sickness is getting worse, and the stuff he coughs up.” It was a disgusting green muck but I couldn’t share it around a table that was filled with amazing pastries that had barely came out of the oven.

      “Your mom still working at the tavern?”

      “Every night, now,” I said as I took a sip of the delicious creamy milk. “She has to find a way to pay the king’s taxes otherwise they will take the store, and it’s the only thing we have.”

      Tony bent down and took out a brown bag. He chucked it on the table and by the clanging noise it made, I knew what it contained.

      “Please, take it. I would hate to see you suffer over there.”

      “Tony, I can’t,” I declined. “You’ve worked hard for your money, and besides, mama would never accept it.”

      “Your mother’s pride will get the better of her one day,” Tony said and put the bag back underneath the table again.

      “You’ve helped more than enough just by giving me a freshly baked roll and that delicious milk every morning. It’s plenty.”

      Tony smiled. “Well then, at least let me pack you some more rolls for the road.”

      I always got this feeling that Tony knew we didn’t have enough food, and he had no idea how grateful I was for the rolls he would give me for the others.

      “And promise me one thing, Katie. If you run out of food, let me know. You can’t live off herbs and spices, and there is no potion in this world that can fill your bellies either.”

      I laughed. “Deal.” I finished my cup of milk and ate the last piece of bread. “I’ve got to go, before all the squirrels disappear.”

      Tony laughed. “If they are going to come out of their nests at all. Are you still selling squirrels to Marco around the corner?”

      “It helps with the bills, but it’s the skins he wants. I was making some good money off him a few months back.”

      “Then go catch your squirrels, before the wind scares them away.”

      I picked up my bow and sheath of arrows and threw them over my shoulder. The clinging sound of bells chimed as I exited Tony’s bakery. “Have a beautiful morning, Tony, and blessed be.”

      “The same to you, Katie.”

      I took the path, the one I’d taken so many times down to the woods, and in a couple of minutes I found the stream that still flowed but the water was freezing cold.

      A couple of miles farther I found the place I knew had squirrels and winter rabbits. But I hadn’t seen a winter rabbit in a long time and I prayed that maybe today would be my lucky day.

      I crouched behind a tree and became as quiet as the woods around me. My eyes saw everything, my senses were at their highest peak. I missed father. He was the one that had taught me how to use a bow and arrow when I was little and how to kill something without wasting any of the good meat or fur.

      He was good with his hands and could wield so many things no one could, even a needle and thread. Lately he couldn’t hold anything as he just shivered underneath the blankets every day. I should’ve taken Tony’s money, it was a huge bag and maybe, just maybe it could have been enough to get father to a Swallow Annex.

      The sound of little feet scurrying on a branch caught my ears and my eye caught on the fur that blended in against the branch. My hands and arms were just as fast as my sight and in two seconds the arrow spun from the bow and struck the animal right in the head.

      I heard it drop and ran over to pick it up. It was a heavy one, and a male. I thanked God for the kill. His fur would be worth at least fifteen silver paegolians and his meat at least five. That would help mom with the taxes for this month and just maybe she wouldn’t need to work so much at the tavern and could spend time at home with the family more.

      I hated the royals: they only thought about themselves and never looked out for their people. They had plenty of feasts while the others that weren’t as lucky had to suffer paying taxes. It was extortion.

      I had to admit, Albert was handsome. Maggy and I had seen him only once in a parade at the fair. It was so strange though, that was the only parade we ever had. After the incident with the rotten food being thrown at the royal carriage, the fair never made it to Eikenborough again.

      I started to skin the squirrel with my dagger and kept the tail for my little brother, Samuel, as I’d seen Feline throwing the last one into the fire. Feline was my sister, just two years younger than me. She was pretty, had a lot of mom’s fair hair and pale blue eyes. She would definitely be spoken for in a year or two from now. I had Dad’s dark hair and his gray, sad eyes.

      The trip back to the house was my favorite as I would take another route that would take me to the highest peak with a view that could take your breath away.

      I thought about Maggy’s stupid little joke from the other day. I was clearly missing the punch line completely, as she was the only one that had laughed.

      Still, I loved my best friend. Like the Squires, the Trins also owned a store, but one where you could buy wine and rum. It was Maggy’s dad, Peter, who had gotten mom the job at the tavern. He supplied us with all sorts of liquor for Dad’s cough remedy. The extra punch seemed to help when he coughed unbearably.

      I’d known Maggy since the age of four and we had been inseparable ever since. She had been the girlfriend of Prince Helmut for the past ten years, the only problem is that the relationship is all in her head.

      I reached the peak and I took a place at my favorite boulder. I put the squirrel skin in my bag and the meat hung from a rope in my hand. Marco would never buy it if it had dirt or filth on it.

      I looked over all of Paegeia and saw the castle in the distance. Etan was a big place, but not big enough to get away from those towers. I’d imagined so many times what this view would be like without those towers in the distance, and yet I would give anything to see the royals’ view. When the sun started to warm my skin slightly I knew it was time to leave. My brother and sisters would be leaving for school soon and I’d promised mama that I would meet her at the store.

      At times I wished that I could grow a pair of wings and just fly away, but what would become of Feline, Cassandra, Gabriella, Susannah, and Samuel, my brother of four? He was my favorite in the entire world and I was his. He’d told me himself so many times at night after I’d told him one of my tales.

      Marco’s shop was still closed but the butcher was hacking away at some meat somewhere at the back. I knocked on the door and in a couple of seconds a head popped out from behind the wall. He smiled at me, walking to the door still with a bloodied apron and a cloth that he wiped his hands on. He was somewhere in his mid-forties and had been trying to set me up with his oldest son, Seth, for a long time. I didn’t know about that one.

      The door opened with another set of bells. “Good morning, Katie. Let me guess, you found one.”

      “Why else would I be here?” I laughed.

      Marco let me in and I hated how his store was the opposite of Tony’s. It was cold and didn’t have that welcome and warm feeling, but nevertheless, Marco was far from what his store reflected, well, to me anyway.

      “Let’s see,” he said and I took out the fur and dropped the squirrel on his counter.

      “That is one hell of a kill, Katie.”

      “So, what are you going to pay for him?”

      “Ten for the fur and three for the meat.” It was seven coins less than what I’d hoped for.

      “Marco, you know this fur is worth five more, and the meat, look at it.”

      “I know Katie, but the taxman came yesterday and you know what they are like.”

      “They raised the taxes again?” Mom hadn’t said anything about that.

      “Aye, and it’s all I have to offer you at the moment.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach. We would not survive this month if the taxmen raised their taxes again. “Fine, it’s better than nothing.” I gave Marco a smile. I knew he wouldn’t do me in if he had the money. This was just another thousand points down for the royals. If it went on like this, I might even consider shooting an arrow straight through their heads.

      Get that out of your head, Katherine Squire, mother’s voice sniped inside my head. No daughter of mine is a killer.

      Yes Mom, I replied. Sorry.

      I took the money from Marco and walked back the way I’d come in. “So have you spoken to Seth yet?”

      “No, Marco. I’m busy.” I smiled back at him and the bells chimed in my ears again.

      “Aye, lass, you are almost sixteen, your time to find a husband is running out.”

      “I don’t have time for stupid husbands,” I mumbled back so that Marco couldn’t hear and made my way back to home again so I could put on a dress and help mother at the store.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      I stared at her big brown eyes as her lips searched hungrily for the truth of what was between us. I never got how people could kiss one another with their eyes closed. It was one of the first things father taught me. When you bed a woman, be careful not to bed the devil, always have your eyes open.

      But Emily wasn’t like that. She was the daughter of one of the small town’s governors. She was gorgeous with her long blonde curls and fair skin.

      She was softening the ache.

      I never felt more than aroused for her and I need to make it clear that I could never marry her. I was destined for someone else.

      If mother knew that father allowed women, in secret, up into my chambers she would skin him alive.

      He felt that it was important, just like his father before him, that I knew how to be a great lover.

      I pounded her hard, and her teeth fitted perfectly around the curve of my shoulder.

      She was a biter and a bit of a squealer too.

      “Oh Albert, harder,” she said through breathes and I did what she said.

      I could feel the ache, it grew bigger and bigger and then it was time to release.

      I pulled out.

      She wasn’t satisfied yet, but that wasn’t why she was here. She was only here for my needs.

      I didn’t love her enough to return the favor.

      I climbed out of my bed. “You should go,” I said coldly. “If the queen finds you here, I’m afraid she would send you to the gallows.”

      She pushed herself up.

      The satin linen fell softly over her bare chest and beautiful perky breasts tried to soften me again.

      “I mean it, Em. I’ll see you again in two days.”

      “What am I to you Albert?”

      “Let’s just say you are more to me than Grizelda.”

      She smiled. Got up and put her clothes back on.

      I needed to wash and my thinking post jumped into view.

      It was part of royal land. Had a clear blue pond caused by forensic stones that was settled deep into the rocks. They were worthless but they did lighten up the pond and the waterfall that was closeby.

      When Em left, I sneaked out and went to the stables.

      I grabbed one of the horses and made a run for the pond.

      It was late, but fear wasn’t a factor for me.

      Not with what I had to do in a couple of months.

      I doubt that it would be hard on my father, but he refused to hear me out about the Chromatic species.

      He only cared for his beloved Metallics.

      I undressed and walked into the pond.

      The water was cold but it was refreshing to my skin.

      I dived down, wet my hair, and came up for air again.

      I could live right here and forget completely about my princely duties.

      A pair of arms wrapped around me.

      She startled me.

      Two in one night, how lucky could a man be.

      Her scent told me who she was, she was a friend that could be more. Father loved a Swallow Annex before mother and I.

      I turned around. Her silver grey eyes and shiny blond silver hair made my heart skip a few beats.

      Dragons were the most beautiful creatures in their human forms.

      Without saying a word, my lips found hers.

      Her warm body heated up the water as she straddled me with her long legs and in less than a few seconds, she took my shaft into her hands and buried it inside of her.

      A grown left my mouth as she started to move slowly with my body.

      She was riling me up again, slowly.

      “You missed me,” she whispered into my ear.

      “More than you know.” I said back and she smiled sweetly.

      She was really such a beautiful creature.

      I walked with her out of the pond and led her to the soft patches of grass then I gave her exactly what she wanted.

      Having sex with a human was completely different than having sex with a dragon.

      You needed a tonic to keep up with them.

      They could last for hours and Constance wasn’t the type of dragon that would just roll off when you are done.

      She had the ability to heal humans, and whenever I felt exhausted, well, she short of did this weird thing that powered me back on.

      It went on for what felt like an eternity.

      It felt as if I was chucked into a world where orgasms and sex were the air.

      My body ached and then it would just disappear again, giving me more energy to last another few minutes.

      I released like five times when she was finally done.

      “The sun is about to come up.” She whispered against my mouth.

      “I need to get back, you think you can spare me another dose of supersize strength.”

      She laughed. “How can I say no to the Prince of Paegeia.”

      I laughed as she placed her hands on my temples.

      I started to lose myself as her ability weakens my fatigue and energize my entire being.

      I wondered how long I could go without any sleep if she were at my side, but I never asked.

      Then she stopped.

      “That should last you till tonight.”

      I laughed.

      It felt as if I woke up from a good rest.

      “See you soon.”

      “I can’t. My sister is getting suspicious and she would really lay your law of the gallows on me if she found out what we were doing.”

      “Then let her. I need you Connie.”

      “Sweet talk isn’t going to get you anywhere, Albert.”

      I smiled. “Fine.”

      She tied her robe and was ready to walk away.

      I pulled her back and she slammed into my body.

      My lips touched hers again. “I could always summon you to the castle.”

      “Your father might just love that.” She giggled. “I really have to go Albert. See you soon.” She pulled away, “promise.”

      She disappeared into the woods and in a few minutes the trees rumbled and she flew above the tree tops in her dragon form.

      I took the horse back and sighed knowing what was waiting for me back at the castle. More of mother’s nagging.

      Can I please be spared from this ball just once. Please.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      

      The door chimed with bells as Maggy came strolling into the store. The smile on her beautiful round face and dark red hair made my heart dropped to my stomach. “Oh for crying out loud, what did you get us into now” I scolded, “You never think about things.”

      She pulled her mouth downward. “You are such a party pooper. Just imagine, the royal ball, all those masks and gowns.”

      “Gowns we don’t have.”

      “And dancing,” Maggy ignored my comment.

      “You should snap out of it, it won’t happen to any of us, that’s just how things are.”

      She slapped me, “Oh Katie, you are such a grumpy pot today. Where is your sense of adventure, your love for life. If I win, I’ll take you with me, and if you win, you’ll take me with you. It’s going to be so much fun.”

      “And what are we gonna go as, Cinder one and Cinder two. We don’t have fairy godmothers Maggy.”

      “We have potions,” She said.

      “Potions cost money, money we will never have because the ball you want to go to, is one of the reasons we are so damn poor.”

      “Then we can ask our mothers to sew us dresses, yours used to be quite a good dressmaker in her younger years.”

      “A dress like that takes months, sweetheart, besides, my mom doesn’t have time to even cut us one, not to mention sewing it together.”

      “We’ll find a way, just smile for crying out loud.”

      I shook my head but gave my extravagant friend a smile. She always did things like this, but I have to admit, my life would be boring without Maggy’s schemes of going to the palace or meeting her prince for real.

      She wanted to live a fairytale. If only Helmut wasn’t  such a pig  and was actually a kind person who would do anything for his beloved low class girl. Yep that was Maggy.

      “I should go now, I told mother, I would only be out for a second. The tavern is very busy today.”

      “Good luck with the grabby young men.”

      Maggy turned around and rested her hand on her hips. “Oh, honey. I know how to use these,” she wiggled her four fingers in the air which made me laugh.

      The bell chimed again as my best friend exited. I watched through the window while Maggy spoke to one of the bystanders as if they were old friends. That was one of her gifts, her words made you feel as if you were someone important.

      “Was that Marguerite?” Mama came from the back.

      I chuckled. “Yes, with one of her crazy schemes.”

      Mama giggled too. “What is it this time.”

      “She’s entered us into another masked ball they are throwing again” I looked at my mother who had a serious look on her face. “I won’t go, Mom. I told her we don’t have the money or anything to wear.”

      Mama smiled and looked at the counter. “On the contrary, I think it’s one of her better ideas. You should go if one of you wins it.”

      “As what?”

      “We can come up with a plan Katherine Squires. You are always so serious.” Mama said in a mysterious tone and I shook my head. She must have taken some sort of calming tonic, as mama had never approved of one of Maggy’s schemes before.

      Me going to the ball. I sighed. “Fate would never be so kind to either of us, or so cruel. No, but if I ever had the chance I’d march right up to Albert and tell him exactly what I thought of him.”

      Mama chuckled.

      The bell chimed again which broke the thoughts of my scolding dialogue in my mind. It was replaced with a couple of other thoughts as a young girl, a couple of years older than me, in a wide puffy dress, entered with her snobbish mother in tow. She was the king’s general’s daughter that lived in Eikenborough and a constant pain in my buttocks.

      “What is she doing here?” I mumbled and mother bumped me softly to warn me to hold my tongue.

      “Lady Ambers and Drizelda,” My mother curtseyed to them both. The older replica of her daughter just looked at mama with a fake smile and a raised eyebrow as she wielded her fan like crazy.

      “What can I help you with today,” mama asked as I tried to make myself taller than five foot two.

      “Lavender sweetwater,” Drizelda answered. “For some reason this is the only store that sells it.” She spoke down to us as her eyes scrolled all over the shop and landed right on my frame.

      She smiled with a twisted smirk and glided over to the register.

      She picked up the lottery ticket from the ball that Maggy had dropped off a couple of minutes ago and stared at it. She started to laugh and looked at me. “And what would you be going as, if you got chosen. Cinder soot.”

      I just stared at her and mother walked behind me giving me the eye that today was the day I should bite my tongue. I looked back down at the counter.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Drizelda asked.

      “I’m going to wait outside, dear,” Drizelda’s mom said and did a funny thing with her finger in front of her nose. I knew what it was, the spices and sweet smells didn’t mix so well together and it left quite a strong odor in the store, but mother and I were used to it.

      “Fine, I’ll be out in a second.” She said to her mother.

      “Will that be all, lady Drizelda?” mother asked.

      “Yes, I don’t want anything else from this disgusting smelly shop. Thank you,” she buffed her eyes.

      I bit hard and watched Drizelda tear my ticket slightly. “Oops, my bad.”

      “Not to worry, accidents happen.” Mother said and handed her the lavender sweetwater. “Put it on my bill, I’ll pay next time,” she told mom and left.

      I watched mother’s face as Drizelda left.

      “You know she is never going to pay that, don’t you?”

      “Katie, that’s enough.”

      “Mom, we are hardly getting by. She never pays her bills, you should’ve just told her we don’t do credit.”

      “And then what, she is betrothed to Prince Albert, and will be our queen one day.”

      “They are not even engaged yet.”

      “It doesn’t matter, everyone knows who she is. And you should start being nicer to her. I’m not going to lose this store because you can’t smile at her.”

      “She doesn’t deserve anything,” I said through clenched teeth. “Certainly not our lavender sweetwater.” I turned around and stormed to the back.

      I  plunged down on a crate and the anger and humiliation of that cow crept up my throat.

      Don’t cry, Katie. It’s not worth it. She doesn’t deserve your tears. I couldn’t wait for Drizelda to leave Eikenborough and move into her palace. They deserved each other, but what would happen to all the other people then. They were already struggling so much and if those two were married, it would mean the end of civilization as we know it.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      

      “Father, I don’t want to go to this time wasting ball,” I said. “This is mother’s affair, not mine.” I sighed. “Just let me be. I’m twenty years old, and soon, I’ll be marrying Drizelda. So I don’t see why I need to attend them anymore.”

      “Albert, we do things as a family. Without you there….”

      “You have to be there,” mother said. “Drizelda will be there too.”

      “Hiding behind a mask. What, you want me to find her now, and then what, Mother? We will be soul mates forever?” I snickered.

      “Don’t make fun of your mother’s beliefs, Albert.”

      “It’s silly Father. Seriously, what if I find another, then the lass will become my soul mate, right?” I humored her. “You will still make me marry Drizelda?”

      “Yes, but you will be attending my silly ball and you will wear a silly mask,” she said back as if she hadn’t heard a thing.

      “Fine, I’ll be there.” I threw the napkin on the table and stood up from breakfast.

      “And you’ll wear the mask?”

      Now she asked? “Yes, I’ll wear a mask.”

      I could feel her grin as her eyes bored into my back. For the past twenty years I’d said ‘no’ to many things. It was the easiest word to say. ‘No,’ not so difficult, but for some reason I couldn’t say it to the queen. My sweet loving mother who had stood up for me so many times, protecting me from my father’s wrath. That was the only time her sweet loving side showed.

      I was their only son, but I knew my father had loved another. She’d died a long time ago, which was so wrong. To think if my grandfather had spared the love of my father’s life, my mother could’ve been a dragon.

      I’d grown up with the Metallic dragons. It was one of the things King Louie decreed when grandfather Alexander died. He signed a treaty with the Metallics as he knew they were not a danger to humans. My father had loved a Metallic.

      My tutor and nanny were both Metallics, and so were most of the high staff in the Royal Council. It was clear to everyone where my father’s love lay—with a dragon—but for me, his son from the womb of another he’d had to marry, he had little. He only showed love now and then, and it had started only recently.

      I was sure if I were the spawn of his dragon love, it would’ve been another story, but mother told me so many times not to take it personally.

      I would love my children, no matter who their mother was, even if it was Drizelda Longbottom. I loathed that woman on so many levels, she was a cousin of Caleb’s bloodline. Her father was married to King Normand’s sister and was a general in King Louis’ army. His sister was one of the most sophisticated women I knew and ran a finishing school in Etan. She’d opened a second one in Tith and rumor had it that she was doing quite well for herself and the Longbottom family. The end result was Drizelda: a very well educated young lady with a cruelty for the poor. Not that I had any love for the poor either. They had so many children and yet they had no money or intelligence whatsoever to raise them. If I were poor… no, I couldn’t even imagine it.

      I jumped at a sullen cry from down in the dungeons. It was the second time this month, and what I couldn’t understand was why on earth father did it.

      He loved dragons so much but he had no love for Chromatics.

      They were slightly different than his beloved Metallics. They didn’t like their human forms and they were not as gentle as Metallics.

      The Chromatics were fierce, they all had extra abilities and for some reason, people thought that they couldn’t be tamed. But they were wrong. I’d tamed a Night Villain, a name I’d come up with as this dragon was the color of the night and his demeanor that of a villain.

      His human form was devilishly handsome, and something that father refused to believe possible because of Chromatics’ sadistic nature.

      My dragon’s name was Robert. He was feisty at first, but he had a gentle side to him after the punches flew between us. It was as if those punches beat the good back into him. I’d grown to hate that, since it was now happening once a month.

      They were clever as hell too, much more so than humans. They picked up languages really fast.

      English was a walk in the park for Robert and easily teachable as I was fluent in Latin.

      Latin was a must as all the Metallics and Chromatics only conversed in Latin. The only thing I had to fear was the acid he breathed. My shield was made of special armor, one that no fire or acid could penetrate. It had saved my life a couple of times when Robert’s dragon form got too feisty and wanted to incinerate my ass. And he was ride-able too.

      The entire court had found a way to ride on the Metallics. Father himself had a Copper-Horn. He loved his theories, which made me crazy, but I had to admit, the man was always onto something.

      I went to the quarters of the woman who had raised me. She was a Fire-Tail and she’d even once showed me her fire. It was something I’d wished so many times I could’ve had myself and she laughed on many occasions when I tried to light a fire the way she did. Goran could and so could his twin Helmut.  They were the spitting image of one another, so much so that you couldn’t tell the difference, except the abilities they wielded.

      Helmut was born first, and he was the Crown Prince of Tith, but Goran, he was a troublemaker. The one that had the most fun.

      He couldn’t just speak Latin, but Wyvic too. His father believed that it was a sign that he was rotten, with a dark soul, and had him beaten many times as a lad. Helmut had taken a couple of his brother’s punches, pretending to be him, but Goran was nothing like that. He would help you dig a grave while Helmut would watch for cover.

      Goran could tap into the snow element. He could freeze a flower in the heat of spring. It was amazing to watch, and he even had resistance to cold weather. The change had come over him after we all thought that he was going to die from a lung disease. One that the Silver Annex’s touch couldn’t even heal.

      He was so sick. But he pulled through that winter and since then, no cold ever harmed him again. In fact, it became a part of him.

      Helmut had more or less the same kind of fire that my nanny had. But his flame was blue. It was strange that he’d gotten ill just a couple of months after Goran. It was a different kind of sickness, with a fever so high that the Swallow Annex’s had no answer for it.

      King Magnus thought for sure that the crown prince, his beloved son, was going to die. He’d blamed Goran for spreading whatever disease he’d had to his brother. Not that the sicknesses were remotely the same.

      Helmut’s fever was so high that it was a miracle he was still breathing today.

      My nanny was old now, but father still provided her a place in the palace.

      I decided that she would be there for my children as well. She’d told me once how old she was, almost twelve thousand years old, so it was possible.

      I knocked on the door and opened it. She smiled just like any mother would watching her favorite son enter the room. She put her knitting down and her arms opened wide from her position in the rocking chair by the window.

      I crouched down by her chair and just lay my head on her lap. She stroked my hair softly.

      “The queen would slay me for this if she knew you favored me above her.”

      “My mother will never know,” I looked up at her. “Besides, she never had a problem with you when I was younger, when I soiled my pants or scraped an elbow, or even when I was running a fever.”

      “You hold your tongue, Albert.”

      I laughed. “She is my mother only by blood, but you are my real mother.”

      She smiled down at me again and I kindly repaid it. “So let me guess, you didn’t find a way out of the ball?”

      “No, after all these years, I still try to please her.”

      “She loves you, Albert, more than you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I sighed. “Just promise me you will outlive her, please. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      She smiled again. “I’ve still got a lot of spark in me, young prince.”

      I laughed.

      “Do you have a mask?” she asked.

      “No, but I’m sure she will have someone bring me one. I will stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “Then let me make you one that nobody will recognize. And you can hide from everyone all night.”

      I laughed. I loved this old woman so much. She always had a trick or two up her sleeve and always found a way to help me not play mother’s silly little games.

      “Something tells me that this ball is going to be a lot of fun.”

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      

      The huge cowbell over the door chimed. Mom had recently added it and it would chime every time a customer came in. Now it was causing me headaches. It was so irritating.

      I looked up into Maggy’s face. She was over the moon, crazy joyful. I couldn’t ever seeing her this excited before.

      “Calm down, Marguerite,” my mother said. She was bouncing up and down on one spot, talking so fast that none of us could make out what she was saying.

      My mother grabbed her by the shoulders and held her down so that her bouncing stopped.

      “Deep breaths,” mom guided her and she finally started to listen. She took deep breaths, one after the other until she was herself.

      “I won,” she said. That was all she said shaking the two pieces of scroll in her hand.

      Mom took one, opened it and started reading it out loud.

      “We hereby congratulate you on being the winner of the lottery to the queen’s ball.”

      Maggy shrieked and I covered my ears slightly as mama's lips kept moving, reading the invitation.

      Maggy pulled both my hands from my ears. “Stop being such a party pooper.” She laughed.

      “You are going to the royal ball?” Mom’s excitement was just as great as Maggy’s.

      “Katie, you are going to go with me.”

      “Wait, excuse me.” Did I hear her correctly. Was I going with her, to the ball?

      “It will be so romantic, Katie. Masks and gowns.” She twirled, already daydreaming.

      “I can’t. Where am I going to even get a gown, not to mention a mask. I told you this would happen, Maggy.”

      “We’ll make a plan.” Maggy smiled.

      “No, it’s way too busy in the store and my father isn’t feeling too well. So, no.”

      “Urgh,” she grunted at me and then left.

      Mother just gave me a raised eyebrow. “Katie.”

      “Mom, no.” I said and thanked my lucky stars as a customer walked in.

      She went behind the cash register as I put away the last few bottles of cough medicine mother had bottled today.

      I went back to the storeroom while mother was still assisting the customer with his order.

      I remember when I was little, how full the storeroom was. Now it was the opposite.

      I couldn’t go to the ball. Even if it was the only time I would ever see the prince. I would just like to give him a piece of my mind. That would be the only reason why I would go to the ball.

      Maggy, now she was a real girl, one that all the boys wanted to court. She had been courting Frederick for a few months, she was even spoken for by him, but she had broken it off.

      Frederick was the son of the mayor of Eikenborough and she had told me that Helmut was jealous. That was her reason. Sometimes I wondered if she was crazy. But Maggy always dealt with problems in a completely different way than other people.

      I knew Frederick must have done something that she didn’t approve of, but she would rather give me some silly excuse, like her imaginary prince in her head, was jealous of him than just telling me the truth.

      She was silly though, as it was the closest to nobility she would ever get.

      While I had to settle for someone like Seth. A butcher’s son.

      There was nothing wrong with a butcher’s son. But plenty wrong with Seth.

      He was more of a woman than me.

      He was also the only man that was interested in courting me, well sort off. The others only saw my ability to throw a punch or shoot an arrow. They saw a messy girl and not someone like Maggy who looked decent after a bath and clean clothes.

      I didn’t even care about any of that.

      I was waiting for what my mother and father had. Someone who would knock me off my feet, not literally, but that would be nice. Someone who would listen to what I had to say, and really consider my value.

      Someone that would be my best friend and so much more.

      I guess only the lucky ones truly found that someone and the rest had to settle for what was available.

      Still, a girl could dream.

      The door of the storeroom opened and mother stood in the frame.

      “I’m coming,” I said with a hint of a smile tugging at the corners of my lips.

      “Why don’t you go with Marguerite to the ball?”

      My entire body tensed at the question. “Mom, we don’t have the money to get a dress, or even material to make one. Not to mention a mask. How are we going to get there? These are always the questions Maggy doesn’t have the answers to. That's why I said ‘no’ to her.”

      She walked up to me and put a stray hair, that had fallen in my face, behind my ear. She bit her lower lip. I knew what that meant. She was contemplating all the how-to’s in order for me to go. She was weighing it all up.

      “Stop, Mom. It’s just not going to happen.”

      “I’m with Marguerite. You are a party pooper.”

      I huffed and my mother walked back to the cash register while I picked up the last box of supplies and carried it into the store.
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        ALBERT

      

      

      

      “I told Robert he could come tonight,” I said to  Delilah as she helped me get into the costume my mother had given me for tonight.

      “Albert is that a good idea, you know the Chromatics can’t go in their human forms for too long?”

      “He’ll be fine, besides, he really sounded happy to go. He knows if it gets to be too much, he can leave.”

      “You and your crazy love for dangerous things. The girl who is going to steal your heart needs to be someone really special.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I sighed. “I’m the prince, remember. We don’t have the privilege of choosing who to love. Father learned that the hard way.”

      She flatten out my shoulders and the jacket hung beautifully. I did look like the prince I was. I smiled at Delilah in the mirror as she just stared at my buttons. No emotion on her face. Just staring. “What is going through that mind of yours?”

      “I’ve been thinking, you know how Gabe looks a lot like you. I mean your mother has mistaken him for you many times just by his hair.”

      “And your point is.” I squinted.

      “I want to give you a night of freedom, Albert. Let Gabe pretend to be you and just enjoy the evening in whatever way you want to. I’m sure we can throw something together for you to wear.”

      I smiled. “You are a genius.” I kissed her on her cheek. “I love it. Let’s mess with everyone at the ball.”

      She laughed. Her laughter always made my skin flush. She had such a  good and pure heart.

      “Your mother won’t be pleased later tonight,” Delilah said.

      “Let me worry about dear old mom. She wants me at this stupid ball, I’ll be there in all my forms.”

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      I looked at myself in mom’s mirror. My mother’s wedding dress didn’t even look like the dress I had held in my hands a couple of days ago. She had done so many alterations to it and tears glistened in my eyes. I looked like a real princess with a shoulder cut off dress that accentuated my middle and a puff of white fabric.

      Maggy’s mom, Rowena Trin, put some color on my lips.

      Beautiful glitter sparkled around my eyes. It felt like a waste as it would be hidden behind the mask that we had to wear the entire evening.

      “Oh, Katie,” mom said and cupped her mouth. Tears glistened in her eyes too. “You look absolutely beautiful.”

      “But there is something missing,” father’s tired voice came from the entrance of the room. He was leaning on the side of the door and on the cane in his hand.

      “Daddy,” I ran to his side. “You should go back to bed.”

      I put his weight under my shoulder. He protested.

      “You are going to ruin your beautiful gown. Please, I’m fine.”

      “No, Daddy, bed, now.” I tried to sound stern.

      “Wait, Katie, please.” He was so out of breath. I wanted my father’s health back so badly. “I have something to give you.”

      “In the room, Father. You’re weak and you have to get under the covers. It’s cold out here, please.”

      Father gave me a soft smile.

      With the help of mother we got him back to bed.

      Once he was nicely tucked in, he spoke softly to mother.

      She smiled, nodded, kissed him on his head and left the room.

      “Where is Mama going?”

      A smile lingered on my father’s tired face. I closed my eyes, just wanting to cry more as the image of him, the way he used to laugh, had made all of us join in with his laughter. It was so contagious. I missed all of it.

      Mother entered the room with the most beautiful cloak, and in her hands were a delicate piece of artwork.

      The candle’s light made it sparkle.

      It made me think of glass.

      Mother handed it to me, too scared to touch it.

      She just smiled.

      I looked at my father who could barely keep his eyes open, but he smiled too.

      I finally held the artwork in my hands and discovered they were wings.

      They weren’t glass, to be honest, I had no idea what they were made of.

      Father was really good at making things out of barely nothing and making them beautiful.

      They were not heavy.

      Mom took me to the mirror while she quickly sewed the wings to my dress.

      I couldn’t help but wonder where father got the time or the energy to make them.

      “How?”

      “Shhh, Katie,” my father whispered. “You deserve tonight.”

      Mother chuckled. “You can say that again.” She touched my shoulders. “We want you to enjoy every single bit of tonight.”

      I nodded. “Thank you Mom.”

      “You are welcome sweetheart.”

      They were the most beautiful creations I had ever seen. Two wings flared from the top with two smaller ones below.

      I looked like a fairy princess with my mother and father taking the place of the fairy godmother.

      “Go, show them us commoners can take more than just the scraps from their tables.”

      I laughed at her sense of humor as I knew she meant that I was going to take breaths away tonight. I sure felt beautiful, really beautiful.

      I found my father staring at me. And a feeling of pure joy mixed with sadness and gratitude flushed through my entire soul. I ran over to his bed and gave him a big hug. “I love you, Daddy. They are gorgeous.”

      The hooves of Ramon’s horses pulling the carriage filled the night.

      “It’s time, Katie. Enjoy it for all our sakes.”

      “I will Mama,” I said.

      My brother and sisters all stood sleepy in the doorway of mother’s room and I gave all of them a big hug.

      “You be good now, Samuel. Go back to bed and tomorrow I’ll tell you everything about the ball.”

      His eyes lit up. “You look like a fairy princess, Katie.”

      “But bed, now.” I tickled him softly and he rushed back to his bed in mother’s room.

      I smiled at Samuel and gave Susannah a kiss. She was a few years older than him and shared our brown hair.

      “Go, Katie, you are wasting time, saying goodbye.” Mother placed her hand softly on my shoulder.

      “Thank you so much, Mom. This dress is absolutely gorgeous.”

      “You are gorgeous.” Mother put my cloak over my shoulders and pulled the hood on top of my head.

      She gave me a soft kiss on the cheek and waved at Maggy who was inside the carriage waiting for me. “Have fun tonight, girls.”

      “We will, Mrs Squire.” Maggy said and I smiled at mother and my brother and sisters one last time before closing the carriage door.

      The carriage pulled off and I smiled at Maggy who was beautiful in her lilac dress and matching mask.

      “You look stunning, Kate.”

      “I feel weird.” I said honestly. I had never had this many layers on my body.

      “It’s about time that you were wearing something as magical as this.” Maggy sat back. “Just imagine the time we are going to have.” She closed her eyes, daydreaming already. She was finally going to meet Helmut for real.

      I smiled and shook my head just staring out the window and watching the scenery we passed.

      “Just remember, Ramon has to leave at the stroke of midnight Kate. Otherwise he isn’t going to be back in time for Mr Fletcher.”

      “He does know that Ramon is taking us, right?”

      “Calm your beating heart. Where is your adventurous side? Of course he knows.” Maggy smiled.

      Okay, I thought and sat back and relax.

      Tonight was really going to turn out to be just like that fairytale, Cinderella.

      Everything would be just like that story.
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      The ballroom was starting to fill up nicely. Delilah’s plan was working out perfectly.

      Everyone was introduced, well everyone that was important.

      For the first time in a long time, I finally felt what it was like to be normal.

      None of the ladies surrounded me. Drizelda’s grubby hands weren’t all over me and best of all, it was hard to suppress my laughter watching Gabe take my place.

      Delilah was really spot on with her observatory.

      He really looked like me.

      The event was extravagant. Mother and father looked surprisingly relaxed.

      I watched them as they sat on their thrones and greeted each and every one with a nod. It was a pity that they never really mingled with a lot of people.

      I vowed to be a different king one day.

      My eyes shifted to Drizelda again who looked like a peacock with a dark blue dress and a mask that fitted perfectly with her theme. I really didn’t want her to be queen one day.

      Everything about her irritated the living hell out of me.

      I stood against the wall, wearing something a prince would never be found dead in, but still resembling nobility.

      “Oh, Al,” Drizelda said with her arm hooked into Gabe’s.

      I chuckled as Gabe mimicked my voice perfectly.

      She would die a thousand deaths if she knew that she was flirting with one of the stable boys.

      “Look, there he is, he’s so handsome,” a nearby girl said.

      She was wearing a lilac dress. It wasn’t your typical gown, pretty plain if you compared it to the other gowns.

      The lottery mother had held came to mind. She must be the winner.

      A girl hiding next to her sighed. I shifted to get a better look and I gasped softly as her dress, plain too, came into view.

      For some reason I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      She looked like a fairy princess ready to fly away at any moment.

      “I don’t know how you can drool over him.”

      I frowned. Something told me that she didn’t like me much.

      “Oh come on, lighten up. We are here?”

      “Urgh!” the girl said. “You know how much food is here, it could feed all of Eikenborough for months.”

      She was one of those. Always worrying about where her next meal came from. If only they were smarter, they wouldn’t starve so much.

      “Seriously, enjoy tonight and stop worrying about Eikenborough and its people.”

      I smiled again. I really liked her friend.

      “Someone has to, because our prince and his family doesn’t.”

      I squinted. What on earth had she meant by that?

      I couldn’t help but watch the feisty little one standing just paces away from me.

      The waiter passed and handed them each a glass of champagne. The girl in the lilac dress was giddy about it but the one next to her didn’t say a word as she took the flute.

      I grabbed a flute too and stood there sipping it slowly, listening to them quarrelling further.

      The girl in the lilac dress really wanted to be here, but I couldn’t say the same for the girl next to her.

      She was fitting in, but there was something about her that indicated she didn’t want to be. She stood out and I couldn’t help but stare, while sipping my champagne, hiding behind my mask.

      “You know what,” the girl said and down the contents of the flute, handed the empty glass to her friend. “I’m going to march up to him now and tell him exactly what I think about all of this.” She waved at the entire ballroom.

      Oh crap!

      I followed the girl as she made it past the people without any hassle.

      I, on the other hand with all my poise, struggled.

      I kept pushing and shoving people in fancy ball gowns and masks.

      “Excuse me your highness,” the girl curtseyed in front of Gabe. “I really need…”

      I made my voice thick, there was no way she was going to spoil my fun tonight. “Sorry, your highness, my sister is quite drunk. Please forgive her.”

      Gabe knew it was me. The corners of his lips tugged softly, and he nodded.

      “No, I’m not. Leave me alone.” She protested as I pulled her to one of the side doors.

      She punched my arm, really hard. How can someone this small have so much strength.

      “Would you calm down?”

      “Let go of me,” She spat out the words. “He deserves everything I have to say to him.”

      She was angry but for some reason it made me chuckle. I had never met a girl with this much anger inside her and the knowledge of that started to do things to my gut which had never happened before.

      “Do you know what they would do to you if you scold the Prince of Paegeia in public.”

      “Do you think I care?” She said and I smiled again. She really knew no fear.

      She pulled her dress straight, taking huge breathes through angry nostrils.

      Was she a dragon? She sure reminded me a lot of Connie when she was angry.

      “Walk with me, maybe it will clear your head and you might think like a normal person again.”

      The girl rolled her beautiful grey eyes and pouted her lips.

      “Please,” I begged again not wanting her to turn around and walk back into the ballroom.

      To my surprise she took one last breath and nodded. We walked down the stairs that led to the garden.

      “So what did poor Prince Albert do to you?”

      “Poor Prince,” she snided. “He’s anything but poor.”

      “Okay, so you hate him because he is rich, and you are not?”

      “No, I don’t hate him for that reason.”

      She sure was angry.

      “I told that silly girl this was going to be a waste of time.”

      I laughed again. “You don’t like balls, you certainly look the part. I saw you enter the ballroom and so did a couple of other people.” I lied. “You certainly pulled it off gracefully.”

      She didn’t say anything but I could tell the girl was really starting to get annoyed with me.

      “So let’s try this again, what did Prince Albert do to deserve this lashing.” There was laughter in my tone.

      “It’s not funny, so you can wipe that smirk off your face.”

      “Okay, you’re not a very friendly little person are you.”

      “Oh, I can be very friendly to the right people,” she said.

      “And I’m not one of them.”

      “I’m sure you are a lord or a general or someone important, so no, you are not one of them.”

      “So it’s not just the prince, it’s lords and generals too. What about governors?” I teased.

      “Don’t mock me, okay? I really have a bone to pick with all these so called important people.”

      “You don’t see them as important.”

      “They only care about themselves. You know that the taxes are being raised on a monthly basis now, and for what. Dragon attacks. Your so called important people are killing the people of Paegeia with their fancy balls and stupid masks. Not the dragons.”

      I really didn’t know about the taxes being raised or why. “Well, I have to agree with that completely.”

      “What!?” The girl was taken by surprise. “Then what are you doing here?”

      “Same as you, I was forced to come.” I looked back at the palace. “So they really raise the taxes every month?”

      “Yes, they do.” She looked at me again. “Why don’t you know about it, don’t you pay taxes too?”

      I lifted up my hands in defense. “Of course, but I just don’t know about taxes because my father pays our taxes.” I lied.

      “Must be nice to have a rich and healthy father.”

      The way she said it made me feel sad for her all of a sudden. “Your father is sick?”

      She sighed and lowered her head. “That’s not the point. No doctor can save him. He’s on his last leg and we have made peace with that.”

      “Why not take him to a Swallow Annex.”

      “Because we don’t have the kind of money it takes to pay for Swallow Annexes either.”

      I nodded and my mind was starting to wonder about many things. I usually didn’t give a rat’s ass about the poor, and assumed a lot. I felt like an idiot. Why were they paying for everything, or even being charged? Helmut, Caleb, and I don’t get charged whenever we are sick.

      I stared at her. I was finally beginning to understand why this girl hated my family so much. It was extortion what we did to them.

      “I have a friend that is a Swallow Annex,” I whispered.

      “What!”

      “If you promise to stop attacking us poor rich people I will ask her to visit your father.”

      She just stared at me.

      What nobody ever gave her a break?

      She cleared her throat and our gaze broke. A soft sweet smile curved her lips.

      It lighten my mood.

      Who was this creature?

      “And what about the other sick people, will she help them too?”

      I frowned. “Are you always like this?

      “Like what”

      “Thinking about everyone around you.”

      “That’s what commoners do, we tend to take on the king’s duty, and the prince you so love.”

      I laughed again. “They are not that bad you know. They are humans just like you, spoiled, I have to admit and now I’ve met you, ignorant too.”

      The girl laughed. “Are you a mind reader too?”

      “I wish I had that ability right now.” I flirted and she sucked in her lips as she looked away.

      “So, what is it that we all have to do to prove that we are not the monsters you feel obligated to slay to save your people, your highness.”

      She laughed. Music to my ears.

      “Take care of your people, stop with this extortion and feed the hungry, shelter the homeless. There is nothing in this system of the king’s that helps the people.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “What don’t you get?”

      “How is this the prince’s fault?”

      “The prince will rule exactly like his father does. He didn’t grow up with kindness and he will rule taking everything the poor have and giving it to the rich for their parties and gowns.”

      “So you hate the prince because of how you think he will rule? Isn’t that a bit naive?”

      “It’s a fact, I will wager that he will rule Paegeia exactly like his father does.”

      “I’ll take that wager.”

      “Oh and what, you know the prince and you are going to tell him about everything I have said?”

      I roared this time. If only she knew. “I know plenty of people, I’m sure it will reach the prince’s ears soon.”

      “Well if that happens, I won’t hate governors quite so much.”

      I laughed again. She was really funny and I had never laughed like this before tonight, or enjoyed this much messing around with anyone.

      A part of me just wanted to yank off my mask and show her who I truly was, but the night would end.

      I knew it would. So I kept the mask on and talked to her some more.

      “So tell me a bit about yourself. If I am to tell the person who will tell the prince how to rule his country, I would like to be able to explain to him what type of a person told me that.”

      She laughed. “Just tell him that it’s from someone that wants to have a future with a family too and doesn’t want to die of starvation.”

      “Ahhh, she’s sarcastic too.” We almost reached mother’s rose bushes.

      “No, I’m not. That’s exactly how I feel.”

      “How many brothers and sisters do you have.”

      “What you are going to give me the famous royals’ speech?”

      “And what speech is that”

      “Believe you me things reach us commoners. We know what the rich think of us -- ‘they don’t have money and yet they have so many mouths to feed, no wonder they are poor’.” She said in a snobbish British accent.

      I laughed again. She sounded so much like Connie, not that she was snobbish at all.

      “That’s not the reason why they have so many kids. My mother and father love all of us. And yes if things were given to us like they are given to the rich, then maybe we wouldn’t have so many kids. The poor don’t have the remedy of safe intercourse -- and for some reason, commoners just have to look at our husbands and we have a bun in the oven, that is what you call it, right?”

      I chuckled. “You have a lovely, twisted, but lovely, sense of humor. I don’t recall ever laughing so much in a woman’s presence.”

      “Oh believe me, I’m hardly a woman.”

      “You’re a man?”

      She slapped me playfully while gasping. “No, I’m not a man. These are real.” She touched her breasts and for a short second images of wanting to grab those bosoms to make sure they were real flashed through my mind.

      I pushed the thought out of my head and took in a huge, soft breath.

      “I have all the parts a woman should have, I’m just not the type of woman you think I am.”

      I smiled. “You haven’t been with a man yet.” She blushed and sucked on her lips driving me insane.

      I ran my hand through my hair.

      Who was she? The wanting to know was burning the edges of my mind.

      “No, I haven’t been with a man and I won’t be with one either for a couple of years to come.”

      “Good golly, you are one of those? You love women?”

      “No!” She laughed. “I don’t love women, not like that, but for some reason I can only talk to women. I’ve never spoken like this to any man, other than my brother and father before.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      She laughed again.

      “Never been kissed?”

      “No, I’m not one of those either that goes around and kisses all the boys in her village.”

      The corners of my lips curved slightly as more images of this delicate flower filled my mind. I wanted to know what she looked like under those layers. Her shoulders were certainly something that drove me insane.

      “So if I grabbed you now and kissed you fiercely, that would be your first.”

      The girl chuckled. “Try it and you’ll find out just what type of woman I am. You will walk around with the evidence for a week.”

      I roared and lifted up my hands in defense. “Now it’s clear. You are the type of girl that only exists in one’s dreams.”

      Silence lingered. I hated it.

      “So that is why Marco always wanted to set me up with his son.” She finally said, breaking the silence. “I was really wondering about that. Thank you so much for clearing it up.” She sounded so serious and we both started laughing.

      I disliked this Marco and his son already.

      She talked about her family, about her father and about her little brother that she loved so much.

      She hunted too. Then sold the meat and skin to help her mother pay their taxes.

      I felt really bad about the fact that taxes were raised so often.

      But why? What was my father doing with all this tax revenue?

      One thing for sure that I did learn was that this girl was far from a commoner. I wanted to find out as much about her as possible.

      I’d learned a lot, like compassion was one of her many traits. Delilah would be proud of me. She hated the fact that I was still so cold to the people and now I was starting to hate that fact too.

      I was such an idiot.

      Soon she was done telling me her story, not once mentioning any names. Which was good because I really didn’t want to lie to her about mine. We reached the maze.

      “Can we?” She asked.

      I hated this maze, got lost in it so many times as a nervous chuckle escaped my lips.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never been in a maze?” She wanted to know.

      “No,” I said. “This one, has some tricks, especially in the moonlight.”

      “I’m not scared, come on.” She reached out her hand to me. I looked at it for a short second. “I promise you’ll get safely out.”

      I took her hand and a current so strong moved up my arm.

      I knew this was it. I realized mother’s stupid beliefs weren’t so stupid after all.

      She had always said that one would know the minute you find your soulmate. It was like fireworks going off somewhere.

      It was love at first sight and I had no idea what she even looked like.

      She started to run through the maze as if she knew exactly where she was going.

      I ran after her.

      Her soft brown curls bounced off her back softly.

      Then the maze started with its funny shit and I pulled her back. Scared that we were going to be apart or blocked off from each other.

      She laughed again as we watched the maze change its path.

      “This is why you don’t like it.”

      “I hate it.” I spoke softly.

      “I can hear your heart. It really terrifies you.”

      I wanted to tell her about the time I was lost in it for an entire evening. But she would put two and two together and end up hating me.

      Fear of that was worse than my fear of the maze. It filled my core.

      She had to know how wrong she was about me.

      I realized then and there that the maze held no fear greater than her finding out who I truly was.

      She looked up and our eyes met.

      She was so beautiful in the moonlight and the way she smelled.

      I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but it was divine.

      I couldn’t stop looking into her eyes and my head moved slowly down toward hers.

      Please don’t punch me. I should actually have asked but I was so scared that she would say no.

      Our lips touched.

      Everything that was unclear before, was crystal clear now. She was made for me.

      Her lips tasted perfect, as her warm breath caressed my face softly.

      I pulled her closer to me.

      Our kiss deepened and there were fireworks again.

      The kiss wasn’t filled with lust and want as I imagined it would be. It was gentle, and one I would never forget.

      For the first time in my life, my eyes finally closed when I kissed.
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      The maze stopped with its rumbling a long time ago.

      Our lips finally parted.

      I couldn’t speak. But she gave me a dashing smile, grabbed my hand again and ran into the path that opened on our right.

      I had never trusted anyone as much as I trusted this girl now, and the worst part was, I didn’t even know her name.

      Our laughter ran through the maze and echoed into the night.

      The maze changed again and this time my lips moved faster to hers.

      I couldn’t help it, I was addicted to her.

      I knew that we had to be close to the exit again, when the clock started to chime.

      It was midnight and the fireworks were starting to go off.

      I looked up as she gasped.

      She let go of my hand just as the rumble came and disappeared. The wall of the maze shifted into its new place.

      No, you didn’t.

      I laughed and her laughter came too, but it stopped too fast.

      “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

      “No, no, no, please don’t.”

      “You’ll find your way out, just follow the purple flowers. I have got to go, sorry,” she yelled already leaving and fear emerged in my gut.

      I wasn’t scared of the enchanted bushes anymore. If I had my sword the maze would never be the same again.

      “What is your name, how will I find you?”

      She didn’t reply and the fear in me made me more agitated at the stupid maze.

      It rumbled again.

      Finally.

      But when it stopped the entrance wasn’t there anymore.

      I had no choice but to follow the purple flowers.

      I ran down the path and laughed.

      This wasn’t happening.

      No, not this.

      The entire night had started like a fairytale. Who she is, who I am. It was a fairytale like Delilah had told me once. A girl, a peasant girl, with glass slippers.

      It wasn’t my favorite of course, but I remembered it now.

      She danced with the prince, he fell madly in love with her and at the stroke of midnight, she left in a hurry, leaving a glass slipper behind.

      He too had no idea what her name was, just like me now.

      I just hoped that this girl’s slipper was going to be waiting for me.

      Otherwise how on earth was I going to find my Cinderella.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      

      The clock had already chimed nine times by the time I had made it back to the ballroom. I almost smacked into Maggy’s back as she was standing right in front of me.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      I just smiled. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      Maggy grabbed my arm. The carriage was leaving at twelve and it was our only ride back to the village. If we had to walk all the way back would take all night and none of us would be safe. Acid spitters stalked the skies in the middle of the night, not to mention the red dragons that breathed fire and had a lust for maidens.

      “You haven’t answered my question yet, where were you all entire evening?,” Maggy asked again as we reached the room where all the coats were hanging. Maggy handed the guy our tickets and he left to find our coats.

      “I kissed someone.” I couldn’t stop smiling.

      “You what! Who the hell are you and what have you done with my friend? “ Maggy asked.

      “He’s some governor’s son, I think. It was the guy that pulled me away from lashing out at the prince. It was so amazing.”

      “Katherine Squire, I hope you got his name.”

      “There wasn’t time,” I looked at the entrance and saw him running in, searching everywhere.

      “Oh crap.” I hid behind Maggy as the man came back with our coats.

      “Which one is he?” Maggy asked, craning her neck in the direction I was looking.

      “The one that just came in.”

      Maggy started to sing. “Ohhhh, he’s searching for you like crazy.”

      “Can we just wait for a second? I just want to see what he looks like.”

      “Ramon is waiting. He needs to be back at Eikenborough, in less than an hour.” She said as I put on my coat and the hood to hide my face.

      “Please,” I begged again.

      “Kate, I love you, but we can’t wait. I’m sorry.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s go.” I said and glanced one last time at the mask that covered his face.

      I couldn’t stop staring at those lips and longed to be held just one more time in his arms. Maggy was right. What had happened to me? This wasn’t like me at all. The crowd started to count down from ten for the unveiling of the masks.

      I kept glancing in his direction as we made our way to the stairs.

      He was still searching for me and I ached just go to him, show him who I was, and ask him for a ride back home. But Maggy pulled me fast behind her.

      Five, four, three...

      “Just one second, please.” I begged one last time.

      “We are already late, come on, Kate.”

      One. I looked back and watched as he took off his mask.

      I gasped as goosebumps flushed all over my body.

      “Who are you?” A shrill voice which could only be his betrothed yelled.

      My legs felt as if they were going to turn into mush as Maggy continued to pull me toward the exit of the castle.

      Prince Albert finally looked in my direction and smiled.

      I still had my mask on.

      He tried to follow but was surrounded by girls and I could only imagine that he wasn’t going to get away from them anytime soon.

      I had kissed Prince Albert.

      What the hell.

      Why had he pretended to be a governor’s son?

      “We have to go, Kate. Run.” Maggy said and lifted up her dress.

      I did the same as new fears filled my gut.

      Ramon yelled when we finally emerged from the castle’s main entrance and we bolted toward the carriage.

      Once safely inside the carriage, I could finally catch my breath as the pounding of the horses’ hooves filled the night.

      My heart was beating in time with the stomping of their hooves.

      “I’m so sorry Kate, but he would’ve left us if we were a minute late.” Maggy apologized and looked at me. “Are you okay?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t okay. I had said all those things, and the worst part was that I had said them to him. I closed my eyes and took another deep breath. “I know who he was.”

      “You saw his face,” Maggy asked and a soft smile spread over hers. “I get the feeling he wasn’t who you thought he would be.”

      “Yes, you are right. It wasn’t. I kissed Prince Albert.”

      Maggy’s eyes grew. “Are you serious?”

      “I saw him taking off his mask, it was him.” I fell with my head back against the carriage sofa. “I’m so dead.”

      “Does he know who you are?”

      I shook my head trying to remember if I’d mentioned anyone by name. No, I didn’t because he would’ve told me who he was. “I don’t think so, but he can easily find out. We talked about so many things. My family and I told him about my father being sick.” I grabbed my head. “Oh Maggy, what have I done?”

      Maggy just stared. Probably realizing the danger we were in.

      She started to laugh hysterically.

      “What am I missing?”

      “You kissed Prince Albert,” Maggy said. “You hate Prince Albert.”

      “And I told him exactly that to his face, yet he still kissed me.”

      “What?”

      “He wanted to know why I hated the royals so much and it just poured out. I couldn’t help it. I was angry and…I fell for the prince.” I cried animatedly which made Maggy laugh again.

      “There is nothing wrong in falling for the prince, my sweet, sweet Katie.” She stroked my head softly as I finally took off my mask. “Every girl in this kingdom falls for a prince at some point.”

      I giggled as I sucked on my lower lip and the thought of having royal lips on mine made my stomach flutter even more.

      “What’s strange is that he knows exactly what you are, and it didn’t change a thing. I saw the way he searched for you Katie, you did what no other commoner has ever done, our prince is totally smitten with you too.”
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      The carriage finally stopped.

      We got out.

      “Thank you Ramon. Sorry we cut it so close.”

      “It’s okay, Marguerite. It was worth it but I have to go.”

      “Hope you don’t get into trouble.” She yelled as the carriage pulled away.

      I was reliving the night with Prince Albert. The story really changed into Cinderella with me being freak’n Cinderella, me Katie Squires.

      “Okay Katie, time to get your head out of the clouds.”

      I chuckled. She was so right.

      Since he knew I was a commoner, he would still marry Drizelda. Just another reason for me to hate her even more.

      I said goodbye and watched her run across the road to her house and disappeared with a final wave goodnight.

      I went inside and closed the door behind me, trying not to make much noise.

      “Kate, is that you?”

      “Yes,” I sounded hopeless just leaning my back against the door.

      I wanted to cry.

      Why had he kissed me? I looked up at the ceiling. Why him?

      I sighed when I saw my mother just standing there, staring at me.

      She pulled her blanket closer around her shoulders and smiled.

      “So, you had a good night?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” I laughed.

      “Really? Well then, get on with it. I don’t want to miss a second of it. Come here and sit down.”

      She led me to the table in our small kitchen.

      As I told her most of the story, mom just stared lovingly at me, probably glad that a man was finally sweeping me off my feet. I left out some of the details, like the kisses, but she could tell by the way I described him that he was smitten just like Maggy said.

      “So, who was he? Please tell me you at least found that out.”

      “I did.” I sounded so sad.

      “Katherine Squires,” my mother said, in that tone she used whenever I was about to doubt myself, that I wasn’t good enough. “You are beautiful and if a rich nobleman…”

      “It’s the prince Mom.” I interrupted and she fell silent.

      She just stared at me.

      “Prince Albert?” she finally asked and I nodded.

      “Oh dear,” worry lined her face.

      “I know. I have to forget about tonight. It was what it was, perfect for a few hours but that was it, right?”

      She looked sad, and I knew that my story wasn’t going to end like Cinderella’s.

      “It’s okay,” I jumped up. “At least I can say that maybe I was wrong about the prince and he might take better care of us than his father has when he becomes king.”

      “It’s not fair. To know that Drizelda is going to marry him.”

      “That’s how life is, Mom.”

      “Katherine, you know you cannot ever see him again. They will send us all to the gallows, just like his grandfather sent the Swallow Anex to her death.”

      “I know, Mom.” Tears started to fill my eyes.

      It was so wrong. All of it. Why couldn’t they choose, why couldn’t any of us choose. Well, I was lucky, my mother and father didn’t treat me like cattle. I could still choose. But I knew I wouldn’t want anyone else after tonight.

      Nobody could ever fill Albert’s shoes. Ever.

      

      
        
        ALBERT.

      

      

      There was no slipper and every time I closed my eyes, I saw her running, disappearing and gone. Out of my life.

      I had no idea who she was, just that she was from Eikenborough.

      Still, I had plenty of things to ask my father, but I needed Delilah’s advice first.

      She was in confinement because of what she did for me about mother’s ball.

      I had to listen to mother’s scolding Delilah the entire night behind closed doors.

      Then it was my turn.

      She wasn’t happy, not with this stunt and almost punished Gabe too, but it wasn’t Gabe’s fault.

      It was like treason in their eyes pretending to be the prince.

      “I just wanted to know what being normal felt like. It had nothing to do with rebelling against your ball or anything.”

      “Albert, you made a fool not just of us but poor Drizelda too.”

      “I don’t care about Drizelda and I won’t marry her mother.”

      She gasped. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Please, don’t make me marry someone I don’t love. She’s not going to be the right queen either.”

      “You never cared about who your queen was going to be, Albert, why now?”

      I grabbed her hands.“Because I finally believe the things you do, mother.” I brought them up to my lips and kissed them.

      She smiled lovingly.

      “I felt it.”

      “Felt what?” Her smile sort of disappeared.

      “The thing you always talk about Mom. I have never had a connection with anyone like the one I had with this girl I met last night.”

      She closed her eyes.

      “Mom.”

      “Albert, don’t. I can’t listen to this. You will marry Drizelda that’s how it is and you have to forget about this girl before your father finds out.”

      She turned around and left.

      I ran both my hands through my hair and grunted.

      How had I ended up with such cold hearted parents?

      A father that didn’t want to acknowledge me, that never loved me enough because I was the spawn of a woman he didn’t love.

      A mother who couldn’t see further than her own bitter heart.

      I would find this girl and I would carry out the plans I had already made, she would be next to me, fighting for all dragons to be free.

      

      I found myself standing in front of my dragon mother’s confinement.

      She was old and I knew that locking her in a room for most would be hardly considered punishment, but she couldn’t leave. That was punishment enough.

      “Open her door.” I looked at the guard.

      “Your father…”

      “I said open the door.” I yelled and he stared at me and nodded.

      He opened the door and I found her sitting in the chair.

      She looked with closed eyes at the wall.

      There wasn’t even a window.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said as tears lingered in my eyes.

      She opened her eyes and smiled. Then she opened her arms and I rushed to her side.

      I went down on my knees in front of her, resting my head on her lap as she stroked my hair.

      I started to cry.

      This was so wrong.

      “Shhh, I’m okay.” She whispered.

      I sniffed and looked at her.

      “Just tell me everything. How did it feel to be normal?”

      I chuckled as I wiped the tears from my cheeks.

      “It was wonderful.”

      She nodded. “I knew it would be. Who is she?”

      I stared at her. “How did you know.”

      “I can see it in your tears, and in your eyes. You are so different Albert.”

      “You will laugh.”

      “Try me.”

      “She is a peasant.”

      She did laugh but it wasn’t cruel. “You have finally learned.”

      I nodded. “I was such an idiot.”

      “We all are at some point, but luckily for you, you learned. Some humans are idiots till the day they die.”

      I laughed again.

      “Why couldn’t you be my mother.”

      “I am in here, Albert.” She touched my heart.

      “She doesn’t want to hear anything from me anymore. Nothing and father would probably send her to the gallows just for being a commoner.”

      “Don’t be so sure, baby. Just fight for what you want, and never stop. If she is really what your heart wants, then you must persevere until the very end.”

      I nodded.

      “So what is her name?”

      I laughed again. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know.” She had a scolding tone.

      I told her the entire story of last night. She laughed about so many things, especially what this girl said to me not knowing I was the prince.

      “She sounds like she was made just for you.”

      “She is, I know it with all my being.”

      “Then fight for her.”

      “I don’t even know who she is or how to find her. Eikenborough is really big and mother gave out quite a few of those tickets.”

      “Yes, it was really a good and a kind gesture, but I don’t think she is really happy about it now, but at the time, she was being kind.”

      “Why does father raise the taxes so often?”

      “That’s something you will need to ask him, Albert. Tell him you want to know because some day you will have to take over from him.”

      I nodded again. “Why am I so afraid of him?”

      She touched my face again and stared into my eyes. “He loves you more than you know Albert.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t agree with her.

      “He’s still just an idiot.”

      I huffed as the corners of my lips curved slightly.

      “Ask him. He will tell you.”
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      The first week went by and there was no word or sign that Albert was going to change things.

      He was probably just playing me that night.

      I hated him again for what he had done to me, playing me like a fool. I was a fool.

      The front door chimed. Mother was in the back when Drizelda Longbottom walked in.

      I still hated her, but at least I was back to the stage where I truly believed that they deserved one another.

      “Oh look who is here, if it isn’t miss Cindersoot. Did you have a lovely time at the ball? Or did you end up not going as they wouldn’t allow you in because of what you were wearing?”

      “Oh no, I had a wonderful time, Drizelda.” I said and wanted to tell her who I was with, just to shut her up, but mother came back.

      “Goodday Lady Longbottom.” Mother said as Drizelda stared at me.

      “At least your mother knows how to address future royalty. You know when I’m queen I can have your head for that sweet Kate.”

      “Kate, the inventory is waiting,” mother said softly and I left without taking my gaze off the spoiled little brat.

      The chimes went off again. We sure were busy today.

      “Good day sir, I will be with you in a minute.” Mother’s sweet voice greeted the customer that just entered.

      “How can I help you today.”

      “I need some more of your lavender sweetwater please.”

      “Will that be cash…”

      “No, add it to my bill.”

      “Any idea when you are going to settle…”

      “How dare you, how dare any of you. Just give it here,” Drizelda said.

      I really wanted to punch her in the face.

      “I’ll have your store for this, I swear.” She yelled and the door chimed vigorously.

      “I’m so sorry that you had to hear that,” mom apologized.

      “Never liked her that much anyway.” The gentleman said. “So you are giving credit here?”

      “Not really but she demands it as she is the future queen of Paegeia.”

      The man chuckled. “Well nothing is set in stone yet. Who knows, maybe someone else will sweep the prince off his feet than Drizelda.”

      Mom didn’t answer.  “Is there anything I can help you with, sir.”

      “Yes, just give me what she took.”

      “Really?” mom sounded not sure.

      “Please my lady.”

      Mom giggled. “You sure are charming.” I heard the register open. It was music to my ears.

      They said their goodbyes and then the man left.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      My father didn’t think it was time for me to discover the ins and outs of what it takes to rule Paegeia.

      So in short, I had no idea why he raised the taxes. What was I going to tell my fair lady when I found her again?

      I had to lay low so that my mother would think that I had forgotten about her, but in reality, I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

      I told Robert about her, and only Robert as Helmut, Goran and Caleb were like me in so many ways when it came to commoners. They would never approve of my choice, but they didn’t know her. They hadn’t talked to her that night.

      I was dying to go to Eikenborough to try and find her. Robert was helping me in any way that he could.

      I only knew one person who know Eikenborough like the palm of her hand. Drizelda.

      Robert had followed her last week to find out where she had purchased that sweet scent my lady was wearing.

      He finally came back, reporting, and giving me a reason to go there.

      “She what?” I snided.

      “Yep, and she treats them like rats, lower than rats, throwing her royal status to be in the store owner’s face and threatening to close her store.”

      I hated that so much. No wonder I was such a big disappointment to my lady that night.

      “I’m sorry, I know that isn’t the reason you sent me there.”

      “No, it’s fine Robert. If there is one man I can count on it’s you.”

      Robert smiled. “You beat me fair and square sire,” he joked.

      “I told you not to call me that. I’m not like that. You are free with me.”

      “Forgive me. I learned that the hard way. I’m just scared she is going to mess up our plans.”

      “She won’t. The plans are still moving forward but I need to find this girl of my dreams before we can.”

      “Oh, I bought this. It’s what Drizelda keeps running up a debt for.”

      He handed me a small tube of a soft purple water. “It’s called lavender sweetwater.”

      I opened it and the smell of her that night returned. I closed my eyes and smiled.

      “Let me guess, it’s her smell?”

      “Exactly, Drizelda uses it too,” I asked.

      “Something is clashing horribly,” Robert said and we both laughed.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll find her.” He took the tube again. I didn’t want to part with it, but he needed it to find my fair lady and bring her to me.
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      “I see Drizelda is coming this afternoon.”

      “Yes, I called for her.”

      Both my parents stopped eating their breakfast and stared at me.

      I looked up. “What? I have to marry her, you made that so crystal clear, so I might as well try to find out where our alliance is going to be, right?”

      My father resumed eating his food, but mother just stared at me with an expression I couldn’t quite put words to. It was almost as if she felt my pain but I knew it wasn’t that since she had never felt my pain before. Only Delilah did.

      I dreaded the coming of afternoon but I had no choice. I wanted to know more about Eikenborough and how I could devise a plan to go there.

      At noon Drizelda finally arrived.

      “Your majesty,” she and her mother curtseyed in front of mother and me.

      “Welcome to the castle Drizelda and after that horrible humiliation my son bestowed upon you the night of the ball.”

      “Not to worry, I guess a part of me understands why the prince did that.”

      They spoke as if I wasn’t there.

      “Can we be excused now mother?”

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “Thank you,” I walked away from their conversation and over to where tea was going to be served in the garden. I waited for Drizelda who take her time trying to woo my mother.

      I grabbed Drizelda by her arm when she finally reached me.

      “Ouch,” she said softly. “I am a lady and I am still blazing mad at what you did at the ball, Albert.”

      I guffawed. “You are far from a lady,” I snided and pulled her in the farthest direction away from the tea party.

      “Why the urgency to see me?”

      “I want to talk. There are rumors about Eikenborough.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Drizelda.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal. So I owe a pathetic little store some money,” she said.

      I glared at her.

      “Albert, I’m going to pay them.”

      “When?”

      “How do you even know about this?”

      “Things have reached my ears.”

      “If those peasants complained I will have their shop…”

      “No, you won’t. You need to learn to pay your bills on time as it reflects badly on me. And remember, this little arrangement we have can end at any moment.”

      Her eyes grew. “What do you mean? It’s been decided that you and I will be wed, Albert.”

      “Nothing is set in stone sweetheart.”

      “Fine, I’ll go pay my bill.”

      “No, I will do it as you are already a big thorn in my foot and next time pay for your goods before you leave.”

      I turned around and left.

      “You leaving.”

      “Yes, I don’t want to spend more time with you than I already have.”

      She grunted, threw a small little flip.

      At times I swear she hated me as much as I despised her. She just wanted to be queen, that was all this was for her.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      

      Two weeks had almost passed.

      I still struggled to not think about that night even though I hated him now. On that night he had been perfect.

      We were restocking inventory again. Mother was preparing a batch of sweetwater and other herbs and spices she made while I was busy putting them into their packages at the back.

      The shop door bell chimed.

      “How may I help…” Mother’s voice stopped. “Your highness,” she sounded shocked.

      I froze.

      It couldn’t be.

      “Please, get up.” His voice said and I closed my eyes.

      I wanted to get my butt out front but I remembered what mother had said.

      The king would send our whole family to the gallows if he found out.

      “I’m here to settle Miss Longbottoms’ bill.”

      “Your highness.”

      “No, I’m sorry that she’s run up such a debt. I only recently learned of it, and some of her other affairs. She will never abuse credit here again. I promise.”

      “But I can’t deny her with her being our future queen.”

      He huffed and mumbled something softly. “And yes, you can. I’m giving you the royal seal.”

      I gasped. He’s giving mom a royal seal meaning that he was going to buy from our store. Only Tony, in Eikenborough, had the royal seal.

      “Oh my goodness. Thank you so much.” Mom obviously had no idea what to say while everything that I had cocked up over the past two weeks to try to forget about him just vanished. He was truly perfect.

      “I might not be able to help many others when it comes to paying more taxes than they should but at least that seal will protect you. If you ever have a problem with the collectors, come to the palace.”

      “Thank you, your highness.” Mother’s voice broke.

      Why was he here? Why our store?

      “I wonder if you can help me.” There was a song in Albert’s voice.

      “I’ll try my best,” mother chuckled. I smiled softly.

      “Do you keep an inventory of the names you sell your lavender sweetwater too?”

      “Miss Longbottom loves it.”

      “It’s not her I’m searching for.”

      Shit mother was going to know that I wore some the night of the ball.

      “I see. You are trying to find someone.” She sounded serious.

      “You could say that, and she was definitely wearing this.”

      “I see,” mother said again. “I’m so sorry but I don’t keep an inventory of purchases, your highness, since so many come from near and far just for the lavender sweetwater. It would be impossible. I truly wish that I could be of more help.”

      “Not to worry. I’ll find her soon. I always do.”

      Mom gave a nervous chuckle. “Good luck.”

      The bell chimed as he left.

      Albert was here, in our store, giving mother a red royal seal.

      “Katherine Squires, what have you done?” Mother’s voice filled the store room.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t plan this Mom. I didn’t even know he would smell it.”

      “He is not going to stop. I saw that look on his face.”

      “What look?”

      “The less you know the better.” She was quite angry.

      Mom turned around leaving me with a grin on my face.

      “And wipe that smile off your face. It’s not going to be good news if his father and mother find out about this.”

      She kept complaining but I was already back in the clouds with him. I really couldn’t wait for him to find me.

      Doubt came back in healthy, full doses. I saw Albert that night, and knew it was him. He was truly handsome, but I had no idea if he would feel the same about me.
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        KATIE

      

      

      

      I dropped off my siblings at the small school right next to the church.

      It was a beautiful summer’s day and I closed my eyes as the sun’s heat brushed my skin.

      I hated the winters and wished that it wasn’t as cold as winter always was.

      Father sounded better during the summer. He held on and a part of me wished that I could find Albert and just remind him of his offer to heal father with his Swallow Annex friend.

      Mother was already in the store when I arrived.

      A gentleman was standing at the register and he turned around slowly as he heard me coming in.

      He was handsome too, had beautiful weird hazelnut eyes and pitch dark hair.

      He loved the sun.

      “Good morning,” I said and smiled at him.

      He just stared.

      “Sorry, Katherine, the inventory.”

      “Yes, mother.” I spoke and could feel the gentleman’s eyes on me as I disappeared to the back.

      I didn’t like that.

      “She is really beautiful.”

      “Yes, every gentleman in Eikenborough is smitten with our Katie, but she is a tough one for sure.”

      “Katie?”

      “Short for Katherine.”

      “She works here.”

      “She’s my eldest. Do you want me to package this for you?”

      “No, I’ll take it just like that. Thank you.” He said and the cash register opened.

      Since the shop had gotten the royal seal it always opened. Drizelda hadn’t been back again after that day and I wondered if she ever would.

      Her bill settled, by the prince, helped us settle quite a few of ours. There was even enough to buy more medicine for father and food for the house.

      I returned to find mother standing in the doorway.

      I looked at her. “Is he gone?”

      “Yes,” she spoke softly.

      “He’s been here before, hasn’t he?”

      “A few times. The sweetwater is really starting to become a bestseller.”

      “I’m glad.” I didn’t know if I should voice my concern.

      “He won’t Katie, he has a sweetheart.”

      “Mom, it’s just the way he stared at me.”

      “I keep telling you that you are beautiful. Even the prince thinks that.”

      “The prince has no idea what I look like.”

      “He could sense it,” she came over to me and pulled me in for a hug. “Every boy in this village is smitten with you Kate, you are just full of nonsense.”

      “No, I’m not, they all want a damsel in distress, and I’m no damsel, mother.”

      “That you certainly aren’t.”

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      Three weeks after the ball, I felt so many things, irritation was one of them.

      Robert has had many shops and girls to search through. He had found a couple that carries the scent but none of the girls fit the description and one that did fit the description had the smell all wrong.

      Still I wanted to know more about her.

      “I don’t know, Albert. She is just a girl still. A bit too young if you ask me.”

      “Dammit.” I said and sighed.

      “She definitely told you she was a woman. Reached her womanhood.”

      “Yes, she had breasts, Robert.”

      “This one is too young, it’s not her. Hey we will find her, I promise.”

      I smiled. I was starting to wonder if she wasn’t a figment of my imagination.

      “What could you find out about the sick, her father is definitely sick.”

      “Not a lot. The minute I ask around they shut down. They are very private village, Al, and a few don’t like me snooping around too much. I am already drawing attention.”

      I nodded.

      What if she used a spell that night. It could explain why she ran when the clock chimed. But they pay for everything. She didn’t sound like the type that would pay for a potion and not for her father to see a Swallow Annex.

      “What if we just send Connie and Issy to heal all the sick in Eikenborough.”

      “And have your father asking questions. Al, you know you can’t.”

      “Dammit, Robert. I need…”

      “You need what?”

      “To change her mind about who she thinks I am.”

      “Albert, we will find her. I know we will.”

      I couldn’t get her out of my head and I was starting to lose hope that maybe she didn’t even live in Eikenborough.

      Where was I going to find her?

      The cabin was small, but it was my private sanctuary. It held a bed which I used plenty of times whenever I was with Connie.

      I hadn’t seen her since that night.

      Now, I couldn’t be with any other woman. I only wanted my fair lady.

      I felt like I was under a spell, a love spell.

      Goran and Helmut found out about my obsession with Eikenborough. They teased me about her. They didn’t understand.

      They’d meet someone eventually. Someone who would cause their pulses to race whenever they were near, make their palms sweat, and labor their breathing until it felt impossible to catch a single breath. I just had to find her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Robert landed. I could feel the earth vibrating whenever he touched ground.

      I waited for him on the porch of my small cabin.

      A moment later he walked out of the clouded forrest with a tunic around his waist and ran toward the cabin.

      “Any news,” I asked sounding hopeful.

      “None my prince. All the women that I’ve found with that scent are either married or old. From the description you gave me, it’s not one of them. I’m sorry I’ve failed you.”

      I sighed sadly as he came to sit down in one of the rocking chairs.

      “It’s okay. Let’s face it. Mother was never going to let me be with her and father, he doesn’t really care enough to know what I want. That’s how it is, Robert. But I do appreciate you trying.” I smiled at him. Not my glorious happy smile, but it was a smile.

      “The militia has sent word. They need you full time at the camp.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s just going to break my mother’s heart, not to mention Delilah’s.”

      “I’ll make sure that she knows the truth soon, my Prince.”

      “Thank you Robert.”

      The rest of the day we just hung out at the cabin. Caleb, Helmut and Gordy joined us around three.

      We went through our plans for killing the crown prince of Paegeia. Me.

      Helmut sighed as he ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know if this is going to work, Al.”

      “What isn’t going to work? It’s a solid plan.”

      “He is a Chromatic dragon. The kind you are trying to save, and letting your father and ours believe that he killed you, will cause another rampage among the Chromatics.”

      “It won’t,” I said softly.

      “I know you think your father doesn’t love you because you are not his true love’s son, but he does, Al.”

      “No, believe me he doesn’t. He only cares about me taking over the throne from him. Nothing more. My mother is another story.”

      “Fine even if your father won’t go on a killing spree, killing every Chromatic in sight, trying to find him,” he nudged his head toward Robert, “someone else will.”

      “I’m ready for whatever is bound to happen.” Robert assured Helmut.

      “Fine,” Helmut said. “But you are wrong. This will lead…”

      “To what,” Albert interrupted him. “War? Whatever my father is going to do, is what we want him to do, Helmut. War is what we need. Without it there can’t be peace, and I’m sick and tired of hearing about dragons getting slaughtered. They are just as noble as Metallics. We both know it. I know you feel like you are never going to find yours, but you saw that Sun-Blast in the dungeon, Helmut. Your flame mimicked his. It was the same. He trusted you because of it.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying it might be more than just a coincidence.”

      “I don’t follow.” Helmut said, and we all chuckled.

      “For the first time, I’m with Helmut.” Caleb said.

      I looked at Gordy and he nodded his head, agreeing with Helmut and Caleb.

      I smiled.

      “Your fire carries the same blue flame as the Sun-Blast’s.”I looked at Helmut, “Your snow, mimics the snow dragon.”

      “And your point is.”

      “I don’t have acid, we all know that, but there is a reason why some humans have the same gifts as you and if this law of magic dies and a new one rises up, using magic for good. I can promise you, the more people will step forward that have gifts like yours that mimic the other gifts of the Chromatics.”

      “Al,” all three of them said. Bob just stared at the ground.

      “I know it sounds ludicrous, but you both have those gifts. It’s not a coincidence. It belongs to the dragons. Something tells me there’s more.”

      “Robert,” Helmut asked and Bob looked at him. “What he said, is there some truth to it?”

      “I don’t know. But if he wants to dream, let him dream.”

      I laughed at the look on Helmut’s face. “Jealousy doesn’t suit you Helmut.”

      “I’m not jealous,” he grabbed my neck and ruffled up my hair. “I’m worried about everything that you are going to put, not just your parents Al but, every single subject in this world through.”

      “I have no choice. Dragons, all breeds, need to be saved.”

      They all just sat there, thinking about everything I had said. Trying to process, still process, the plan that we had come up with a year ago when we started recruiting, or Robert did, on my behalf.

      “So it’s set then,” Caleb was the first to speak.

      “A fortnight from now. If the plan is going to work, we can’t wait any longer. The militia needs us, well me, right now. If there’s going to be a war then the two of you must fake your own deaths too. I’ll speak to one of the Sun-Blasts. If you die in war, then that is the plan, and it’s crucial that all of you volunteer to hunt Robert down. Don’t stray or waiver from the plan.”

      “That is, if your father is not going to hunt him down first.”

      “He won’t. And if by some miracle he wanted to, you use his vulnerability against him. The curse. No Swallow Annex can save him.”

      Helmut nodded, then Caleb and last Gordy. I would trust these three with my life, with my dragon’s life and with the string of kids I would one day have.

      That thought ached my heart again. I was never going to find her.
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      Things went back to normal.

      I hadn’t seen Albert again. But at night I dreamed about him, meeting me, taking me away, just like in the Cinderella story.

      In my dream dad was healed, mom never worked nights again and I…I became his forever and ever.

      But the reality of the dream never came. It was only a dream.

      Everything about Albert felt like a dream, even that night at the ball.

      In the early morning hours, I opened the store.

      Pappa had had a bad night again last night and mama had to take care of him.

      So I told her to sleep in and I would take care of everything for her. Even the store.

      She had made another batch of lavender sweetwater that still needed to be bottled and put on the shelf.

      Ever since it came out that it was Prince Albert’s favorite, batches didn’t last as long as they used to.

      Still, with all the extra money we saved up, we would never get enough money for pappa to see a Swallow Annex as each time their price went up too because we didn’t know anyone that could vouch for us.

      It was as if fate didn’t want pappa to heal.

      The door chimed and Maggy walked in.

      As chirpy as ever she start regaling her night at the bar.

      I felt sorry for her.

      “So Frederick is back.” She looked at me tenderly to see the expression on my face.

      “The mayor’s son.”

      She nodded. “Father made me.” Tears glistened in her eyes and she pulled them back. “He told me that we should get married in the fall.”

      “But you hate the fall.”

      “I know,” she lifted one side of her lip.

      “Maggy, you don’t have anything in common with Frederick, don’t go through with it.”

      She just looked at me. “My parents are not like yours, Kate. They will never let me be.”

      “I’m sorry,” I spoke softly.

      A scream came from outside, followed by more screams.

      I frowned looking at Maggy who was staring at the entrance. We both ran toward it as fast as our legs would carry us to see what was going on.

      The cow bell chimed loudly as we pulled the door opened. Maggy ran out as I just stared from the entrance.

      People were bundled up. Men had anger plastered on their faces, the women were crying, well most of them. Another group was reading a parchment that had been placed on the notice board.

      Their faces were in grave horror.

      “I’ll go look.” Maggy said and vanished among the people that were waiting to read the news.

      Nothing was happening, so I went back inside and knew that in a few moments Maggy would tell me everything about the ridiculous announcement the king must have just made.

      I thought about Albert again.

      In my daydreams we talked a lot about his duties as the prince. Things he didn’t like that his father was doing.

      He was so different from what I expected, but then again it was only a daydream.

      He might be the total opposite of the man I met that night. But then again he did give mama the royal seal.

      The door chimed once more and Maggy entered the store.

      She was as pale as a ghost.

      I walked out from behind the counter where I was filling tiny bottles with mother’s sweetwater, and moved toward Maggy.

      “Are you okay?” I touched both her shoulders and she looked at me as tears formed in her eyes.

      “Maggy what is it? What did they do now?” I started to sound more agitated.

      She shook her head and lowered her gaze from me. “It’s not what they did Kate.” She looked at me again. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Sorry, about what.” I started to feel a bit panicky.

      “You should sit down, Kate.”

      “No, tell me. What happened. Why are you sorry.”

      “It’s Albert, he is dead.”
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      I should’ve sat down, but I didn’t. Now I was sitting, on the floor in the middle of the shop.

      Maggy locked the door and put on the ‘be back soon’ sign.

      She came to sit with me, on the floor, as my mind truly tried to process this. How could he be dead?

      Tears streamed down my face and she hugged me tight as a scream left my mouth.

      “I’m so sorry,” she kept saying trying to hold me together as I felt like I was breaking apart.

      I cried for a long time and finally my sobs calmed down.

      “What happened,” I finally managed to croak out.

      “It was an acid spitter. He…” she shook her head.

      “Those stupid Chromatics. They are so vile.” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Kate, they say that King Louis isn’t himself. Nobody knows what is going to happen.”

      “When did this happen?” I didn’t care about King Louis.

      “Two days ago.”

      “Two days ago, and they only sent us word today.”

      “Eikenborough is far from the palace, their riders only reached us this morning. I’m sorry.”

      “Stop saying you are sorry.” I started crying again.

      She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed tighter.

      A knock came at the door and Maggy looked up. “Your mother is here.” She got up, leaving me on the floor, and went to the entrance to open the door.

      My mother’s voice filled the shop. “What on earth…”

      “An announcement was posted on the notice board today. Prince Albert was killed by an acid spitter.”

      My mother gasped and I could feel her eyes on me.

      Her footsteps rushed over to me and then her arms hugged me tightly.

      “I’m so sorry Kate. I know how you felt about him, sweetheart.”

      I didn’t know what to say when I looked at her. There was nothing to say.

      Everything was over. Everything. Even my dreams.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      The plan worked. I was brought immediately to the militia that Robert had recruited. They were stationed deep in the mountains far away from the dragon village in a forest.

      The militia were already creating a secret compound, base camp, we called it, deep in the forest of Aeken woods. It was protected by dragon magic and only another dragon would be able to detect it.

      What made it a great hiding spot for our rebellion was that there were plenty of superstitions about these woods. Everyone believed them and we used them to scare away any intruders. The villagers believed that once you stepped foot inside the forest, you could never leave.

      They had crafted a safe place for us in the forest, among the trees, close to a mountain that would provide cover and block most of the wind during the winter.

      War was messy and time consuming. This one was not going to be different.

      There were a few platforms in the trees. They looked like boxes made of wood. Sleeping quarters and more were being built each day.

      When I entered with Robert, I saw many shifters were among the militia. I looked at Robert.

      “It isn’t just dragons that I have recruited my prince. Many of the shifters feel the same way about the Chromatics and that they don’t have a voice either. They hope that you will use this fight not just for the Chromatics, but for all life in Paegeia.”

      I smiled at Robert. “You really know me so well. I need you to get word to Delilah as fast as you can Robert. Give her this,” I gave him my handkerchief, the one she had made me by hand. It was dear to my heart. “Tell her the truth of who you are and about all this and I’m trying to do, but please don’t get caught. I can’t do this without you.”

      “You have my word, your dragon mother will know the truth about you before this day is over.”

      “Thank you Robert.”

      Everyone that was here came toward me, touching me on my shoulders and every other place they could find. Finally we reached what I assumed was the beginning construction of a main building. It looked like a log house. Parts of it were already in place, but they were making it bigger.

      The doors closed behind us after Robert told them that I would address them in a few hours. I just needed some rest.

      “You’ve really been busy.”

      “Well, with all the money you kept giving us, I had to put it to great use.”

      I laughed. In a few weeks, Helmut would join me. Then a few months later, Caleb. Gordan was the one that had to give us intel from my father’s side and recruit in secret his best men to fight with us, for our cause.

      “I need news, Robert. Did it work, how are Helmut and the others holding up with the plan?”

      “Helmut faked an injury. I assume Connie was called.”

      “I wish you would stop calling me your lord and your prince. I just died Robert. So just Albert from now on. We are equals till the very end. You know that.”

      He smiled.

      “You need your rest. I’ll be back later tonight with any news. Siegfried is in charge when I’m not here, he will look after you Albert.” He smiled softly before turning on his heels and exiting through the door. I walked to the bed and fell on it.

      My mind wandered again. Not to my mother or father. By now word would’ve reached Eikenborough and my fair lady would have heard the grave news.

      How would she take it?

      My greatest regret was that the plan involving her didn’t work.

      The plan had been to find her, because she held the greatest possession after all -- my heart.

      I had wanted to tell her about the plan and convince her to act heart broken, if she cared for me the way I cared for her.

      What was she going through? How was she handling the news of my death?

      The only great thing that happened through this plan was that I was finally free of Drizelda. Maybe she would be given away in marriage to someone else.

      I could only hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      The next few months felt as if they were going in slow motion but the fact was that they sped by fast.

      I felt lost. Thoughts about what would become of my life now that I’d lost any hope of a life with Prince Albert plagued me daily.

      Fairytales were not real, no matter how beautiful ours had been. It was a real Cinderella story, just without the glass slipper.

      I should’ve worn, and lost, a glass slipper. Then maybe he would’ve found me and I would have known the real Albert, of that night, better.

      Now, I hated dragons all over again.

      The kingdom had a big funeral for the prince.

      I went to Elm with Maggy and her parents and cried my eyes out like so many others. Drizelda was among the ones that walked behind his mother and father.

      The king was still in shock, but his mom was crying as she walked behind his casket.

      Drizelda was seriously putting on a performance and she had plenty of admirers following behind. I looked at his casket again and remembered that night. How he had laughed at me. How he had made me feel like I was important. I didn’t even know then that it was him and now his body was lying in a casket. I would never get the chance to know him.

      Maggy sniffed into her handkerchief and held me close as tears rolled down my cheeks.

      We couldn’t move closer but I saw his altar from afar and saw how the king pushed the altar, with his casket on top, into the endless lake.

      Goodbye my prince. I shook with silent tears again and then arrows set the casket on fire.

      Twenty canon shots followed.

      He was only twenty years old.

      That night around the dinner table in the tavern I overheard Peter talking about dragon hunters and the prince’s three best friends tracking down the acid spitter that did this to him.

      “I heard from Fletcher that they haven’t even found the prince’s entire body. His face was so badly ripped apart that his own mother couldn’t even recognise him but he was wearing the royal ring, his ring.”

      I didn’t want to hear anymore, knowing that I would have nightmares about it tonight.

      I closed my eyes and sighed.

      His funeral had been more than a month ago.

      Afterward, the king went on a rampage. He got the best dragon hunters to hunt the Chromatics and it was chaos, just like Peter, Maggy’s father, had said it was going to be.

      The Chromatics retaliated and started to destroy villages near and far.

      More and more people fled to Eikenborough and the big hearted mayor’s wife, couldn’t bring herself to turn any of them away.

      Maggy’s mom and my mother were taking care of orphan children at the hall in Eikenborough.

      The mayor’s wife was leading the entire operation, making sure that there was food for everyone.

      The only good thing about the war was that the taxman didn’t come, but, on the other hand,  customers didn’t come either.

      Everything was going to ashes all around us.

      The men were building contraptions, trying to keep the dragons out of Eikenborough’s sky with the help of Tony and Marco, the butcher.

      I wanted to help, I could hunt, but mother made it clear that I was to stay put, to take care of my siblings, make sure they were safe.

      It wasn’t fair but I knew that she didn’t want to lose a child.

      Yet, I was already lost and as the days ticked by, she saw it too.
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      Soon, I heard news that Helmut, the prince of Tith died, while he was trying to get revenge for Albert’s death. A fire breather had killed him. It was such a huge shock, not just to us, but to all the villages of Tith.

      I had rushed to the tavern, knowing that Maggy would be upset by the news. When I opened the door, I saw her crying at one of the tables. Rowena was hugging her tightly.

      “Oh Maggy,” I said softly and she pushed herself out of her mother’s embrace and collapsed hard against my chest.

      “I hate them, I hate all of them.”

      “I know you do. I’m so sorry.” I knew that she had had a huge crush on Helmut for the past ten years. She had developed it by the time she was seven years old. She had only seen him once. I think him and his twin had been like twelve.

      She didn’t even speak to him, their entire relationship was in her head.

      But now her dreams were crushed just like mine were. Both our princes were gone.

      I stayed with her the entire night. She was spent from all the crying.

      I knew her pain.
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      A week later, more devastating news came. Caleb, the prince of Areeth fell. His body was burned so badly that they only found ashes. The only remaining prince was Goran. For some reason none of the kings really liked him, but he was going to have to step up now as when all this was over, Goran was going to rule it all.

      “What is happening. All of Paegeia has lost its mind,” mother yelled when she heard the news about Caleb.

      “We should fight, Mom.”

      She looked at me as if I had two heads. “Katherine Squires, you are a woman. It isn’t within a woman to go do a man’s job.”

      “Mama, I’m not like other women. You will see, it’s only going to be a matter of time before King Louis is going to have to recruit anyone that can fight. When that time comes, I’m going.” I got up and ran out of the store before my mother could say anything back.

      She was a lot like Maggy, seeing things for what they really weren’t. They always saw a silver lining in everything, but I never saw the silver linings. I was more like my father. I was a realist.

      More sons fell -- those of governors, lords, sirs. Entire family tree lines were getting wiped out.

      More hard times were coming.

      The fields we had planted with vegetables and fruits were starting to bear their first crops.

      Maggy and I were working the fields daily, as were my sisters and so many others.

      It was a full day’s job.

      Eikenborough never had so much food.

      We knocked off late afternoon as the sun was setting. After all the carriages, carrying the fruit and vegetables, were heading to their destinations.

      We helped out at night at the hall to prepare something for the orphan kids to eat and we ate with them.

      It was strange that during times of war that people stuck together with no regard for wealth or social status.

      We weren’t the only village that was surviving either.

      Eikenborough was just one that took in refugees, Disselhorf was another, and there was one in Alkadeem too.

      These were the most well-equipped and ready to repel dragon attacks.

      Mother wasn’t at the hall and that worried me, but I had duties to attend to.

      “Where is Mother?” Fallon asked.

      “Probably on a mission.” I said. “Just do your chores, Fallon. I am sure that she will be okay.”

      My sister nodded and we kept serving the children.

      There were so many of them. But so many of them had been killed too.

      The royals had no idea what the war was doing to us.

      The dragons wouldn’t stop until all of us were dead.

      A carriage took everyone that lived on our street home after we finished at the hall.

      Maggy hadn’t been herself lately. She was so quiet. I felt sorry for my best friend and I missed her too.

      I took Samual’s sleeping body from the carriage and carried him inside the house. He was getting heavier each day.

      “Goodnight Maggy,” I said.

      She just smiled once, and waved then entered her house as I entered mine.

      “Where were you? We were worried.” I heard Cassandra and Fallon asking mother.

      “Calm down girls, everything is going to be fine.”

      I walked Sammy to the room and lay him down. Pappa wasn’t in his bed and I found him in the kitchen at the table with a parchment in his hand.

      “What is that?” I asked without taking my gaze off the parchment father held.

      “A summons,” he said. “Sit down all of you.”

      We sat down. A summons to what.

      “I am going to go away for a while. The king is asking for one male from every household.”

      “To do what?” I yelled.

      “Katie,” mother sounded stern.

      “To fight in his war.” My father said.

      “Father, you can’t go. You are sick.”

      “I am the only man in this house. Your brother is too young.”

      “Please, don’t go.”

      “I have no choice Katherine. It’s war. The king needs me and that is final,” father roared.

      My father wasn’t a fighter. Sure he was great with a bow and arrow, but that was about it. He hunted animals, not humans.

      He got up. Still walking with his cane back to the room.

      “Mother, he can’t even walk without a cane.” I whispered.

      “Katherine enough.” She closed her eyes.

      “He’s going to die. Am I the only one that can see that?”

      “Then what do you suggest we do? We hardly have enough money for candles and heat. No Swallow Annex is going to heal him out of the goodness of its heart.”

      “He can hide. We can tell them that he died during the winter.”

      “That’s treason. Your father is many things but coward isn’t one of them.”

      “Stubborn is. You both are.” I yelled and ran out of the house.

      My father couldn’t fight in this war. The men that go do not come back alive.

      Nicolas Squires cannot die like that.
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      I talked to Tony that night. The baker always had the greatest advice and solutions. He was so clever.

      “I’ll tell you what, Katie, love,” he said, and dried my tears. He was so kind and loving. “I’ll go to the king and ask him if I can go in your father’s place.”

      “You will?” I smiled, jumped up and hugged him tight. “Thank you Tony.”

      “Just stop crying please, it’s breaking this old man’s heart.”

      “But now you make me feel bad that you are offering to take my father’s place.”

      “Not at all. It’s my pleasure.” He smiled. “And I’m not that old.” He winked.

      I went home and didn’t tell a soul. Nicolas would kill me if he knew what Tony planned to do.

      The bakery was closed the next day and everyone asked mom where Tony was. She had no idea.

      Mother saw him as we were closing up the shop for the day and we went over to his bakery. I knew he wouldn’t tell me with them around, but he did say that he had urgent matters to sort out with the king. I’d slip out later tonight to find out what my father’s fate was.

      “Eikenborough sure felt empty without you today Tony.”

      He laughed and we said goodbye.

      “Katherine,” my mother’s voice was stern.

      “What Mama?” I asked.

      “If Tony’s business with the king has anything to do with your father’s recruitment, I promise you, you won’t sit for an entire week.”

      I looked back at the ground. “Yes, Mama.” I simply said. She didn’t say anything.

      Later that night, I left for the bakery. The king wouldn’t hear any of it. He said that Tony was just too important and he was going to need his skills to rebuild Paegeia.

      “I’m so sorry Katie.”

      “You tried.” I sighed.

      “There is another way.”

      “Which is.”

      “Appeal yourself. Go to the king and explain to him in detail about your father’s condition. They might send him a Swallow Annex, Kate.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want my father to fight in this war. My mom and siblings needed him more. I had nobody to be responsible to. No kids, not a husband. I would appeal to the king.

      I wrote a letter, just as Tony told me, that night by the candle fire and made sure that Patrick, who delivers letters, picked it up as he walked by our house that morning.

      I gave him a paegolian and told him that it was an urgent matter for the king.

      A few days later, a letter came back. The king declined my inquiry, he wasn’t even sending a Swallow Annex. None of it was making any sense. My father would have to fight.
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      They dropped off every man’s uniform earlier today and now we were sitting around the table in silence.

      I wished that I could find the Swallow Annex Albert had told me about, the one that would’ve healed him. But I knew that wasn’t going to be possible, but I also knew my father wasn’t going to last for a long time if he went off to war.

      Finally I could take it no longer, “Daddy,” I said, breaking the silence.

      “Katherine, it’s my duty. I have no choice.”

      “You are sick. You can’t go. You will die and it won’t be by some dragon’s fire or acid.”

      He smacked his hand hard on the table and I flinched with the rest of my siblings.

      “I’m still your father. This matter is closed and if you do not know what your duties as a woman are, then you can leave this house.”

      My mother didn’t say anything. She just bowed her head. I knew she felt the same way I did about this stupid military draft. She was just too scared to speak up.

      My father had never spoken to me like that before and tears lingered in my eyes as I got up and ran out the door.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I hated this war.

      I started to cry and couldn’t even make it into Tony’s bakery.

      I just collapsed in front of his door and cried my eyes out.

      My father was going to die and there was absolutely nothing any of us could do about it.

      He was ready to fight in this stupid useless war.

      A pair of arms hugged me tightly.

      It was Tony. I could smell the fresh baked goods on him.

      “Katie.”

      I couldn’t speak. I just cried my eyes out and then he led me into his bakery. Tony had a son that was going to fight in his place. He even suggested that he would take my father’s place, but the king didn’t want to hear anything about that. His name wasn’t Squires. He could volunteer for himself, but he couldn’t take another’s place.

      It was so wrong.

      He gave me something to calm my nerves.

      I had tears that had been bottled up for months.

      Tears for the prince, tears for my father, tears that I should’ve been a boy and not a girl.

      He gave me time to calm down and then offered me a freshly baked roll and some milk. I downed the milk.

      “Why is he so stubborn?” I said.

      “Katie love, I wish there was a way I could take his place.”

      “Why couldn’t I have been a boy?” Tears still streamed down my cheek.

      Tony froze.

      “If I were a boy, I could go in his place.”

      “His place?” Tony sounded shocked.

      “Seriously Tony, I’m different. You must know that. I should’ve been a boy. I would volunteer if I were a boy.”

      “Katie, stop.”

      “No, I’m not like the other women out there. I don’t cook, sew or even know how to run a household.”

      “You are doing it perfectly from what I see.”

      “I don’t like it. I love my bow and arrows. Love doing boy things and wearing their clothes. Why did God make me like this if I love boy stuff?”

      “I take it they declined your request.”

      I nodded. I had written a letter to the king, asking him to pardon my father because he was sick.

      I told Tony everything.

      About the fight.

      About what my father said.

      He touched my arm and listened.

      Finally I was finished with my sad, sad tale.

      He looked at me compassionately.

      “As a boy I could fight, but as a girl,” I said the word as if it was venom on my tongue. “The king wouldn’t even let me take my father’s place.”

      “Katie, you would die.”

      “I’d gladly die for my father. My mother needs him more. He can’t die in this war.”

      “It’s treason if you go and the king finds out that you are a woman, Kate. Not to mention the disgrace that you will bring to your family or your safety in the camps. War does crazy things to men’s minds. Your mother is right, it’s no place for women.”

      “I know. But I don’t care. He cannot fight. I never felt so useless in my…” I couldn’t finish I just started crying again.

      Tony wrapped his arms around me.

      “Calm down.” He sighed. “Your mother is going to kill me if she finds out.”

      I swallowed my tears. “Finds out what?”

      “I wish I had a daughter like you. Brave and kind. Maybe that’s just what this war needs.”

      “But you just said I can’t. If the king finds out that I’m a woman.”

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      Silence lingered. Even my tears stopped. Was this what a silver lining felt like? Hope.

      “What are you saying.”

      “I’m different too, Katie.”

      My eyes grew.

      “Magic.”

      “Magic. How, only dragons can….” I looked at him. “Are you?” I whispered. I always suspected he was but never in all the years that I had known him had he shown any sign of being a dragon. Not one scale in sight, not one puff of fire’s breath.

      He winked and got up.

      “I don’t have much magic left. I don’t shift as much as I used too, but I have some to spare, if you let me and if, only if, this is what you truly want Kate. I will give it to you.”

      I nodded so fast that it felt like my head was going to bounce right off. “I would do anything for my father. But what will happen to you?”

      “Nothing, I’ll just be an ordinary baker, like I’ve always been. Wait here,” he smiled.

      He left through a door in the back.

      Can his magic turn me into a boy?

      I got up off the chair and I started to pace around his shop. I didn’t want to hope, but if Tony could do that. I closed my eyes and for the first time in a long time a smile twigged in the corners of my lips.

      Just thinking about the possibilities as a boy. Thinking about how my father could stay, not having to fight.

      How my brother would be safe. I could take our family’s place and I would die for Prince Albert. Die for his legacy. Kill the son of a bitch that had incinerated him with his acid.

      I was lost without him anyway. I would never find another. My heart was his, even in death.

      You are really sounding stupid. I heard Maggy’s voice in my head.

      No, I didn’t. She didn’t kiss him. She didn’t feel the connection that was between us that night.

      I would fight for my people, for my family and for change. Hopefully peace would come after.

      Tony finally returned with a piece of parchment in his hands. He needed me to get a few things from my mother’s shop.

      He wrote them down on a piece of paper. “Katie be careful please if your mother finds you…”

      “She won’t.” I took the parchment with the list of the ingredients and sneaked back to our shop. It took me a while to find all the herbs that were on Tony’s list.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that he was a dragon, but I was. I wondered what he looked like in his dragon form. I’d seen dragons before but from afar, not close up. And Tony was kind, so kind. Were all Metallics like him?

      I had to hurry as time wasn’t our friend and when I had everything, I rushed back to Tony’s bakery.

      I watched how he took the bowl and started to grind the herbs into fine powder.

      His lips were moving fast, speaking so softly I couldn’t even hear a single word.

      For the final ingredient, he took a knife and cut himself. He held it over the bowl and dripped blood onto the powder.

      I gasped when it just disappeared. I blinked and looked again.

      Tony chuckled.

      “How?”

      “Magic lies in our blood Katie.”

      Magic had been banned for centuries. It was bad, but here Tony was using it for good, and there were no strange ingredients, just herbs and a spice or two mixed with his magic blood.

      He took two handfuls of grain and put them into the bowl. He mixed everything and when he stopped there wasn’t any sign of the powder mixture left. Nothing but clean kernels of grain.

      He took the kernels and put them in a velvet coin bag.

      “One a day Katie, the spell will last for a day. You need to remember that. Just one a day. They will last you a long time. Be careful please.”

      “Am I going to become a boy.”

      He smiled and nodded.

      I closed my eyes and got up. Hugged him tight. “Thank you Tony.” I said.

      “You will still think like a girl, so I think we have some time to tell you a few things about men. You need to play the part, Katie love.”

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      Two months passed.

      The rebellion had really started.

      More attacks destroyed more villages and with every attack news came from Bob or Goran.

      I was glad Eikenborough’s name wasn’t mentioned.

      Helmut joined me first, then after a few weeks Caleb.

      The base camp was getting bigger. Connie and a few others were bringing children in on a regular basis.

      We kept building more sleeping quarters in the trees, making the log house bigger. We even started planting crops for extra vegetables and fruit and had a team that ransacked the three kings carriages for funds.

      The other side behind the wall was regularly sending ships with coins and artifacts.

      We had a mutual agreement with France, England, and China.

      Whenever war broke out, this side of the wall or the other side, funds were given for support. I even had men stationed at the borders.

      The dragons with abilities were a great help there, especially Green-vapors with their persuasion ability.

      Not a friendly thing either.

      Goran duty was the most important of them all. His death wouldn’t have impacted King Magnus the way Helmut’s death did. And he was great at sneaking around and recruiting more men for our rebellion.

      We were growing in number on a daily basis now.

      More campsites were rising up far from the base camp.

      More dragons and shifters became a part of our militia.

      But at night, when I lay in my sleeping quarters looking up at the moon and stars, I ached for my lady.

      Was she safe?

      I hoped that the night of the ball had been magical for her like it was for me.

      I knew she had seen who I was as I glimpsed of her running away.

      What went through her mind when she recognized me? I wish I could’ve been able to read minds that night.

      Did she still hate me?

      That was why I was so adamant that Bob find her. I needed to know how she felt about me, was she thinking about me the way I was thinking about her. But he hadn’t been successful in tracking her down.

      And now, I feared more things were going to happen, things that shouldn’t happen.

      I feared for her well-being every day.

      My father’s army was growing daily too.

      The other compounds stationed on other parts of woods, mountains and the forests were seeing action every day.

      A lot of my men fell, but we also won a few battles. We used many decoys to keep the location of our base camp a secret.

      Many of them pretended to be me too, not the prince me, but the head of the rebellion me.

      Pageia’s news carried signs that I was seen in different locations.

      But nobody had seen my face, because it wasn’t me, but the image I was trying to portray.

      A hooded figure with an iron mask.

      The decoys were dragons in their human forms, riding on dragons.

      The image I tried to set was that that the Chromatics could all be tamed.

      But it was riling up the Chromatics that didn’t want to fight for any cause. The ones that were lost, the ones that carried too much hatred in their hearts to change. They couldn’t be reached and they started to destroy a lot of villages at night.

      Goran almost died during one of those attacks, but Connie and her sister Issy healed him pretty fast. I was surprised that King Magnus called for them.

      Issy was permanently stationed at the camp. The Green-vapor, Tanya, would come from time to time, with the group that ransacked the war’s funding sent from the other side.

      I could only guess how that was riling up my father.

      Tanya would stay and help out a bit with the children but she refused to speak English or even learn the language.

      She wasn’t very friendly to Issy either. She saw her kind as traitors because of the alliance with humans.

      She despised me too, but was true to the cause. She was an ally, no matter how cunning she was. She would always come through.

      Her family had all been slaughtered for the black market. Of course, my father just called it the market. He didn’t see anything wrong with what they were doing. I saw it as an evil place for a dragon to be as it was filled with magic, magic they used on the dragons, to kill them and harvest their organs.

      Father took me once when I was about thirteen to see what it was all about. I had nightmares for years to come about that place and it was almost as if I could feel their pain.

      My biggest desire was to burn it to the ground. To destroy that magic.

      Tanya was tired of the black market, tired that my father didn’t do anything to stop the slayings for the potions. Especially for the one he needed against the curse bestowed on him when his true love was executed.

      Why hadn’t he fought for her?

      I constantly wondered about that. If he felt anything like I did for my lady, I would’ve died with her, why didn’t he?

      Without the women, I didn’t know what we would do.

      I couldn’t leave base camp. I could only listen to the news that Robert or Siegfried, or one of the other men from another campsite, came with.

      Helmut and Caleb had to stay hidden too until it was time for the final battle.

      We practiced a lot. Trained newcomers that had never fought before, but wanted to, how to wield weapons or contain their abilities, if they were dragons.

      The shifters were awesome too. We had chimeras and giant eagles. Women and men.

      The women were really brave and I wondered why father had never let them fight.

      Robert finally came with news.

      “Albert, it’s not good.”

      He handed me a parchment and I read the atrocity. I ground my teeth. Had my father lost his mind?

      He was demanding one male of every family household in Paegeia to fight in his war. This was bad.

      None of us had expected this and I feared for so many people’s lives.

      Without men in the villages that remained in tact, Eikenborough being one of them, what would happen to the women and children?

      “They say he has become a mad man. Revenge is all he lives for now.”

      “Revenge, for what?”

      “Your death.”

      I stared at Bob. I knew the other kings would push my father for revenge, but for my death?

      My father loathed me, never had a good word for the crown prince of Etan… or that was what I had thought.
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        KATIE

      

      

      I left Tony’s bakery in the middle of the night.

      I took father’s uniform with his letter and went to the stables that housed a few chickens. It used to have a horse and Fallon’s goat, but we had to sell them in order to pay the taxes before mama got the royal seal.

      I took a kernel of grain out of the coin bag and slipped it into my mouth.

      I chewed it and swallowed.

      I started to feel weird.

      A tingling sensation so strong overpowered my entire body. Goosebumps flushed on my skin. My hair stood straight on end. My stomach started to turn and my head felt light and dizzy. Almost like I was going to leave my body.

      I fell down to the ground like I was drunk. It felt worse than that night I drank champaign. I didn’t like this out of control feeling.

      The spinning in my head finally stopped.

      I groaned but didn’t sound like a girl anymore.

      I pushed myself up in a sitting position. My dress was shredded on the side. I was flat chested and I looked down at my manly hands.

      I touched my face and felt a chiseled chin, and soft stubble.

      I got up wobbling. I felt taller. Like the distance to the ground was farther than it used to be.

      I tore off my dress easily.

      I was stronger, I had a lot more strength.

      I chuckled and sounded like a boy, a young man.

      I pulled down my undergarments and found manly parts.

      I kept staring at them in the moonlight.

      It look different from Samuel’s tiny winky. It was bigger, but I didn’t touch it. It was going to be weird walking around with this thing.

      I put on pants and a shirt, then the jacket and boots.

      It was amazing how everything fit perfectly. Like it was meant for me and not father.

      I left my clothes on the floor and rushed back to Tony’s bakery.

      He paused seeing a man in the doorway, wearing an officer’s uniform. He walked slowly toward the door and opened it. “Katie?”

      I nodded. “Thank you Tony. I don't know how I will ever be able to repay you.” I didn’t sound like me.

      He laughed. “No need, Katie. Just stay safe.”

      “I will. Keep an eye on them please.”

      “I promise.” He said. “Wait I packed you something for the road and Lester is waiting for you around the corner. Did you think about a name yet.”

      “Andrew.”

      “It’s a strong name.” He handed me a bag filled with bread and cheese, and a flask filled with goat’s milk. “You need to get going.” He took me to the back to where the horses and a carriage filled with baked goods were waiting.

      “Did you tell him?”

      “No, I just asked him to give a young man a lift.”

      “Thank you. Tony.” I gave him a hug and he tapped my back. “Be safe Andrew.”

      I smiled. “I will. Tell him please, otherwise he will go out of his mind. If you don’t mind.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, Andrew.”

      I climbed on the carriage, introducing myself as Andrew.

      “Lester,” he smiled.

      “See you later, Lester. Andrew, be safe.”

      “I will.”

      “I can get you as close as five miles. I wish I could get you all the way there.”

      “Five miles is enough. Thank you Lester.”

      The carriage moved and I looked at my small village with all its extra occupants.

      I thought about Maggy, my mom, my dad, and my siblings.

      They will have both their parents. That was the best I could do for them.

      Tony would tell them what he had done for me. Or I hoped he would.
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      When the sun was starting to rise, Lester stopped the wagon.

      I jumped off. I knew the way to the camp, but let Lester gave me directions. He couldn’t know that I was Katie.

      “Good luck, son. And I hope that you will put an end to this war. Enough sons have died for nothing.”

      “Thank you for your kindness and transportation.” My voice was deep and bid him farewell as Andrew Squires, whose uncle was his guardian up until he was sixteen.

      I walked the next five miles with heavy steps. I knew it wasn’t from my luggage. I barely had any. No they were from my emotions. To not know if I would ever see my friends or family again. Whether they would be safe was what weighed me down.

      I reached the campsite just when the sun fully lit Paegeia.

      There were lots of white tents stacked in  blocks of rows. It was a huge campsite with many officers and grown men, men my father’s age even, boys younger than me huddled around, talking to one another.

      “Excuse me,” I asked the first guy that walked past by me. He ignored me.

      I tried a second one, not knowing where I had to go to register, and the same thing happened, and then I remembered what Tony said. Men do not ask for directions.

      I rolled my eyes.

      I took a deep breath.

      Katherine Squires, if you want to pull this off, looking like a man is not going to be enough. You need to act the part too. Remember what Tony told you.

      Don’t ask for help.

      I followed two men that were walking with luggage over their shoulders. A few moments later, deeper into the campsite, we came to a stop at a  huge line of soldiers.

      I stood behind them, waiting my turn.

      My name is Andrew Squires. I came in the place of my uncle and guardian, Nicolas Squires. He is sick, had no sons old enough to fight. I’ll die gladly in his place.

      That was my story, and that was what I was sticking to for now.

      The line took a long time but eventually I made it to the front.

      Two big ogre-like men in their late thirties, soldiers that had fought in wars before were behind the sign up table.

      They helped the two men standing in front of me, old acquaintances and then the one man assigned them each their stations and told them what group level they were going to be in.

      Then it was my turn.

      “Name,” one of them asked.

      “K...Andrew.” I cleared my throat.

      He gave me a raised eyebrow and asked for my surname.

      “Squires.” I handed him the letter that was sent to my father. “I’m going to fight in my guardian’s place, my uncle, Nicolas Squires.”

      The man give a string of cuss words first. “You want to tell me that you do not have the right documentation.”

      “It’s war, I didn’t think documentation was going to be that much of a problem, and it was a last minute decision. My cousin struggled to get word to me.”

      “Oh we are a smart alec, I see.” The guy yelled and the entire group close to the registration table stared at us.

      “It’s going to be fun to make a man out of you. Break you down from the nothing you are and…”

      “Come on Trevor.” Another guy spoke and grabbed my papers. I stared at the papers in his hand before looking at him.

      “My Prince,” the guy named Trevor said.

      My heart started to rise. It was Prince Goran.

      “Squires,” the Prince looked at me. “Let me guess, you never fought in a war before.”

      I shook my head, my words were nowhere to be found.

      “You are at the right place then. We start with training bright and early tomorrow. Trevor, show this young man where to go. And it’s war, papers do not matter much during war.”

      “Yes, your highness.” Trevor said.

      I was at a loss for words as I watched Goran walked away.

      He was stationed at this camp too, so I guessed the rumors of guarding him, keeping him safe so that one day he could become the next ruler of Paegeia weren’t true.

      The guy pushed a bed roll with a blanket into my hands and a pillow. “Block C, tent 1254. Orientation is tonight in the main tent.” He pointed and I saw the outline of the biggest tent in this campsite. It’s mandatory.”

      I nodded, grabbed my papers and went to hunt down my tent.

      My coin bag with magical grain kernels hung from my belt underneath my jacket.

      I found my tent fast. A few boys, Andrew’s age were already talking to each other.

      “Fresh meat.” Another sturdy boy said. He had mouse color hair with deep dimples.

      “Craig, all of us are fresh meat, you idiot.” Another said. “Name is Tom, Tom Huddleson.” He stuck out his hand toward me.

      “Andrew, Andrew Squires.” I smiled.

      “The idiot is Craig, and they are Raf and Stewy.”

      I nodded.

      “So are you ready to fight in this messed up war?” Tom asked.

      “Do we have a choice?”

      He huffed. “Where are you from?”

      “All over. But my guardian lives in Eikenborough.”

      “Disseldorf, we are all from Disseldorf. There are quite a few from Eikenborough.”

      “I don’t know them that well. Like I said. My guardian is from Eikenborough.”

      “So you did. Welcome to hell,” Tom said.

      He wasn’t as sturdy as Craig but he was as tall as me.

      I disappeared into my tent and hoped they wouldn’t talk to me more.

      I rolled out my bedroll and dug a small shallow grave for my coin bag of kernels. I couldn’t afford to lose them, not if I didn’t want to get caught.

      I couldn’t believe that I was here. Fighting in my father’s place. I hoped that my family would be okay and that Tony had alleviated their fears of me going in father’s place. I already missed them, but I was honored to be here and relieved that my family still had Nicolas Squires at home. He was more needed in Eikenborough anyway.
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      During the meeting a lot of the men left with their superior officers to build bases in other places.

      A quarter of the camp was left and Prince Goran was making his way around again.

      He didn’t talk much.

      I wondered how he felt. He looked fine, but then again men do not wear their hearts on their sleeves.

      There was a fox with him and everyone was looking at it. He left a few moments later and none of us saw him again.

      After the meeting it was supper time. Loads of grains were served and I finished my entire meal.

      I still had rolls and cheese left that Tony had prepared for me and I would eat that later tonight.

      Andrew was always hungry. Katie hardly ate a thing.

      I crawled into my tent after supper.

      Our training was going to begin tomorrow.

      A part of me dreaded becoming a man, and I wondered if boys felt that way too.

      It was scary to be a man.

      I still struggled to get my manly bits working. Peeing used to be so much easier as a girl, it wasn’t that easy for a guy. That thing had a mind of its own and if not handled firmly, pee just flew everywhere.

      It was hard to be surrounded by men too. I knew I looked like one, but I didn’t feel like one.

      I went over all the things Tony had told me. How to act like a man, how to think like one too.

      A part of me was scared that I would lose Katherine, but this was war and they would kill me if they discovered that I was a woman. Or maybe even do worse things that would make me wish I was dead.

      I took one grain kernel out of the coin bag and returned the bag to its shallow grave.

      The kernels were my life now.

      I placed the kernel under the pillow. I would eat it early in the morning, before anyone could discover that I was a woman.

      The kernels were my life now and I needed to be careful.

      

      
        
        ALBERT.

      

      

      Zeba came back. She had a note from Goran.

      I opened the note. He was stationed at the new campsite, going to start training a lot of boys, hardly men, tomorrow. He hadn’t seen his father in ages but would make sure that I got any news if there were changes.

      With his new order, nothing was going according to our plan anymore. My father’s army just got bigger.

      “Al,” Caleb saw the worry on my face.

      “It’s all good, Caleb. Goran will get some of them to fight for our cause. We’ll be fine.” I went to wash up in the lake.

      The water was warm and the lake was hidden by the trees. It was times like these I always thought about her. My fair lady.

      I couldn’t stop seeing those deep sad grey eyes every time I closed mine. I tried so hard to memorize her smell. Her laughter and her voice.

      But I knew my memory was failing me big time.

      Arms wrapped around me from behind.

      “What is on your mind, Al.” Connie was always so warm.

      “This war. What we did. I never thought my father would become so deranged.”

      “Al, he loved you.”

      I huffed. “He had a funny way of showing it Constance.”

      She was the Swallow Annex I wanted to send to my lady’s father to get healed. She told me he was sick and would die without a Swallow Annex’s touch.

      For all I knew her father was already dead.

      “What is going on with you and Bob. Everytime he comes back, you sulk.”

      I chuckled. She wasn’t an idiot. Watching me way too closely. “War stuff, he gets intel for me, Constance.”

      “Don’t lie to me. I’m not Drizelda.”

      I turned around. She was so beautiful, but she wasn’t my lady.

      “Your smile, as dashing as it is, is not going to soften me either. You have been hiding something from me for a while now. Let me in, maybe I can help.”

      “I’m afraid you won’t be able to help this time.”

      “What, you don’t trust how well informed I can be?”

      I chuckled. “No, let me rephrase, you won’t.”

      Her smile disappeared and she looked down at the water. “Who is she?”

      She was smart too.

      “Not Drizelda.”

      She laughed. “We all know that.”

      “I’m sorry. I know it wasn’t the plan.” I said softly.

      “Does she know you are alive?”

      I shook my head.

      “Let me guess, that was where you were the night of the ball, with her.”

      My lips curved slightly and I nodded.

      “Just as long as it’s not Drizelda.” She said softly. “Is she beautiful?”

      “I don’t know, she was hiding behind a mask and when the unmasking came she just disappeared.” A sadness lingered in my tone.

      “You have no idea what she looks like?”

      “No, but she was different, Connie. It was like her soul resonated with mine. There was a connection between us that I couldn’t deny.”

      “Oh Al, you are smitten with a girl you do not even know.”

      “I know enough. She is from Eikenborough. She had a strange vanilla and rose smell and the saddest grey eyes.” I laughed. “I know I sound like an idiot.” Silence grew between us. “Her father is sick and I wanted you to help him. It’s all wrong isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not. You wanted to help someone that isn’t as fortunate as you. That’s a first, Al.”

      “I was so wrong about the poor. She thought I was a big arrogant bastard.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t tell her I was the prince, I’m not that big of an idiot, but she woke something up in me. I want to be a better king than my father Connie, and I saw that kind of king through her eyes.” I sighed. “And I have no idea what she even looks like.”

      She touched my face softly as tears glistened in her eyes. “I should hate this stranger with all my heart, I want to, but I do not like your frustration or the fact that it was a commoner that showed you the kind of king you would like to be like one day.”

      “Who would’ve thought. A poor girl, changing my ways.”

      “Eikenborough you say.”

      I nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Connie.”

      “A few dragons are reaching out to the villages. With your father’s demands, it’s going to be hard for a woman to raise little ones, and concentrate on their health. I’ll ask them to just keep an eye out for this amazing young lady and get word to her that you are okay.”

      I touched her hand that was still touching my cheek. “Thank you Connie.”

      “Anything for you Al. All you have to do is ask.”

      “I’m sorry, this wasn’t a part of the plan.”

      She huffed with a small smile. “I guess I finally understand now what my mother was always talking about. The heart cannot choose who to love. I hope you find her Al. I would like to meet her too.”

      She let go of my cheek and walked out of the lake.

      Her skin was like goat’s milk in the moonlight. Beautiful silver scales were hiding inside her body.

      She draped soft silk around herself and left for her quarters in the log house.

      I was probably going to hear it from Issy. What an  idiot I was for letting her twin slip through my fingers. But their mother was right. You couldn’t betray your heart when it came to true love. My heart belonged to that strange girl from the ball. She stole it that night, whether she was poor or not. I was afraid that I would never get it back.
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        KATIE

      

      

      I woke up with long curls draping over my face inside my tent.

      I grabbed the kernel that was underneath my pillow and chucked it into my mouth as I heard voices outside my tent.

      The pricking feeling started immediately and I shivered as all my hair went straight.

      It was a strange feeling and similar to what I had felt that night when Albert kissed me.

      When it disappeared, I opened my eyes.

      My hair was short again and my breasts were gone.

      I was a man.

      I got up and put on my shirt and pants.

      I had to say, this form was so much easier than my girl one. I did not have parts that had to be strapped in a corset, or layers and layers of clothes to wear.

      I loved pants.

      I was meant to be a boy. I always felt like that and the only time I felt like a girl, was the night of the ball, when Albert kissed me.

      I didn’t care anymore, Albert was gone.

      I went for breakfast after Tom peeked into my tent to make sure I was up. I had to be more careful. He couldn’t find out that I was really a girl.

      War food was horrible.

      They served sloppy oats and strong coffee with no sugar.

      I had never developed a taste for coffee and wished for tea. Something told me that today I was going to need the extra strength.

      I took a seat among Tom and the boys from Disseldorf.

      For boys they sure seem to talk a lot, and about crap too. The way Craig talked about a girl back in Disseldorf was disgusting. Were all men like that? I doubted father was.

      I didn’t want to think about father either. I would miss him too much and then mama would find her way in too, and all my siblings.

      No, I pushed them to the back of my mind.

      I was Andrew Squires now and didn’t walk with my heart on my sleeve.

      I swallowed my oats hard. They were gooey. Maybe I should sign up for prepping food, but I was afraid that I wouldn’t be trained then since I would be too busy preparing three meals a day.

      I froze when I saw a boy of around twelve, not older than fourteen years entering the tent.

      “His name is Maze,” Tom said. “His dad died of the soars last winter. He is the eldest boy in his family.”

      “He is just a kid.” I said.

      “The king doesn’t worry about how old we are. If you ask me Albert died just to piss his father off.”

      “Nobody would die just to piss off anyone.” I said.

      “I would if he were my dad.”

      Craig laughed, and the others followed.

      I didn’t like that. It would mean that the night we had spent together at the ball meant nothing to him at all.

      “I heard he had a thing for Chromatic dragons. Funny how one killed him.”

      “It probably just wanted to play with him a little.” The boys laughed at the way Tom said it.

      “What do you mean play with him?”

      “Oh, c’mon Andrew. It’s not normal how those four idiots were always together. You never saw Albert with a girl.”

      “There are rumors that he had one regularly in his room.”

      “Probably playing chess.” More laughter came.

      He wasn’t like that.

      “Or probably learning how to truly satisfy a woman.” I countered and the laughters quiet down.

      “I don’t think he would know what to do with one if he ever had one in his room naked.”

      More laughter. I just stared at Tom.

      “He is royalty you idiot. They train at a young age, Maze’s age or younger, how to be great with women. The rumors that reached my ears, were the complete opposite.”

      They all looked at Maze. “Are you serious?” Craig asked.

      “Yeah, he probably had loads of sex. And the best part is, no syphilis would be able to kill him since there is a Swallow Annex at the castle.”

      “How do you know so much about the royals?”

      “I told you, I’ve been places. I know a lot of things.”

      My eyes caught Maze sitting alone at a table. Twelve years old and fighting in a stupid war.

      A man sat down in front of him and my eyes darted toward him.

      It was Goran and he immediately started talking to the boy.

      “Why do you guys think he’s here?”

      “Beats me. King Magnus hasn’t been himself since Helmut’s death. I heard he despises Goran.”

      “We all heard that, but the question is why?” Tom asked.

      I wished I knew the answer too.

      After breakfast, Goran disappeared and officers came in and we all stood up.

      “Form a straight line,” they yelled and we all rushed to form one. My heart was beating erratically as they walked down the line.

      One stopped in front of the boy standing a few men from me.

      “How old are you?”

      “Turning thirteen soon, sir.” I could hear the fear in his tone.

      He huffed.

      War was cruel.

      “Today we are going to start training with weapons. To see which weapons you might have a talent for.” He looked around.“Has anyone handled a weapon before?”

      I raised my hand with a few others.

      “I thought you never had training before.” The officer growled at me.

      “I hunt with a bow and arrow and know how to use an ax,” my manly voice said.

      “I see. We’ll see just how good those hunting skills are on a human target and not some helpless little deer.” He sneered and walked on to the next idiot that had raised his hand.

      “You can hunt with a bow and arrow,” Tom, who was next to me, whispered. I nodded.

      “Can you teach me?”

      “Something tells me they will,” I whispered back.

      “Follow me,” one officer yelled and said something about being fast and orderly too.

      I marched with the others and we stopped when we came to an open field.

      There were swords, bows, hammers, axes, every weapon I could think of and some I’d never seen before.

      “Archers, here.”

      The few of us that had hunted with bows followed the officer.

      Target boards were stacked. The distance was a mere 50 feet. There was one that was about 150 feet away.

      The officer that couldn’t have been a few years older than me, pulled his bow, then released it, hitting the target that was 150 feet away. He was showing off.

      It wasn’t even a bullseye.

      Then it was our turn.

      We all hit the target. My strength was a thousand times better than I had as a woman and my arrow almost went straight through the board.

      My aim was a bit off and barely hit the target.

      I guess Andrew’s height was making my aim off.

      “Struggling to see the board, hunter?” The officer teased and everyone laughed.

      They moved the targets farther back by about twenty feet.

      I needed to train Andrew’s body. Remembering dad’s words of what he taught me in the beginning,

      I took my time.

      “Do we have a bit of a confidence problem?” The officer drew more laughter from everyone around me. What was his problem?

      “Ignore him.” I heard my dad’s voice in my head as he told me to pull back the bow, to aim lower on the target board and to aim straight.

      I finally let my arrow fly and this time it was just above the bullseye.

      “It’s about bloody time. You would’ve been dead if that was a human with a weapon.”

      I took another arrow, pulled back the string fast and aimed at the 150 feet target. My arrow flew faster than it took to count one, two, three, and hit the 150 feet target, bullseye.

      All of them became super quiet, even the officer that hadn’t hit that target’s bullseye. He ground his teeth and walked toward me with huge strides.

      Shit, what did you do?

      He stopped as his eye caught someone behind me and I turned around and saw Prince Goran looking at the target board and arrow in the bullseye.

      “What is your farthest distance?” he asked me.

      “I hunt, I have never measured my distance.”

      He smiled. “Mind if we try it?”

      I shook my head.

      “James, take the target board back another fifty feet.”

      He didn’t say anything this time and did what the prince told him to. He moved it back fifty feet and got out of the way.

      I took my position in line with the target, nocked my arrow, pulled back, and let it fly.

      My eyes rose as it finally made a singing sound. Or a slight singing sound. As Kate my arrows never did that, but father’s had. He called it the arrow’s voice. The most beautiful sound in the world.

      It wasn’t bullseye, but it was close. I still needed to fine tune Andrew’s strength and height, get used to it.

      “James,” Goran yelled. “Another fifty feet.”

      James ran and took the target back another fifty feet.

      I nocked another arrow and pulled back the string.

      I aimed slightly lower this time and let it fly again.

      The arrow sang, hitting the target bullseye.

      “It seems the farther your target, the better your aim, Andrew.” Goran joked.

      I smiled. “Something like that.”

      “James, back another hundred feet.”

      Everyone gasped, including me. “Wait first.” He said and went to his tent. He came back with a beautiful bow and a sheath of arrows. “Try these.”

      “I can’t, they’re yours.”

      “Just use them.”

      I looked at the target. It was three hundred and fifty feet away.

      I took his bow and arrows after putting mine down.

      It was a beautiful and sturdy bow. Strong too. The arrows were carefully designed.

      I looked at the target and nocked the arrow in the string. I had to use a bit more strength to pull it back because it was wired string.

      I got the target in my sight and took a deep breath. I aimed and then when I blew out my breath the arrow was singing.

      I laughed as I hit the target and Goran looked through his hand scope to see.

      He smiled.

      “You can have that. You are much better with it than I am. Bullseye.” He said and everyone gasped before they all started clapping.

      “You are really talented. I have only seen one other person that had the gift to make his arrows talk.”

      “Just one?”

      He nodded.

      “Mind if I ask who?” Thinking of the one person I knew -- Nicolas Squires.

      “The Crown Prince of Etan. Well, was the crown prince.”

      Albert? I looked at the target and at the bow. “Was this his?”

      He smiled. “No, it’s yours.” He turned around and walked away.

      He hadn’t answered my question. Was this Albert’s bow? It could be. It was a perfect bow and I had never seen arrows designed this way.

      Practice continued right after Goran disappeared back in his tent.

      I got promoted to head archer that night and had to teach a few select men and boys, those that had shown talent for archery, the finer art of how to shoot with a bow and arrow.

      Maze was one of them.

      I was given the nickname Bullseye.

      Everyone wanted me to sit at their table for dinner, but I went to sit with Maze.

      Tom, Craig, Raf and Stewy came to sit with us.

      “You are really great with a bow and arrow,” Maze said.

      “You’ll get there soon Maze. It just takes practice.”

      “I heard you shut James up real fast,” Tom said.

      “Not to mention getting Goran’s attention.” Craig added. “See what we mean by men getting their attention.”

      “Shut up. You are an idiot. I didn't get that feeling from him once. He admired the fact that I could make my arrows sing, that is all.”

      “Arrows sing?”

      “It’s a term. Meaning that the wind slices through the feathers so fast, it makes a singing sound. It’s said that not a lot of archers can do that.”

      “I see,” Craig said.

      We ate in silence and that night I went to a nearby stream to wash up.

      I looked like a man but that didn’t mean that I wanted to wash up with them.

      My bag of grain kernels were safely in my tent, buried in a shallow grave.

      I felt dead and flopped down on my bed roll, after I washed up, and closed the flaps.

      I took out a kernel from my bag and put it under my pillow. I hoped that the transformation back would wake me up. It had to.

      There was no privacy in these tents.

      I would be fine. I just needed to keep on telling myself that until it sunk in.

      Hopefully tomorrow would be a bit brighter.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      Robert came back. There was no news of my lady. How could a girl just disappear like that? I mean she was a girl and didn’t have many hiding places to begin with.

      My hope of ever finding out who she really was was deteriorating. My father was recruiting more and more soldiers for his army. Goran sent word that he had been given a group to train and there was a boy named Andrew that seriously had talent with a bow and arrow. They called him Bullseye. We needed to give Goran time to win over Bullseye’s trust and hopefully he would switch sides.

      We needed good archers. I myself had been training a few.

      Connie and Issy were also bringing in more and more Chromatic children.

      It was getting out of hand. They were so afraid when they saw the humans at the camp, but with friendly smiles and Connie promising them that no harm would come to them, plus giving them time to get to know me, they finally started to relax. After that point, they showed us what they could do.

      They were really talented. They had fire and lightning, frost and green fog coming from their hands.

      The Green-Vapor kid sure had a mouth on him too. He lied through his teeth. But all in all they were good kids.

      Helmut and Caleb helped with the log house, building extensions to have room for all the kids. The more kids Connie was going to bring, the bigger it needed to be.

      “I’m sorry for the extra mouths Al.”

      “Don’t be. They are innocent and I told you to bring any child that doesn’t have parents to care for them. We will be fine.”

      She nodded and smiled softly.

      Ever since I told her about my lady she had been slightly distant.

      I understood that. Now she knew that my heart belonged to someone else and she was trying to protect her own heart.

      I kept on helping the others building onto the log house and trying to keep the peace between some of the Chromatic dragons and Metallics. They did not get along that well. For years the Chromatics had seen the Metallics as traitors.

      But that would all change in due time. It had to change. It was time to change.

      They would find mutual ground to co-exist together and years from now, they wouldn’t even remember a time when the breeds didn’t get along together.

      That was my dream for a better Paegeia. One where we could all exist together in peace.
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        KATIE

      

      

      Training was hard. And every night I was more tired than the previous one.

      I really upped my game too with my bow and arrow, I was seriously becoming the best. Goran himself told me so.

      He wasn’t a bad person, actually real kind and someone that you wouldn’t say has a blue blood.

      He had that lost soul, broken wing thing attached to him and you just wanted to take care of him.

      He was good too, especially with a sword.

      We watched him numerous times fighting against four or five of the trainees he taught, and whipping their butts every single time.

      I had to be careful with how I stared at him too. I was having some sort of affection toward him.

      I felt guilty but had to remind myself that Albert was gone. That was why I was here. To fight, to avenge his death, the way Goran was avenging it.

      He had three deaths to avenge.

      I missed home. I missed pappa’s embrace and mama’s compassion. Her arms were the best when you were down or upset.

      She could calm you down with one single word and heaven knows I had needed it a few times during the past few months.

      The news that reached us wasn’t about Eikenborough, Disseldorf, or Alkadeem.

      It was about smaller cities that perished, but the three main cities were well equipped. We also heard of many Chromatics falling.

      News of the militia also reached us. A few of the groups that had assembled here on the first day and had left that night, were attacked and wiped out.

      I saw the fox again. I’d seen it a few times. How it went into Goran’s tent and a few minutes later it would run out again.

      I got up from the fire that we made just as it entered his tent and went closer.

      “Be safe okay?” Goran spoke softly to it and it came running out.

      I sat on my haunches with a piece of dry meat from my last hunt and held it out to the fox.

      It came toward me, slowly sniffed the meat a few times and then took it.

      My eyes caught Goran standing in the entrance.

      The fox ran off with the speed of light after it took the meat and I watched it run in the opposite direction.

      “It’s a beautiful animal.” I said and got up from my haunches.

      “Thank you. Her name is Zeba.”

      “Zeba.”

      “She was Albert’s fox. Now she is a messenger from the kings to me. Al trained her well.”

      “So you don’t believe in crows?”

      “I do but the kings think it’s dangerous to use them. The rebellion knows that crows are messengers and they shoot them down when they can. They don’t think that foxes are.”

      I chuckled.

      “How did he train her?”

      “He had plenty of patience when it came to animals. We found her when she was still a pup. Her mother had been shot with an arrow and must have been dead for days. She was starving and Albert kept her. He basically nursed her back to health.”

      “Nursed her?”

      Goran laughed at the expression on my face. “He had help of course. She is a great ally.”

      “You are not afraid someone will shoot her.”

      “No, she is extremely smart. She can smell danger a mile away. Foxes are build that way, very smart animals.”

      “She must miss him.”

      “She does. It’s worrisome that she just came up to you like that for a piece of dry meat.”

      “I have a way with animals too. I guess she smelled that I wasn’t a threat.”

      “Do me a favor please.”

      “Sure anything.”

      “Keep Zeba a secret.”

      “Goran, she comes and goes as she pleases.”

      “You are very observant, Andrew. You see everything, the others, if they do, haven’t asked questions.”

      “Why?”

      “Because in every camp there are one or two that don’t belong, if you know what I mean.”

      I squinted. “No, I don’t.”

      “Rebels, Andrew.”

      “What? The rebels are all Chromatic dragons, aren’t they?”

      He stared at me. “And, your point.”

      “They are dragons, Goran.”

      “They have human figures just like the Metallics, Andrew.”

      I froze.

      “You didn’t know that?”

      “I’ve never even seen a dragon in my life, accept from high above, how the hell should I know they can change into human forms?”

      He smiled. “They are like the Metallics, just different.”

      “More vile you mean.”

      “That too.” His smile disappeared. “I don’t want them to find out about Zeba and what she does, please.”

      “My lips are sealed.” I said.

      “Thank you.”

      “So, how do you know if you are dealing with one. I mean a Chromatic hiding as a human.”

      “You don’t. Not without loads of potions that could change them back to dragons.”

      “You’ve seen it before.”

      “Our fathers have special places in their dungeons just for them. Of course we have seen it.”

      A chill ran up my spine. “You aren’t scared about them breathing fire.”

      Goran laughed. “Magic is forbidden but not to the kings. The things I’ve seen, have made me wonder a lot just who the real monsters are, Andrew.”

      I nodded as I tried to imagine what he must have seen.

      “If you will excuse me, I need to get back to work.” He gave me a lopsided smile, turned around and went back into his tent.

      I went to mine.

      I was tired but couldn’t stop thinking about what Goran had said.

      I had a funny feeling that a part of him understood Chromatic dragons more than any of us.

      That a part of him must have seen this war coming from a mile away.

      Still, Chromatics killed his brother and friends. He must hate them too, just like me.

      I took out a kernel and put it underneath my pillow.

      Hopefully I would wake up before the others did.

      I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep, dreaming about foxes and Chromatic dragons breathing fire.

      I heard their screeches. It was so real.

      “Andrew wake up.” Tom’s voice yelled and my eyes opened at once. I grabbed the kernel and popped it into my mouth.

      The dragon screeches were still going like mad.

      Orange glowed against my tent. Screams were coming from all sides.

      I grabbed my bow and sheath of arrows and darted out of my tent. I didn’t even put on a shirt.

      Many men were running around on fire, while others were ducking the dragons’ fire.

      I ran toward it. Something was seriously wrong with me.

      I saw Frank, who worked the weapon shooting out nets, lying charred in a heap laying on the net weapon. I pushed his lifeless body away, and aimed toward a dragon in the sky.

      They were smart too. And fast.

      Think like a dragon Katie.

      Fast and devious.

      I didn’t aim at it directly, but a bit farther down the line, and press the weapon’s slinger.

      The net flew and caught the dragon by its feet, tangling him up.

      The earth vibrated when it crashed to the ground. The other two flew away breathing fire as they fled.

      My hand started to shake as men cheered.

      I got it. I had actually caught my very first dragon.

      “Andrew?” Goran called. He was riding one of the horses.

      I looked at him.

      “Where is Frank?”

      I motioned over to Frank’s body.

      “Dead.” The word barely came out.

      He looked at the felled dragon.

      “Nice shot,” he said, “let’s go.”

      I found life again and it poured down to my legs. He helped me up his horse and we rode to the dragon.

      “I’m glad you are still alive.”

      “We are never going to win this war.”

      “Have faith. This war has been coming for a long time. We are not as innocent as the kings want the people to believe.”

      I stared at him as he walked to the dragon I had just shot down.

      I followed.

      When we reached it, many men were huddled around it as it growled, attempting to spit acid on anyone too close.

      An acid spitter.

      Goran looked closely at the Night Villain. His eyes seemed as huge as orbs but changed into a squint when he saw its face.

      He grabbed a shield as acid flew his way and blocked it. His reflexes were fast.

      Goran spoke in Latin and I wished that I could understand what he was saying, but it was a difficult language.

      A sword came out of nowhere and penetrated the dragon’s skull. I watched as its growls died out.

      It was Trevor’s sword. The crazy ass had really lost it for sure this time.

      Goran jumped up and his fist connected hard with Trevor’s face, he kicked him. It was as if he was going to kill him. Men pulled the prince off Trevor.

      “I could’ve gotten their location out of it you fucking idiot.” He spat in Trevor’s direction.

      “How, that thing is as big as a house? He would’ve killed us all.”

      “He was injured. There are ways to make them talk. Ways none of you know. Ways we learned when we were small kids from our fathers. You are either going to start following orders Trevor or you can find yourself another division, one out there that is already fighting. You are a loose cannon. Get him out of my sight.”

      “You are an idiot. The meat on that thing would last us a month, Goran.”

      I wanted to throw up as I knew they had human bodies.

      “Don’t talk about things you don’t know about or understand.” Goran was beyond pissed off. He turned around, and threw a burning tent, on top of the dragon.

      We all rushed out of the way as it connected with whatever was lingering in the acid breather. The flames flew high and the dragon burned. The smell hovering in the air was fowl.

      “Get all the injured to the main tent. We will have Swallow Annexes attend to them later.”

      He didn’t even look at me when he passed, too upset to care what anyone thought.

      He sure was different. I wished I knew what was going on in that mind of his. What horrors he had seen as a child and I was right about him foreseeing this war for a long time.

      What did he mean that we weren’t as innocent as we thought? I had never killed a dragon before, or been brave enough to even think about bringing one down until tonight.

      What did he mean, we were not as innocent in all of this?
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      I rushed back to my tent, hoping that the bag of kernels was not destroyed. It was still buried in the shallow ground and I took the coin bag, tied it up against my belt. Then I returned to help the others take care of the wounded, moving them to the main tent, and bury the dead.

      There were only a few hundred left from what had been at least a thousand.

      In the morning more shouting came as the men saw two dragons in the sky.

      “Don’t! They’re  Swallow Annexes,” Goran yelled.

      Their scales shined so brightly in the sun that I couldn’t look directly at them, but I felt them land.

      They were big.

      Goran was waiting with robes for them. One shifted right in front of my eyes from a big silver beast to a beautiful woman. Goran put a robe around her as her eyes caught mine.

      She didn’t even smile at me. It was as if she could smell that I had brought a dragon down, was part of its death.

      She greeted Goran, kissed each cheek, while the other dragon changed into a man.

      He took a robe from Goran and they left for the main tent.

      “They have human forms?” Tom asked me.

      “And Trevor wanted to eat that one.”

      He shivered. “Wait, they too have human forms.”

      “It’s a dragon Tom. They are all the same, some just scarier than others.”

      “Holy crap, what if there are some in this camp. How did that dragons know we were here?”

      “Good question. Be careful who you trust.” I said and rushed off to save what I could from the tents.

      We were going to have to relocate and something told me that Zeba would be here soon.

      I got a glimpse of how the Swallow Annexes healed the sick.

      It was just a touch of their hands.

      Their hands and hair glowed and when done, scars and wounds were healed.

      I gaped at it, but Goran was used to it.

      How many times had he seen them do that?

      He turned his head and saw the shock on my face.

      “Andrew, come here. I want you to meet Connie. She is a great friend.”

      Great friend? Was she Albert’s friend too?

      “Andrew.” I held out my hand carefully and she smiled.

      She stood up. “Do you have any injuries?”

      “I don’t think so.” I said. But she touched my face anyway and a small prickling feeling, not unlike the change danced on my forehead. “All done.”

      I touched my head. I didn’t even know I had a wound.

      “Goran told me what you did tonight. How did you do that?”

      I shrugged.

      She smiled. “You definitely have great instincts, bringing down a dragon on your own your first try.”

      “It’s a lot like shooting a bow and arrow. You just have to aim.”

      “And make sure it hits the target,” she said. I didn’t like the way she said it. It was as if she was assuming that I knew how to do this. I didn’t.

      “Nice meeting you, Andrew. Don’t die.” She smiled and walked off to her next patient.

      “How did they know we were here?”

      “I don’t know. Remember what I told you about their human forms. I have a funny feeling that there are a few among us, Andrew. You need to be careful.”

      I nodded. “Will we relocate?”

      “Yes, otherwise there will be another attack tonight. And I can guarantee you, they know where the traps are and they know we can’t build or move them to another place within a day.

      “How are we going to take them with us?”

      “We are not. We will go into the mountains and find a new base. I’m just waiting on word from the king, to know what our next order will be.”

      I nodded. “Do you need any help?”

      “You have done enough. Go rest. We will leave around twilight.”

      “Is that smart?”

      “Yes, it is very. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Was that the Night Villain that killed Prince Albert?”

      He shook his head. “That beast had a scar on his head, a white scale just by his snout. It wasn’t him.”

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      Constance came back. She had word from Goran and a letter.

      “How bad is it?”

      “Very, they have about 150 men out of 1500 left.” Tears welled up in her eyes.

      “Goran.”

      “He is unharmed. You need to find these idiots, Al. They are only making it worse for the rebellion.”

      “They are lessening my father’s army, Constance.”

      “They were boys. You know that Goran’s base is young men and children.”

      “Children?”

      “Your father demanded a male from every household, did you think he was going to ask for their ages?” She stormed off as if my father’s doings were mine.

      I opened Goran’s letter.

      He was retreating with the surviving men and boys to the mountains. The ones we used to camp out in during summer.

      I knew those mountains well.

      Andrew was one of the survivors and he shot down a dragon. But a crazy idiot named Trevor killed it before Goran was able to talk to it, to let it know if it wanted to fight in this war, to do it with me, not against me.

      I closed my eyes.

      “I’m working on a few men,” he wrote. “Andrew is not an idiot Al, he saw Zeba, she took some meat from him. Don’t punish her, but make sure she is fed next time.”

      I knew what he was trying to say. She had been hungry and her hunting skills were not up to parr because I fed her food from our table. I’d have to train her better.

      He wrote that he gave Andrew an excuse for Zeba, that my father was using her and that she belonged to me. He bought it, but he would likely find out soon that something else was at play here. He asked a lot of questions about the Chromatics which was a good thing, but Goran had a feeling that a Chromatic had killed someone he loved. His hatred for them showed. He was going to take more convincing before Goran could tell him the truth.

      “For some reason he is very curious about the type of person you were. Maybe you will be the key to win him over Al. Let’s pray, he will be a huge asset.”

      I burned the letter and sat, thinking about how hard the Chromatics, that refused to choose sides, made all of this for our cause.

      1500 young men and boys died. It could’ve been Goran or even this Andrew.

      Goran admired him a lot.

      He sounded like someone that could easily become a dragon hunter, and I agreed he would be a great asset to my side, my cause. I hoped he would listen when he discovered that none of us were dead but that we were part of the rebellion.

      One could only hope and pray for the best.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      Seven months had passed when we finally went out in small groups.

      Maze was in my team, with Goran and a few others.

      I haven’t seen Tom or Craig for a long time.

      We would travel by day, scout and then set up camp at night.

      We fought when it was needed.

      Most of the rebellion’s dragons were all in their human forms, but they had abilities. Fire, snow, acid and lightning.

      It wasn’t as easy to kill them, and we would lose one or two men every time we fought.

      The dragons barely got a scratch on them. I wounded a few. Goran told me to go for the kill shot, he knew I could do it, but there was something in me that didn’t want to kill them.

      Ever since he had told me that this war had been coming for a long time, I had mixed feelings about it all.

      It felt as if I was betraying Albert’s legacy and I wanted to kick myself every time for it. I had gotten soft. Andrew was now soft, like Katie.

      I had the first watch as we took shelter in a deserted cave.

      Goran told me it used to be a dragon’s cave. It was big and could house at least three and a nest.

      I imagined what life used to be like without all this fighting for possession. For land, for territory.

      I was sure conflicted.

      If they had human bodies, why couldn’t they be bargained with. “Hey,” Goran came to sit next to me.

      “Hey, sorry about…”

      “No, I’m sorry. I keep on forgetting that you are new at this. You might be excellent with a bow and arrow, probably better than the crown prince,” he chuckled. “But you are not a killer and didn’t grow up with the truth of how things really were.”

      “Why is that? Why didn’t we know about all of this? About their human forms?”

      “Ignorance, I don’t know.”

      “How much do you know about them.”

      He smiled. “Albert used to give them names, just like his father did with the Metallics.”

      “He did?” I smiled.

      “Yes. An acid spitter, he called the Night Villain.”

      I laughed. “And then one went and killed him. I wonder if he knew that was going to happen would he have still named it.”

      “Do you want to hear the rest of the names?”

      “No, I already have a problem killing them. Please, don’t tell me their names.”

      Goran just look at me. I sighed.

      “I know it’s not what you wanted to hear. I only killed for food and had the utmost respect for all the lives I took. My guardian taught me to only kill what you need, not for pleasure.”

      “We kill to survive, Andrew.”

      “Sorry for putting a value to life, Goran. I wish I had more of what you have.”

      “No, believe me you don’t. I envy you.”

      “Why, I have nothing to envy.”

      “You are wrong. You had someone that loved you enough to teach you how to respect all things, not just some.”

      “Why is that?’ I asked. More silence grew. “Sorry, I was out of line, you don’t have to answer that.”

      “No, it’s okay. I trust you Andrew, it really doesn’t happen a lot in my life. I don’t trust easily and I can count on one hand who I do trust.”

      “Then I’m honored.”

      He opened his hand and it became white, wind in the form of snowflakes twirled on his palm. It formed a white ball and he threw it into the fire.

      I kept staring at the spot where the fire swallowed it.

      “Now you know.”

      “I don’t understand, you know how to do magic.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not magic.”

      “Then what was that.”

      “Snow.”

      “Snow. How did you do that?”

      “I got sick when I was around sixteen. I thought I was going to die, but I pulled through and I ended up with being able to wield snow out of nothing.”

      “You have an ability?”

      He nodded. “Like the snow spitter. I’m not a dragon. I don’t even have dragon blood in me. I don’t know why it happened, it just did.”

      “And that is why your father is the way he is with you.”

      “One of the reasons.”

      “What is the other one?”

      “I’m not as perfect as Helmut is. Or was.”

      “It’s so stupid.”

      “What about my father, or what I can do?”

      “No, the kings. Why didn’t they try to form an alliance with the Chromatics? If they have human forms.”

      “Did you see what those human forms did and can do?”

      “They are scared of their human forms but have no trouble shutting down their dragon forms. I don’t buy that. They put their people in danger and don’t give a shit about that. Kings are supposed to be brave, to rule with brains not brawn.”

      “I agree. Why do you think I’m trying to get their location.”

      I looked at him. “You want to negotiate?”

      “Find a truce. You think I want the slaughtering to continue. I have lost three of my best friends, one of them was the man that I shared my mother’s womb with, I’m done Andrew. I want peace.”

      Silence lingered. He had his own agenda.

      “Do you know why Al chose names for them? Because it was his dream. To find peace. He warned his father so many times that war was going to come, that he needed to change his ways, but he didn’t listen. His death still didn’t make him listen. Nothing will.”

      “Albert wanted peace too?”

      He smiled. “So did Goran and Caleb. It was one of the things they wanted to change when they became kings. Now they left it up to me. I never wanted this.”

      “They say that the one that wants it the least will be the best ruler of them all.”

      He chuckled again. “I wish that was the truth. My father sees my gift as evil. He thinks I’m destined for evil.”

      “I don’t believe in that crap. You can wield snow. That doesn’t make you evil. It’s what you do with it that will define whether you are good or evil. Not the other way around.”

      He just looked at me. “You sound like Al now.”

      I chuckled. “I doubt I will ever be like him. I didn’t know he was like that. To be honest, I never really like the royals very much. I thought that they didn’t care about anyone except themselves.”

      “And now?”

      “I’ve learned the hard way that not everything is what it seems.”

      “It’s usually like that Andrew. Why don’t you get some shut-eye? Tomorrow is going to be a long day and after that, well hopefully we can go back to base camp.

      I nodded, bid him goodnight and went to my bed roll. I put another kernel in my mouth and then closed my eyes to sleep.
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      Another two years passed.

      I was assigned with Maze to another group. He was turning sixteen and I made him a pot cake on an open fire.

      I couldn’t believe that I was almost turning nineteen.

      I didn’t see Goran that much. He was called back to train another group.

      He became a great friend and whenever a new soldier joined our camp and they came from Goran, he would have a letter for me.

      Whenever we did see each other, he would always tell me about his childhood with Albert, Helmut and Caleb.

      I didn’t see them as royalty through his eyes, but as normal people like me and Maggy used to be.

      Many more villages had fallen over the past two years, even Disseldorf.

      Only Eikenborough and Alkadeem seemed to be coping with the war.

      There weren’t going to be any humans left when this war was over.

      Tomorrow we would go back to base camp and word of what was going on in the real world would fill our ears again.

      I missed home. I missed my mother, my father, my brother, even my sisters and Maggy. I missed her the most, almost the most.

      I even missed being Kate.

      When was this war going to end?

      I thought about Goran a lot too.

      He was constantly in my prayers and the best one to take us to a new future where dragons and humans could coexist.

      I’d learned from him that there were other creatures in Paegeia too. Merfolk and shifters.

      I wondered if Zeba wasn’t one of them. She was too smart to be a fox, but he did say that if she was, she probably didn’t even know it herself as he had never seen a human form sprouting from her fox fur.

      I put another kernel in my mouth and closed my eyes when Eben took the next watch.

      I was always careful to keep my eyes closed when Eben was on watch because he liked to pull on something that shouldn’t be pulled on when he thought everyone was sleeping.

      It’s funny how I never got the urge to touch mine. I only did when I peed and that was to aim straight. Nothing aroused it the way Eben had explained it had ever happened to me.

      I guess I was still a woman in that way.

      I missed being a woman.

      In the early morning hours we left for base camp.

      It was about a day’s walk and we would reach it at night.

      I had plenty of dried meat from the pheasant I had shot last month and handed a piece to Maze during our journey.

      My bow was around my shoulder, sheath with arrows on my other and my sleeping roll on my back.

      I didn’t need much. I made the traps to hunt from the branches nature provided and fire with two rocks. My survival skills grew intensively and I wondered if I would be able to adapt to society ever again.

      We listened to Zack and Eben talking about women again. Especially their bosoms and the sex parts.

      It was disgusting but also familiar living among them as a man.

      Eben had wild fantasies of what he would do with a woman if he ever found one that would accept him. It sent shivers down my spine and was glad when Ruben told them to shut up or he was going to wake up some sleeping beasts.

      We all chuckled at that and the rest of the journey was fairly silent.

      We reached base camp around sun down and I saw Goran close to my tent.

      Maze ran up to him and he ruffled his hair. “You are becoming a man.” Goran said.

      “Just turned sixteen.”

      “Goran,” I said.

      “Andrew,” he hugged me and then the hug broke. His face carried a sullen look. “I came as soon as I heard.”

      “Heard what?”

      His face went numb. “How long have you been out?”

      “Ninety days, why.”

      “So you don’t know?”

      “Know what?” I didn’t like the way he was sounding.

      “You need to come with me.” He said, and Maze stayed by his tent.

      “Goran, what is going on?”

      “In private, Andrew.”

      “It’s Eikenborough, isn’t it?”

      He stopped.

      “Goran.”

      He nodded. “I thought you knew.”

      “When?”

      “About ten days ago.”

      “What happened?”

      I felt as if I was going to cave in right there in front of him.

      “Dragons came. The city still stands. It wasn’t like Disseldorf but a lot have perished.”

      “Women and children.”

      He nodded as tears welled up in my eyes.

      My shoulders shook and Goran grabbed me tightly.

      “I’ll try to find out more. They are busy rebuilding the security as we speak. Making sure that the weapons are in place. It wasn’t a double attack and a few days gave them plenty of time to recoup. It continued for about four days and so far, no other attack was mentioned. The king sent dragons to protect Eikenborough.”

      “My guardian, do you know if he is still alive?”

      “I can’t tell you that. But I can find out.”

      I nodded.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve asked for you and Maze to join me at my base. I need an archer to train the new men, and they will learn fast from someone their own age about all things war.”

      I nodded again.

      “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “Find out about my guardian please.”

      “I’ll send word, see what comes back.”

      I turned around and walked back to my tent.

      Inside I collapsed and just cried myself to sleep.

      I took another kernel as I knew I wouldn’t wake up tonight.
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      The next few days no word came.

      I hated the look on Goran’s face every morning but I learned to be patient.

      On the fifth day we left for his base camp.

      My heart was broken and my senses weren’t the way the used to be. I didn’t even see it coming or feel the arrow when it struck me in my side.

      The last thing I saw was Goran’s hands lifting up and freezing the forest around us.

      “Andrew, just hold on. Hold on.” It was the last thing I heard and then everything went black.

      When I woke up the pain was gone. I was in a tent with Goran next to me.

      He looked at me through squinted eyes.

      “What ha…” I closed my eyes as it wasn’t Andrew’s voice speaking to him, but my own.

      “You care to explain to me why a woman is in Andrew’s place with the same injury?”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “What are you going to do?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Fine, my father was too sick and the king didn’t want to hear anything about it. I couldn’t let him fight, so a dragon friend helped me in a way no one else ever did. My kernels, they are dusted with dragon magic. I became Andrew to fight in my father’s place.”

      “So you lied to me.”

      “I had no fucking choice, Goran.”

      He closed his eyes.

      “I’m still the same, just with breasts and a different sex.”

      “Differnt sex, that is what you are going with. What is your name.”

      “None of that matters now. It’s treason and..” I sighed. “It doesn’t matter anymore, so do what you must.”

      He stared at me with a frown. “Which is what?”

      “Behead, hang, I don’t care. My family is probably dead that is why you didn’t get word. My chance is over, so just do what you need to do so that I can be with my loved ones.”

      Silence lingered and he laughed. “Are you insane?”

      I looked at him.

      “You are the bravest person I have ever met. I don’t care if you are a woman or a man. You are an asset, just forgive me if things will become slightly weird around me from now on, Andrew.”

      I smiled and he chuck my bag of kernels back to me.

      “The others might not understand but your secret's safe with me. I’m the last person that can judge you. And I mean it, I won’t tell a soul.”

      “Maze.”

      “He didn’t see. I send him to go hunt pheasant. The Swallow Annex, Bill, he was a bit shocked but promised to keep your secret too. What is your real name?”

      “Kate, my friends call me Kate.”

      “Well Kate, you are one hell of a woman if I do say so myself,” he sighed. “I wish the king would let women fight, then I would chuck that bag of kernels away, but I’m not king yet, so eat up.”

      “Just need one.” I said and opened my bag.

      Goran left and I placed a kernel in my mouth.

      The dizziness came and the tingling sensation was worse than before. But when it all disappeared I was Andrew again.
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      Goran wasn’t joking when he said things were going to be different from now on.

      He tried to explain why he gave me privacy when washing up and all those things. It wasn’t because I didn’t know what they looked like, it was because he was giving me a break from penises.

      I really was grateful for that.

      He wanted to know everything about me after the change too and not the lie I kept telling everyone, the real me.

      We trained the new soldiers and when they left, it was time for our new orders.

      Zeba came a few times during the year.

      We spent Christmas in the forest, wishing we had our mother’s Christmases.

      Maze and I gaped when Goran told us what Christmas was like at the palace in Tith.

      Silence lingered when he stopped.

      Maze and I looked at one another and both yelling at the same time ‘spoiled brat’.

      He laughed.

      The day after Christmas it all went to shit again.

      Maze got shot. He was dead and Goran threw me over his shoulder as I went numb, leaving Maze there. He washed the blood off my hands. Maze’s blood. When I came back to myself, I pushed him away.

      “How could you just leave him there? It was Maze Goran.”

      “Calm down, please.”

      “We need to go back and bury him.”

      “Someone is taking care of him, just calm down.” He asked again, shaking me slightly. “Things are not what they seem Kate,” he said softly. “You need to trust me please.”

      “What?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “You know that answer. What do you mean someone is taking care of Maze?”

      “It’s a long story and one I will tell you about, but we need to move. It’s not safe here.”

      I nodded and we got out of the water and walked in the dark.

      We slept in trees that night.

      Goran asked me a million times if I took a kernel and if I was okay.

      I didn’t want to talk to him. He didn’t even give me time to say goodbye to Maze.

      The next morning we kept on walking in silence.

      He sighed and looked at me.

      “I’m fine.” I said before he could ask.

      “It’s time to tell you the truth.” He said.

      “Truth about what?”

      “My role in this war.”

      I squinted but we kept walking.

      “I’m not entirely the man you think I am.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      He sighed and his jaw muscles were pumping. “My cause is just, Andrew.”

      He didn’t call me Kate?

      “I needed to know if I could trust you.”

      “Trust me.”

      “Yes, trust you. You are an asset, the only problem is….” He looked into the forest and back to the ground, before looking at me again. “You are fighting for the wrong side.”
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        ALBERT

      

      

      

      I got word from Gordy.

      He was going to bring Andrew. The boy Maze, that was like Andrew’s shadow, wasn’t going to come with. I got a sedative from Marcus. He used his dragon magic to doctor the arrow that I was going to shoot the boy with. He wouldn’t breathe and his heartbeat would be shallow.

      Connie would go with me.

      She had to be close by. Goran would take care of Andrew.

      He told me that I needed to be at the pick up. I was the key for Andrew to accept any of this.

      We tracked the three of them down the morning after Christmas.

      Andrew was easily detected he was a sturdy young man, and had this protecting demeanor about him when it came to the boy.

      Goran told me to be careful, his reflexes were sharp and his aim was true.

      I knew his arrow sang the same way mine did.

      I sat high in a tree and waited for them.

      My arrow and bow were already in place.

      I aimed at the boy’s chest. Connie would grab him, heal him afterward and take him back home to Alkadeem where his mom was waiting.

      I was super silent and then I let the arrow fly.

      It had hardly left when an arrow flew past me just inches from my face.

      Goran’s hands lit up with frost, like we said he should do and he froze the surrounding forest.

      Andrew screamed when he thought his friend was dead.

      I hated that scream.

      “We need to go, Andrew.” Goran said but he didn’t leave.

      “Andrew?” Goran yelled again.

      Pick him up and leave. My mind continued to yell at him and to my surprise it was after the third time that he didn’t get a response from Andrew, that he finally picked him up and ran.

      Constance ran out of her hiding spot and knelt down beside him. She took out the arrow and healed the boy.

      The sedative would work for another ten minutes or so.

      She picked him up as if he weighed nothing and then ran with him in the opposite direction through a clearing big enough for her to shift.

      I climbed down from my hiding spot when the coast was clear and ran toward the point where I would meet Goran and Andrew.

      Men were stationed there.

      “Did it go as planned?” Marcus asked, and I nodded.

      “They will be here shortly. I was about half a day in front of them.”

      “Al, are you okay?”

      “I can sleep later. I’m fine. We can’t mess this up.”

      They nodded.

      They all knew that we needed Andrew on our side.

      We waited for about half a day and finally we heard Gordy’s voice.

      They were quarreling. This was it.

      Please God don’t let it go badly.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      “You what?” I yelled at Goran.

      “It’s not what you think, Andrew.”

      “They killed Maze, Goran.”

      “They didn’t kill him. They wounded him. He is going back home.”

      “They killed him.”

      “Nobody killed him, Andrew.” Goran said.

      I couldn’t believe that he had been a double agent all this time. I should’ve known.  “Your father was right about you.”

      Then it happened so fast, archers stepped into sight and surrounded us.

      I pulled my bow back and tried to aim at all of them. I was fast, but without Goran’s help... Urgh, who was I kidding, the nonsense he had been spouting for the last few yards was too much.

      “Lower your bow, Andrew,” Goran said.

      “I will do no such thing.”

      “They are not the enemy.”

      I shot him a scolding look. “They killed your prince, your twin, the Prince of Areeth,” I spat at Goran.

      “They didn’t kill anyone.” Goran said with his arms still up in defense.

      A laugh came. “I thought you had already told this boy, Gordy.”

      I had heard that voice before.

      A figure walked forward and raised his hood. It was Albert.

      “Hello, Andrew, nice to meet you. I have heard a lot about you.”

      He gave Gordon a hug and I was flabbergasted. I was at his funeral.

      “You are dead.”

      “So you can see the dead, Andrew?” he asked and his men chuckled. “Not everything is as it seems.” He looked at Goran. “Were you followed?”

      Goran laughed. “You should know. You were there.”

      Albert smiled. “Just making sure.”

      “The boy.” Goran asked.

      “His name is Maze,” I was angry again.

      “It was a clean shot. He will live.” Albert said.

      “No, he won’t. He doesn’t have Swallow Annexes like you idiots at home have.” I was furious and Katherine Squires was coming out again.”

      “Andrew I know you are upset, but Albert is still the royal prince. Constance was closeby. War perks, remember.”

      “She was in on it too. Why did you even shoot him?” I yelled at this idiot I thought was dead.

      “So you want him to really keep fighting in this war?” Albert asked.

      I chuckled. “He’s been fighting in this war for the past three years, you idiot.”

      “Sorry about that. Plans take time to put into action. The reason why I need another me.” He pointed at me. “My father has gone too far. The next thing you know he will draft women to fight for him in this war.”

      Everyone laughed except Goran. He just gave me a look.

      “It wouldn’t be so far fetched.” Goran said.

      “If they are dragons, it would be different.” Albert smiled and Goran did too.

      “Had any luck with the Green-Vapor yet?” he asked Albert.

      “Green-Vapor?” I asked.

      “You didn’t want to learn the names, remember?” Goran smiled at me.

      “That is why you named them?”  I was still so pissed off.

      “Relax,” Al said. “We need to get off the road. Join us tonight.” He spoke to Goran.

      “Sure, I’ll think of something in the morning.”

      We followed the Prince of Paegeia.

      I couldn’t believe he was fighting with the rebellion. It was so wrong.

      I had my coin bag close to me.

      There were a few hundred kernels left and I doubted if they were going to be enough to last me the entire war.

      I doubted Albert would let me fight in this war knowing what Goran knew.

      I doubted that he even remembered me.

      Everywhere there were trees. It was dark too.

      We walked for hours in silence. Canapes of vines lifted up and went back down after we passed. Boulders pushed aside, and voices all around us, a woman shrieking, then a man screaming.

      It all made me jump but the men acted as if nothing was out of place.

      “It’s enchanted by dragon magic. It’s not real.” Goran said from behind.

      I didn’t acknowledge him. I was still so damn upset.

      Every time I looked up, I saw Albert a few paces ahead and then I would get even more upset.

      I couldn’t believe that he was still alive.

      I had mourned this idiot for nothing. Why did he want a stupid war, and worse, against his own father. All the royals were idiots. They did not care for their people at all. He was going to get a piece of my mind again soon. And this time I didn’t need a stupid mask to do it.

      Well, it wouldn’t be me, so I would have some sort of a mask. Andrew’s mask.

      I regretted that I had kissed him.

      We finally reached the camp.

      It looked like a village in the forest.

      Campfires were everywhere with homes up in the branches of the trees. There were boars roasting on open fires.

      “Gory,” I heard a man calling and my mouth gaped as the other prince of Areeth, Goran’s twin hugged his brother. He could have used a shave, of course. Maggy was going to be happy about this.

      “Where is Caleb?”

      “The prince of Areeth is alive too.” I sounded pissed off.

      They all stopped and looked at me.

      “Do we have a problem, Gory?” Helmut asked looking from me to his brother.

      Goran’s eyes didn’t leave me. “I didn’t think so, but we might.” Goran’s entire demeanor had changed toward me. He would tell them the truth.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “Don’t you have any idea what wars do to the unfortunate?”

      Everyone stared at me.

      “No, I doubt that any of you have the slightest idea. Families are dying while you four are playing your war games. But I guess that’s your plan after all. Some sort of a genocide game, getting rid of all the poor bastards I presume.”

      “Andrew enough,” Goran said.

      “No, I thought I was fighting to avenge your brother Goran, to avenge the crown prince of Paegeia your best friend. I guess I understand now the lack of empathy whenever he was mentioned because he didn’t die. None of you idiots ever think about what you are doing, doing to your people, do you?”

      “Enough.” Albert said softly. “I know you are upset, but this war has been coming for decades now.”

      “What are you fighting for Albert?”

      “Andrew,” Goran said.

      “No, he has the right to know. I am fighting for my people, the ones hiding behind scales.”

      I just stared at him. He seriously is fighting for the rebellion. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Well I have been called an idiot a few times today.”

      “They can’t be tamed.”

      Everyone laughed. I looked at all of them.

      “Is there something I am missing?”

      “Yes, if you give me a chance, I’ll show you.” He gestured for me to follow him and I did.

      We went deeper into the forest and came to a big log house.

      Albert knocked on the door and stepped inside.

      I saw tables and tables filled with children from the age of seven to fifteen years old.

      A boy around Sam’s age ran up to Albert and hugged him.

      “What is the sitrep, Abe?” Albert asked.

      “No incidents today, but someone needs to keep an eye on Malcolm. He went crazy today.”

      “I’ll have a word with him.” Albert smiled and told him to go eat his supper.

      “Issy,” Albert said, and a woman that looked like Constance came to us. “I want you to meet Andrew.”

      “So this is the boy giving you a run for your money,” she teased. “I’m Isabel. I hear you are great with a bow and arrow.”

      I nodded. “Andrew.” I said. “What is this?”

      “These are the people I am fighting for Andrew, so that Abe can go to a school, not just for humans, but dragons too, even if he is a Chromatic.”

      I looked at the boy. “He’s Chromatic?”

      “Yes, they all have human bodies, just like the Metallics. I thought you knew that. They are just like the Metallics, only different. We are all fighting for them to be free and not hunted like animals for potions.”

      I started to feel like an idiot as everything Goran had told me about them finally started coming back. My anger was slowly being replaced with shock.

      I looked at all the children in the room.

      “Sorry isn’t a bad word.” He joked and went to sit down next to one of the kids.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “Not what you were thinking. I know he looks rough around the edges and sometimes plays the part of a spoiled brat, but he is one of the kindest men I have ever known.” Isabel said.

      I sighed and nodded. “I thought he was dead.”

      “Many do.” I looked at her. “Are your eyes always that sad?”

      “I guess,” I said, and she laughed.

      “Come sit.” She led me to one of the openings next to a kid and I sat down.

      She gave me a plate and started to dish up for me. “You must be starving.”

      I nodded. I really felt like an idiot. I had assumed this was just some sport because of his boring rich life. But he was fighting for all of them.

      “Where are their parents?”

      “Killed, hunted down like animals for the potions Albert mentioned and if nothing changes soon, they will be next.”

      “My name is Agatha.” The seven year old sitting next to me said.

      “I’m K..Andrew.” For a split second I had almost forgotten that I was still in my male form.

      “You want to see a trick Andrew.”

      “Oh, please.” I smiled.

      I watched fire dancing on her palm and a part of me thought I should be afraid, even terrified, but she was so little and so beautiful I knew she would never hurt anyone.

      “Aggie, what did I tell you about showing off.” Albert said from across the table.

      “I’m just showing Andrew.” She stuck out her tongue at him and he did the same.

      It made me laugh.

      Okay, I didn’t regret kissing him at all.

      The rest of the dinner, the kids were entertained by Albert. They laughed a lot and I couldn’t help but fall more for him. He was charming as hell.

      After dinner we helped with the dishes.

      We gave Issy a well deserved break and she gave me a chance to apologize.

      “So, am I still an idiot,” Albert asked.

      “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed.”

      “Ahh,” Albert said. “You know when you do that, you make an ass out of ‘u’ and me. Ass-u-me.” He broke down ‘assume’.

      “I’m sorry again. From one idiot to another, well, I’m not so sure about you being an idiot anymore but I sure am.”

      He laughed and looked me straight in the eyes.

      He had the most beautiful green eyes.

      “You don’t have a sister by any chance,” he asked me as I dried a plate and my eyes raised slightly.

      “No, sorry. No siblings.”

      “Always been like that or something that happened.”

      “Always been like that.”

      He sighed. “For what it’s worth,” he said, “I’m not happy about what is happening to the villages. It’s not our doing, it’s the Chromatics that we can’t convince to join us. The ones that didn’t want peace, they want Paegeia all to themselves.”

      “I didn’t know they hated us so much.”

      “Do you blame them? For centuries we have killed their kind to harvest their organs and their magical abilities for the black market, Andrew. Killed their children, never wanted a treaty or compromise. This goes back even way back before William’s time when he killed their alpha.”

      “If you say it like that, I guess I understand why they hate us. But we are not all like that.”

      “And yet a few hours ago you were judging all Chromatics with very little knowledge about them.”

      “How many times must one say they are sorry to you, your highness.”

      He laughed.

      “Just saying it once is more than enough.”

      We carried on with the dishes.

      “So what is this place, some sort of base for the rebellion.”

      “Here we look after the dragon kids until this mess is sorted.”

      “Why did you make your father believe you were killed by one?”

      “It’s time for a war, Andrew. Without it, there can’t be peace. I didn’t think my death would put things into action. He has never shown me how much he loved me.”

      “I see.” I felt sorry for him.

      “I don’t want to be a king like him. I want to be better.”

      I smiled. “Is that why you asked if I had a sister, you struggle to find ladies?” I looked around. “It doesn’t look like that. Issy seems to be smitten with you.”

      He laughed. “No, finding women isn’t the problem, it’s finding one woman that is.”

      My heartbeat started to increase. “And you thought she might be my sister?” I frowned which made him laugh again.

      “You have the same eyes,” he sighed. “That’s the only thing I actually know about her.”

      I looked at him. Remembering that I was Andrew was getting more difficult all of a sudden.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said softly.

      “It’s a long story.”

      I looked at the piles of dishes he still had left to wash. “We have plenty of time.”

      “And what, make you realize just what a hopeless idiot I truly am?”

      I chuckled. “Love never made anyone weak or hopeless, Albert. It’s the opposite. Wars have started because of love. I am sure you should have figured that out by now.”

      I saw that he understood what I was saying. His father did love him, even if he never thought so.

      “Deep soul too,” he said.

      “If you grew up poor, there would be plenty of deep, your highness.”

      “Al, please.” He said handing me another dish to dry. “Fine,” he sighed. “It was at one of my mother’s balls, two months before this fiasco played off. I didn’t bargain on meeting anyone, or falling as hard as I did.”

      “You fell hard.” I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      “I did,” he laughed. “I was in disguise, and one of the stable boys that has the same features as me, pretended for the night to be me, so I could take a  break. So this girl, who thought the stable boy was me, wanted to scold him and I stopped her because it would have ruined everything. Anyway, I didn’t know at the time that she was one of the women who had won my mother’s lottery. She didn’t look like a commoner at all.”

      “I see, you didn’t think one of the poor girls would be able to sweep your feet out from under you.”

      He gave a warm laugh. “Guilty. To be honest I made a huge ass of myself that night, not of her, though.”

      “You assumed.”

      “You learn fast. Yes, I assumed and when I asked her why she wanted to scold the crown prince so badly, her answers made me realize just what sort of a king I wanted to be. Her soul was exactly like mine. I know it sounds silly, but she knew more about my people than I ever did and she only lived in Eikenborough.”

      “Did you ever find her?”

      “No, my dragon is still trying to track her down.”

      “Your what?”

      He laughed again. “His name is Robert Leaf. I have no idea how old he is, but I do know that they are tamable. He is the Night Villain everyone thinks killed me.”

      “Your dragon is an acid spitter.”

      “Night Villain, acid spitter sounds so crude.”

      “Night Villain. Goran said you gave them all names.”

      He laughed again. “It wasn’t easy to tame him, but I did, and then I showed him I wasn’t like all the others. He came to trust me more and more, and showed me his human form. If I could change him, there is hope for all of them.”

      “How do you keep him tame?”

      “It’s not easy. He tells me when it gets too much and then I relieve it.”

      “Relieve it, how?”

      “Now that is a conversation for another time as you would think I’m barbaric.”

      I just stared at him. Why would I think he was barbaric? “So you have no idea what this girl looks like, do you?”

      “No, apart from her hair color and distinctive sad grey eyes, a lot like yours, I have no idea what she looks like.”

      “I wish now that I did have a sister.”

      He chuckled again and washed another plate.

      “How did you know she lived in Eikenborough?”

      “My dragon tracked her smell, only to come to realize that a grocer in Eikenborough was selling it to most of the women. So the smell alone wasn’t going to help.”

      “He hasn’t found her.”

      “Nope, she has a knack for hiding. To be honest I don’t know if she still lives in Eikenborough.”

      I nodded. “Your story is extremely complicated.”

      He laughed. “Tell me about it.”

      “You do know what happened to Eikenborough right?”

      He nodded and a sad smile lingered on his lips. “I can’t give up hope. She is great at escaping. I have to believe that she is one of the survivors.”

      “You know her name?”

      “Not even that.” He chuckled.

      “Then how are you going to find her.” I sounded frustrated which made him smile at me.

      “I won’t, I doubt Robert will either, but my soul will find her. I know it will.”

      His soul. It was so cheesy because I was right next to him and his soul was saying absolutely nothing.

      He kept on telling me about our night together. It was just as magical to him as it had been to me.

      The dishes were finally coming to an end when he asked me for a favor.

      “What?”

      “I want to see how good you are with that bow. Are you up for a challenge?”

      “You’re the crown prince of Paegeia. It’s my duty to lose.”

      He laughed. “I give you permission to not hold back.”

      I liked him more and more.

      “Well then be prepared for a royal buttkicking.”

      He roared again and we left to go back to the campsite.

      There were so many people here and I greeted everyone he introduced me too.

      Goran just smiled, “I knew he would convince you.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Already forgiven,” Goran said.

      “Okay, Andrew said he was up to a challenge. Anyone want to see if Gordy’s word is as good as his sight.”

      Everyone laughed. Goran included.

      He walked up to me and cocked his head to the side indicating that I should follow him.

      All the men, and some of the boys, followed us to another part of the forest.

      “Are you really as good as Albert with the bow?”

      “I guess we shall see.”

      “I’m Abe,” he held out his hand and I really started to miss Sammy.

      “Andrew.” I shook his hand like a man’s.

      I looked up and laughed just as a woman with blonde hair and green eyes passed us.

      Her entire body went rigid and she hissed in my face.

      My eyes followed her walking in the opposite direction. She looked at me for a few moments and then flung her head back as a few men greeted her but she didn’t acknowledge any of them.

      “Don’t mind her. She is like that with everyone.” Al said.

      “She’s not very friendly, is she.”

      Albert smiled. “Her name is Tanya. She is giving her human form a chance, but she is more comfortable in her other form than that one.”

      “She’s a dragon.”

      “Yes, all the pretty ones are.”

      I got what he was saying. Tony was handsome for his age too.

      “So that is their tell.”

      “If you are clever, yes. The Chromatics are easier. Most of them have red hair or blue hair. Green eyes or bright blue ones. They have to find ways to hide it and as you can imagine that’s not easy.”

      I looked at Al. “You a dragon too?”

      Everyone closeby laughed.

      “He wishes.” Helmut yelled from a few paces behind us.

      “No, but Helmut is right, I wish.”

      “I think I get why you are trying to free them.”

      “You learn fast.”

      We stopped at a clearing, but not really a clearing either since the top was protected by tree tops.

      “How did you…” I looked at the top.

      “Dragon magic.” Al said.

      I knew dragon magic well. My kernels were filled with it.

      I stopped next to Al. He picked up a bow that was leaning against a tree.

      I looked around.

      “Where is the target?”

      He pulled me in front of him and pointed to a small dot far away in the distance.

      “Al, that is more than four hundred yards.”

      “Four fifty to be honest. Let’s see how good you are.” He smiled which made my stomach flip.

      “So you can hit that?”

      “Not so far. But I’m always pushing myself.”

      I swallowed hard. He is trying to push for four hundred and fifty yards.

      He went first. My pulse increased again.

      He was so handsome and everything a girl could ask for.

      His arrow sang as he let it go. It was a familiar sound too, as I had heard it last night when Maze was shot.

      It was my turn and I put Albert’s bow down and took my own bow.

      “What my bow not good enough?”

      “First rule, never lend someone money, your wife or your bow.” I joked and everyone laughed.

      I took an arrow. It was a flight arrow and the distance these babies could go was only 400 yards.

      I gnawed off one of the feathers at the back as I felt Albert’s eyes on me, and licked the rest before I put it into my bow.

      I drew as hard as I could on the string and concentrated hard on that dot.

      It was never going to go the distance but I let go and it sang into the darkness.

      My father would be so proud if he could hear the sound my arrow made.

      It took a while to walk to the target and we found Albert’s arrow ten feet in front of the tree. He can shoot four hundred and forty feet, but we couldn’t find my arrow.

      “Maybe yours disintegrated.” Albert joked and everyone laughed.

      “Or hit a tree a few yards back, we just didn’t see it.”

      “We will look in the morning.” Everyone cheered at their prince. He would hit that target soon, I knew he would.

      We all said goodnight after I was shown the campsite.

      I had to share with Goran which wasn’t a bad idea. He knew Kate.

      “I’m sorry for this arrangement,” he looked around.

      “I’m not. At least I know you will wake me up if I’m the other me.”

      “Are you sure about that? You are a lot prettier on the eyes than this sturdy bastard.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Was that flirting? Be careful Gordy, they might think you are exceptionally different,” I said softly. He laughed hard.

      “So,” Goran asked as we climbed into our bed rolls. “Not what you thought it was.”

      “Not at all. Al is something different. The way he sees things.”

      “Is special. He is one of my best friends, apart from my brother.”

      Silence crept between us.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth.”

      “It’s okay. We all tell white lies sometimes, Goran.”

      “No this was a big one.”

      “Mine is bigger. Does he know?”

      “No, I promised you I wouldn’t tell another soul. I meant it Kate.” He whispered and my lips curved.

      “Goodnight.”

      “Night,” I said and turned around to get some shut-eye.

      Albert didn’t fight with the rebellion, he was their leader.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      The next morning I went to search for Andrew’s arrow. The morning air of the forest was great to wake you up and for your lungs.

      The hunting party had already dissipated earlier today. But I was on the lookout for anything wild close to the camp. The number of mouths we needed to feed was always a worry, but Emanual was also helping out a lot, making sure that if there were no wild animals, that at least there would be fish for supper. He was an exceptional fisherman.

      We had saved his life a few years earlier and when we started getting the rebels rounded up, he was eager to help the cause.

      I looked closely at every tree I passed for Andrew’s arrow. It sang when he released it, meaning that the aim was straight.

      The arrow was simply nowhere.

      I reached a target tree and I glimpsed a shaving right next to it.

      My fingers touched it softly.

      No way.

      I looked past the target tree and saw his arrow stuck in the grass.

      I paced the distance from the target tree to the arrow.

      Then I picked it up from the ground, placed it in my sheath and started to laugh.

      He really was a remarkable archer and the best in Paegeia.

      I turned around and went back to the camp.

      On my way, I caught a glimpse of a deer and hunted it down.

      It would feed the camp for at least a few days.

      I carried it over my shoulders and gave it to the group that prepared the meat.

      The hunting party hadn’t come back yet.

      Goran also had to prepare to go back.

      He regularly brings a person or two that he thinks could further our cause.

      Andrew was sitting at the morning fire talking to the men.

      I threw his arrow at his feet.

      “So it didn’t disintegrate?” he smiled.

      “Nope, it was behind the tree that held the target.”

      He’s eyes shot toward mine. “What?”

      “You beat my royal ass, Andrew and you are by far the farthest shooter in Paegeia. We should work on your aim though.”

      Everyone laughed.

      We all had breakfast together with the children. I looked at Andrew as he played with some of the kids. He was great with them.

      “He has a good heart Albert,” Issy smiled. “But there is just something about him that I cannot put my finger on.”

      I looked at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. It’s like he’s hiding something. Call it dragon’s intuition,” she said.

      Gordon didn’t get that feeling at all. He would’ve told me if he wasn’t right for the cause.

      I looked at him again.

      “Maybe I’m just nervous that the wrong person is going to find the camp and disappoint you again.”

      “I’ll be careful, promise.” I smiled and carried on eating my food.

      I didn’t like what Issy had said. Whenever she got a funny feeling, the dragons usually turned out to be a menace, and we struggled to keep them in order. I did not get that from Andrew at all.

      We both looked at him as he dramatically pretended that Abe was piercing him with his toy sword.

      All the kids playing with him laughed as he fell down and jumped on him.

      Issy and I both laughed.

      “Okay you guys, give Andrew some air to breathe.” I got up.

      “I’m supposed to be dead.” He said with one eye open and caught Abe, who was close by, and tickled him like crazy.

      He pretended to eat him and then told him to play dead and then looked at the others with a wild face. “Who is my next meal.” He growled and they all scattered away with shrieks.

      He was just a kid still in so many ways.

      I shook my head at Issy. There was no way he would betray our cause. He simply just loved kids way too much, like me.

      A funny feeling started in my stomach. It had to be admiration for the guy as there was no way that I could fall in love with him. No, it was admiration.

      The fact that he had my lady’s eyes was playing games on my mind. It had to be admiration.

      I focussed on something else.

      But the way the kids laughed and the way Andrew played with them was hard not to watch.

      I couldn’t be here.

      I got up and left. I had to clear my mind. I could not fall for this guy. That wasn’t who I was and my father would never ever accept it, not to mention the people of Paegeia.

      “Hey, you okay Al?” Andrew asked and I nodded as I walked deeper into the forest.

      What on earth was happening? This was exactly how I felt with my lady that night.

      This boy was awakening feelings in me that shouldn’t be awoken. Feelings that didn’t fit with me.

      They were foreign.

      I was glad that Andrew didn’t follow. I needed Constance to set my emotions straight.

      This was what war does to a man, or it was the stories that I heard that soldiers shared when father thought I was asleep.

      I needed a woman, and fast.
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        KATIE

      

      

      “So when are you coming back.”

      Goran laughed. “You will be fine here. Just eat your kernels on time and you won’t have anything to worry about.”

      “I know I’ll be fine, but will you be? I mean what do you tell the other side when you have been here?”

      “I give them the locations that Albert tells me to give them. He always makes sure that it’s a location that got ransacked by the rebellion.”

      “You guys have really thought this one out.”

      “War takes years to prepare, Andrew.”

      I watched Goran jump on one of the wagons and then he waved at me as the carriage left.

      He really had become such a great friend over the years, and when he discovered who I truly was, an even better one. I went back to the campsite and started with my daily duties. It was usually target practice from nine in the morning, right after breakfast to midday, and then in the afternoon, I helped the hunting party search for any animals nearby. At night we helped the women with whatever they needed.

      Tanya was also keeping a close eye on me. She was making me nervous.

      It was as if she could see straight through my appearance, seeing the woman lingering beneath the man.

      I didn’t like it very much. If she was going to reveal my secret, Al would never let me fight.

      But she kept her distance.

      The morning after Goran left, Al gave me another permanent duty, to be part of the hunters that went out every morning early. Making jerky from the meat of the small rodents that I caught became another duty. The men were crazy about my dry meats.

      I worried about Maze.

      “I have some herbs if you want.” Issy said.

      I looked at her. “Has anyone ever told you that you look just like Constance the Swallow Annex?”

      She laughed. “Yes, they have, because they would be stupid not to. I’m her twin.”

      I froze. “You are a dragon.”

      “Guilty. I stay here, I’m not as adventurous as my sister. I only go with her when the king orders it.”

      “How do you know when he needs you.”

      “Easy, Zeba.”

      “So the fox isn’t the king’s?”

      “No, she hates the king in fact, but she loves Al. So when will this batch be ready.” I hung the pieces right up in a tree and covered them with branches so that wild animals couldn’t get to it.

      “A fortnight or so.”

      “You sure are a wild man Andrew.”

      I laughed. “I am afraid that I won’t be able to fit in society again after this.”

      “Oh, you would be surprised how one easily adapts, but you will meet great friends here, Andrew. Friends that would give their life for you if you treat them right.”

      There was a warning in her tone, like she knew I was hiding something. I nodded.
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      Caleb, the prince of Areeth was in charge of the hunters.

      He wasn’t really eye catching but he had a great personality. Took great care of the men beneath him and I started to realize just what a crappy judge I had been when it came to the princes of Paegeia.

      They would definitely rule Paegeia differently than their fathers.

      They faked their own deaths to start a war.

      A war that will stop the black market and keep the Chromatic children safe.

      They all had great hearts.

      I went to the stream below after the hunting trip to wash up.

      I was a better man than a woman and wished that I was Andrew instead of Katherine Squires.

      I wished that I had heard word of my family. Not that I had hope that there was any good news. Knowing would be better than not knowing.

      The water in the small river behind the log house was cold. But it did the trick and afterward, I lay in the sun.

      Yep, I was more relaxed as a man than I was as woman. I should’ve been a boy.

      I closed my eyes as the morning sun baked my skin dry and then all of a sudden, the sun disappeared.

      When I opened my eyes, a woman’s face hovered over mine.

      It was Tanya.

      I got up as she jumped out of the way.

      “What is your problem? Why are you following me?” I was defensive.

      She sniffed the air. “What are you hiding?” Her accent was different. Heavily accented like she came from a different part of the world and not just Paegeia.

      I huffed. “I knew you could speak English.” I said and her eyes grew bigger.

      I ignored her comment and walked past her, but she pushed me hard against a tree.

      She was strong.

      She sniffed again. “What are you?” She asked softer this time. Her eyes filled with alarm.

      Could she smell magic? Did it even have a scent. Shit, I should’ve asked Tony that.

      “I’m not hiding anything.” I tried to make my tone stern,  but I failed.

      To be honest, knowing that humans could tame dragons, scared the living crap out of me. It wasn’t for me.

      She pushed me harder against the tree and grabbed my crotch.

      “What are you doing.” I tried to push her away.

      She huffed. “No man would be able to resist my touch. You are still limp just like a few seconds ago.” Her eyes found mine as she tried to rile me up.

      “You are crazy,” I yelled and pushed her away as I stormed back with huge strides to the camp.

      She knew. She knew I wasn’t a man.

      I looked like one, but my body didn’t work like a man’s body because my mind wasn’t a man’s mind. I was still Katherine Squires.

      That dragon was going to rat me out. It was just a matter of days.
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      That night I sat next to the bold guy, I think his name was Emanual. He was a dragon too, or so I thought. I wasn’t sure.

      His English was broken like Tanya’s but he smiled at me every time our eyes met.

      It was as if he could see straight through my manly mask too. See the fragile woman that was hiding behind Andrew Squires.

      Tanya walked with huge strides, mumbling something in a different language as she glared at me.

      “What is that all about?” Emanual looked down at me. He had a strong European accent.

      “She is on my case, and I don’t know why. Kept asking me what I’m hiding.”

      He looked at Tanya’s figure disappearing around the corner of the log house.

      A screech left the area and trees shuddered as a dragon left the woods.

      “What happened now,” Al saw it too.

      “I think she has a thing for Andrew,” Helmut joked and they all laughed.

      “She is a pain in the ass.” I mumbled.

      “No, not possible?” Emanual said, and that had all of us closeby staring at him.

      “What isn’t possible,” Helmut asked. It seemed that they had a great friendship.

      “I have only heard stories, I’ve never seen it with my own eyes.” He tapped his eyes as if he wasn’t trusting his words. “Dragons have bonds with other dragons.”

      “Yes, we’ve seen that.” Caleb joked and everyone laughed again.

      “No,” Emanual smiled. “Not like that. I mean tight bonds. Not all dragons share this type of bond, real tight.” He clamped his hands together, gripping tightly to show how tight.

      “There are stories, and only stories, more like myths and sometimes, they share this bond with humans.”

      All of us stared at him.

      “My father told me it’s not natural. And if I ever feel like that, I should kill the human.”

      “Wait,” Al said. “You want to tell me that there are dragons that can share a bond with a certain human, what happens?”

      “He said that his father saw it once, when he was a boy, how a dragon and a human came to their colony, to show them a different way. This human had the same lightning coming from his hand the dragon breathed.”

      “A Moon-bolt?” Albert asked.

      I loved his names for the Chromatics.

      Emanual nodded and then he looked at me. “I think Tanya is experiencing the bond with Andrew, that’s why she is this way with him.”

      They all looked at me.

      “No, no, no.” I started denying and laughed. “I am not dragon bond material. Believe me, especially not that dragon.” I got up but all of them wanted me to stay. I didn’t want to listen anymore to this nonsense. It can’t be. She was a Chromatic. She would kill me.

      I went to see if I couldn’t help Issy in the kitchen or assist with the children.

      I had to get away from this absurdity. I could not have a dragon. No way.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      Emanual continued with his story.

      It took us years just for him to trust us after we set him free from my father’s dungeon. He seemed to have a great friendship with Helmut as they shared the same fire, but he just told Helmut that he doesn’t feel that bond with him. It wasn’t that tight. The friendship they had was the kind that grew normally. He never felt that way with any human.

      The way Tanya was acting toward Andrew, those were signs that she didn’t like what she was feeling. Myth or no myths, dragons grew up with this tale.

      “So what you are saying is when a dragon feels threatened by a human, they act like that,” I pointed back to where Tanya flew off, “It’s this bond you are talking about?”

      “She will try to kill him, or he has to try and break her. My father said that the stories my grandfather heard from the dragon, were blasphemous. They tried to kill the human because it seemed to him as if the dragon was under a spell, but the dragon fought against all of them, protecting the human. He would die for that human without thinking twice. So they left and no one has ever seen them since.”

      “He told you what the dragon said.”

      “Little bit.”

      “Emanual?” I begged.

      “He said that after the taming, the dragon would rebel more, but he wouldn’t be able to kill the human. That time was past.”

      “Past?” All of us asked.

      “Like magic is protecting the human from the dragon he tamed. But it will change too, meaning the dragon changed, and that it wasn’t natural after that.”

      “What do you mean wasn’t natural after that?”

      Emanual sighed. He was frustrated. Helmut had taught him English a few years ago, and although his vocabulary was growing on a daily basis, he still struggled with explaining things.

      “The dragon would give his last breath not for the rider to die. He would die instead. It’s not natural, Albert.”

      I got what he was saying. Why hadn’t Bob told me this. If all dragons grew up with this story, why didn’t he share this valuable information with me.

      I’d make a note to ask him.

      I guessed the bond that Bob and I had was normal too as I didn’t share his gift of acid. I didn’t have a gift at all, but it didn’t stop me from taming him.

      He was still wild in many ways that caused me to beat him regularly. That, however, he had shared with me after a year or so.

      It was amazing how they were in a way a lot like us. The good book taught us to punish our children when they were little. It didn’t seem to stop with dragons. But a good beating keeps their dark and sinister side away.

      It broke me every time I had to punish Bob like that, but he begged me when he felt the darkness creeping in.

      I dreaded it each and every time and knew that it was going to come again soon.

      My men knew that I needed a few days to just be alone after that while Bob recovered.

      They weren’t normal beatings either. This was just as evil as some of the Chromatics, but he swore it was the only thing that worked.

      And now this.

      If a Moon-bolt was that good because of a bond, then a bond had to become law. No one could stand in that human and dragon’s way.

      I hunted Andrew down to talk to him.

      He had no idea what he had.

      Tanya was one of the most interesting dragons out there. She could persuade anyone. If you could have someone like that on your side, that type of protection.

      “Can I have a word?” I found him washing dishes.

      “If it’s about that dragon, forget it Al.”

      “What dragon?” Issy asked.

      “Emanual told us about a certain bond.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s a myth Albert.”

      “Not according to his grandfather who saw it with his own eyes.”

      Her eyes grew. “What?”

      “He just told us that, and he thinks the reason why Tanya is the way she is with Andrew is because of that bond.”

      Issy looked at Andrew.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I don’t want a dragon. I’m with Emanual, no offence Al, but it’s not natural.”

      “Hey Bob is one of the best things that ever happened to me. He’s not my pet, Andrew, and I’m not his slave.”

      “The bond really exist?” Issy still sounded shocked.

      I nodded. “You really grew up with stories like that.”

      “More like a warning. It’s not natural for bonds like that, Al. Dragons are supposed to be free.”

      “Yes, yet Metallics always find themselves drawn to humans.”

      She smiled. “Because we know how fragile you are.”

      Andrew and I laughed. “If the bond is real, there is a reason for it, Issy.”

      Andrew sighed. “I can’t own a dragon, Al.”

      “You don’t own it idiot. The relationship should be a mutual thing.”

      “Mutual,” he laughed. “Me and Tanya. She is pure hostile when it comes to me, always sniffing me, it’s awkward.” He repelled at that.

      “Well maybe you stink.”

      “I washed this morning. She seriously has some trust issues.”

      “We all know that,” Issy said.

      “And she can speak English,” Andrew said.

      “She what?” Both me and Issy asked.

      “She spoke it clearly this afternoon.”

      “She spoke English.”

      “Yep. So I wonder who is hiding something.”

      I huffed and went back to ask Emanual about what Andrew had claimed but he was nowhere to be found.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      That night I wrote in my journal. About the bond between dragons and humans. I would give anything to have met the two Emanual’s grandfather had seen. A human and his dragon, with a mutual relationship.

      There had to be a place where we could learn about one another, and a brilliant idea, just like that, popped into my mind. A school for dragons and humans.

      But what would the requirements be? There had to be requirements otherwise the school would be crowded.

      Then you open another one Al, a voice in my head said.

      We can let dragons teach humans and humans teach dragons. With the right influence, the Chromatics could be just as noble as the Metallics.

      We were proving it on a daily basis with these kids.

      Subjects were flowing through my mind.

      If we can teach dragons differently, to embrace this bond that dragons call a myth from a young age, then maybe this world would be different.

      And Andrew was the key.

      What was it with this guy?

      He had so many things going for him and yet he wanted none of them.

      My father had always told me that kings were the best kings when they didn’t want to rule.

      Did that mean Andrew would be a better king than any of us?

      He sure was someone to be admired and I told myself that this was what I was feeling for him. It was a deeper kind of admiration. It wasn’t love, it was something different. I wasn’t in love with him. That was it.

      I put down my journal and closed my eyes as I slept on my bed roll.

      I missed Constance, I even missed Bob.

      I kept thinking about the bond and when I got tired, my mind switched to the memory of my lady.

      I didn’t even know her name but I would do anything to dream about her.

      The memory faded and images of the school flashed through my mind.

      It was a different time, a time where dragons and humans were friends like me and Bob, Emanual and Helmut. But none of them were kids.

      They were all teenagers and grown men. It was hard to tell which were students and which were tutors.

      I took some of the classes, the gibberish coming out of the tutors’ mouths didn’t make sense, like it was being taught in a language I didn’t know, but the feelings were joyful, peaceful and I knew, I knew the school existed, even though it was still only in my dreams.
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      Days passed and Al didn’t stop bugging me about this dragon thing. But he had so many plans and didn’t hesitate one second about sharing them.

      The school was one of the most brilliant ones he had.

      He told us about it around the campfire at night, to the children before bedtime, and they were so excited.

      A part of me missed Goran, but another part not as much as I was falling harder each day for Albert.

      I hated the magic kernels. I wished I could tell him who I was. I couldn’t stop thinking about that night either. But then mother’s warning of what would happen when all this was over jumped into my head.

      I would get hurt as no prince ever married a commoner.

      Prince Louis learned that the hard way when King Alexander discovered that his first love was a dragon.

      They beheaded her and he was forced to marry another.

      It ruined him.

      I didn’t want that for Albert or myself.

      So keeping Katherine a secret for as long as I could was still my first priority.

      The next day a silver dragon flew in hard.

      The ground shook when she landed and when she changed back it was Connie.

      She ran straight into Albert’s arms and kissed him feverishly. I didn’t like it and I was glad that the men around me took it to have a different meaning.

      They started to laugh and I had to push my tears aside and play along, smiling with them.

      “Am I missing something here?”

      “It’s Issy’s twin.” Helmut said. “Constance.”

      “I met her before at the base camp when she healed all of our injured soldiers. Dragons attacked…” I looked at the men and smiled. “I’m sure you know about that already.”

      They laughed as I sneaked a peek at Connie and Al.

      He was with a dragon. What about Drizelda?

      I wanted to throw her back in his face. He was betrothed to her and if Drizelda didn’t mean anything to him, what were the chances that I did.

      “Andrew,” Albert’s voice was right next to me with Issy’s twin in his arm. “I want you to meet Connie, or Constance.”

      “We already met, Al. At the base camp Bill and I went to.”

      “I forgot, sorry.”

      We both laughed.

      “It looks like Goran isn’t the only one with deep admiration for you, Andrew.”

      I huffed as Albert smiled. “What can I say. He kicked my royal butt at archery.”

      Connie laughed. “Oh Al, that must have been so hard on you.”

      “There is nothing wrong with healthy competition, Connie.”

      “I’m sure that is what you tell yourself at night.” Connie teased which had us all laughing, well, I was pretending as my heart was busy breaking just slightly.

      “Connie,” Issy’s voice came from the log house. She ran to her sister and hugged her tightly. “I missed you so much.” She spoke softly to her twin. “What is new, what is happening at Eikenborough.”

      “You were in Eikenborough.” Al asked the question I wanted to.

      “Yes, the need is bad there Al.”

      I looked at his face, he didn’t smile anymore. He was worried, which lifted my heart slightly.

      “I have news too.” She sounded grave, which had me on alert. “But we should speak in private.”

      “Just tell me Connie.”

      She looked at all of us. “Please, in private.” She begged again.

      What news could she possibly have and now we wouldn’t even hear it as Al just nodded.

      I watched them leaving for the log house.

      The kids were playing outside.

      Helmut slapped Emanual on the chest and he closed his eyes.

      I squinted.

      “Dragons can hear exceptionally far.” Helmut whispered and my gaze snapped toward Emanual.

      We all fell super quiet and Emanual shut his eyes tighter.

      “What is it?” Helmut whispered.

      A scream came from the log house. Al? What the hell had Constance told him?

      Helmut got up and went to them. Followed by Caleb.

      “She didn’t make it.”

      “Who didn’t make it?” I asked.

      “He didn’t tell you about his mystery girl?” Emanual asked.

      “What?” I sounded harsh. “Sorry, I’m confused.”

      “It’s a confusing tale.”

      He is crying because that wretched dragon told him, what? I was dead.

      “Constance, tell me.” Albert demanded from the log house loud enough for all of us to hear.

      She stormed out from the log house and Helmut and Caleb came back.

      I knew why she was lying. She wanted him all to herself. He must have told her about the ball. What did she tell him? How could she possibly even know what had happened to me?

      I didn’t like her. How could she put him through that.

      He followed her with tears streaming down his cheeks. “Please,” he pulled her back. “Just tell me how she died.”

      “I’m not going to do that, Al. You will only blame yourself.”

      He grunted at her and stormed into the forest with Helmut and Caleb after him.

      “So you found her?” Emanual asked as Connie sat on one of the logs looking guilty. Tears glistening in her eyes.

      “I found the girl who won the lottery to that ball in Eikenborough.”

      Maggy? Maggy was still alive.

      “She told me that she’s dead.”

      What? Maggy would never, unless she assumed, which sounds just like Maggy. She must know telling them that I fought in my father’s place in this war would get me killed. That would be the easiest explanation, but why did she tell Albert she didn’t want to give more details? Because she didn’t know any.

      She could’ve just told him she didn’t know.

      Maggy, you idiot. So little faith in me.

      I should feel glad that he was really having these feelings for me, but I wasn’t glad to see him breaking down like this.

      For crying out loud, he hadn’t even seen my face. What if he didn’t even like what he saw.

      But I knew what he was going through. I was miserable for months thinking he was dead.

      I didn’t know if I could go through months with him thinking I was.

      “You got her name at least.” Emanual asked.

      “Katherine. That’s all the girl was willing to tell me.”

      Maggy was still alive. My best friend in this whole world was still alive.

      Maybe just maybe my family...no, you can’t hope like that.

      Hope like that doesn’t exist.
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      I didn’t see Al, Helmut or Caleb for the rest of the day, not even that night.

      I helped with the dishes when Connie threw a little tantrum.

      “Constance!” Issy said.

      “For crying out loud, he only discovered her name today. He doesn’t even know what she looks like.”

      “He shared a real connection with her, Connie.”

      “He should’ve known better, she was a commoner.”

      “Excuse me. It doesn’t make you better than her. You are just jealous, that is all. Is this girl really even dead?”

      “Yes,” Connie yelled. “You think so little of me.”

      She wasn’t dead, she was just not a girl at this moment.

      “Then how did she die?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Constance!” Issy warned.

      “There are too many ears here.”

      “Oh please, Andrew has his own shit to worry about.”

      “What shit?”

      She sighed. “The bond we were told as kids, the myth,” Issy said.

      I didn’t see what Constance did with her head.

      “It’s real. Emanual’s grandfather saw it with his own eyes.”

      “Bonds like that aren’t natural.”

      “Oh, I agree,” I finally said, still pissed off with this Silver Annex for lying through her teeth.

      “Emanual thinks Andrew is sharing one with Tanya.”

      “The Green-Vapor?”

      “She is hostile towards him without a reason.”

      My eyes landed on Constance. “Anyone ask him?” She sounded hostile too.

      “Ask me what,” I retaliated.

      “You’ve never met her before. She is Chromatic. You might want to be a dragon slayer for all we know.”

      “Constance, what has gotten into you?”

      “If only it was that easy. No, I’ve never seen her before in my entire life, and for your information, I was keeping my distance as far from them as I could. I’m not like Albert, but I’m no monster either.”

      “There could be other reasons,” Connie said.

      “Like what?” Issy asked, clearly annoyed at her twin.

      “I don’t know. Maybe she is attracted to him and that is pissing her off.”

      “Or maybe she feels something she can’t explain with him. A dragon always knows.”

      “What is that supposed to mean.”

      “You know what that means, Issy.”

      “Oh for crying out loud, it’s Bob. He actually is going to kill this one if he comes back and finds out this ludicrous tale you all are coming up with. He will not like it and he is never going to see you in that way Issy. Whatever you feel for Bob, it’s not mutual.”

      Connie stormed out.

      “And neither is Al’s feelings for you.” Issy yelled and my lips tugged softly as Issy growled.

      “Sorry,” she said and grabbed another plate to dry. “She just infuriates me at times.”

      “You really think your sister would tell Al that she was dead if she wasn’t?”

      “No, she isn’t cruel. Jealous yes, but she would never say something like that just to get her way. There is something she isn’t telling us though. Sorry for what she implied.”

      “Don’t worry, she wouldn’t be the first woman at this camp hating my guts.”

      Issy laughed. “You know she doesn’t hate you Andrew. She just doesn’t want it.”

      “And neither do I.”

      “She is one lucky dragon but if that bond is real, something will happen. It’s not something you can run away from Andrew.”

      I didn’t like that, not one bit.

      “So you and Bob.”

      She grunted again and covered her face with her hands. “It’s a hopeless case.”

      “Not that hopeless. You are kind, Tanya isn’t, or in my opinion.”

      “He is Chromatic, I’m not.”

      “You are a dragon. Not human.”

      “It’s not that different to be honest. They hate our guts too.”

      I squinted. “They do.”

      “Because we love humans, they hate our guts for that. To be honest when Al came up with this stupid idea, I never even thought we would get to this stage, but here we are.”

      “You have known him for a long time, haven’t you?”

      She nodded. “Our mother and father are in King Louis’ Royal Council. My father is a Swallow Annex too. We practically grew up with Albert.”

      “I see. So he’s really hard up on this girl, huh.”

      “Love at first sight. The way Al talks about that night is magical, which I guess we will never hear about it again.”

      I nodded solemnly.

      “Bob has been trying for years to find her, at least he knows her name now.”

      “Not that it will help now that she is dead.”

      “Sad but true. Just give him space for a few days please.”

      I nodded and we finished the dishes in silence.

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      

      I was spent. Took all my frustrations out on a tree while Helmut and Caleb waited patiently.

      Constance refused to tell me how my lady, how Katherine had died.

      My heart was shattered.

      So what if I had no idea what she looked like.

      That night was perfect, magical, she hated my guts and I had no idea how she felt about me after that and now, now I would never know because she was dead.

      Bob could find her friend. I know Constance would tell me at least what this woman’s name was that knew Katherine.

      I would strangle a name out of Constance if I needed to.

      I needed to know how she passed away, even if that was the last thing I did.

      “Al,” Helmut said. “Do you think Connie might have just said that because of how she feels about you.”

      “No, Helmut, Constance would never do that. We live in an imperfect world, that is it. But I knew she was the one for me.”

      I sighed, Helmut and Caleb too.

      “Let’s be honest here for a second, Al. I know you felt something deep with this girl.” Caleb said. “But would your dad really step aside this time.”

      “He loved a dragon, Caleb. He would see the same love in my eyes. I know he could relate to that. Drizelda is nothing compared to Katherine.”

      Katherine. She even had a royal name. “She loves her people like I love Chromatics. I wanted to be a better person after my brief encounter with her and the best part was that it felt as if I was. She was that powerful and I didn’t care how I felt about commoners, I was wrong. I didn’t even get a chance to tell her that.”

      “She knew that Al, if she passed away she truly did.” Helmut said.

      “I need to know what happened. I need a grave, Helmut.”

      He sighed again. “Al, what if she was a dog.”

      Caleb started to laugh and I wanted to punch Helmut in the face.

      I growled at them instead and got up.

      “C’mon Al,” they both yelled as I stormed back to the camp. They both followed me. I wished they would piss off.

      “You only saw sad grey eyes, and beautiful lips. She could seriously have been hideous underneath that mask.”

      “Then she was a fucking dog, Helmut.” I roared. “I don’t care.”

      “Okay, sorry. The connection was real. I just wanted to make sure that you cry for the real deal and not what you made up in your head. Sorry.”

      “I didn’t make things up. Her soul spoke to mine.”

      “You do know what you sound like, right.”

      “I don’t care!” I yelled again. “She is dead and you both are acting like idiots. Just leave me alone.”

      I stormed to my tree and would stay there until it was time to fight again, and hopefully I would die in this war so that I could finally be with her.

      My body shook with silent sobs. My lady was gone. She wasn’t in this world anymore.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      Issy scolded Helmut and Caleb when they got back. There was talk about how inconsiderate they were to Al’s feelings about me. It was still so hard to accept.

      I wanted to laugh from joy as he truly did feel the connection I had had that night, but I didn’t like him being this unhappy and sad. I wasn’t dead, I was right under his nose and he had no idea.

      “It was real to him, I don’t care what he sounds like. The day is going to come Helmut when you are going to lose your head over a girl the way he did and I hope she gives you the cold shoulder.”

      “Issy,” Helmut sounded shocked and I chuckled.

      “You didn’t hear him, shut up.” Helmut joked playfully. “I’m not made for that mushy talk.” He shivered.

      “Still, Issy has a point. I heard it’s pretty bad when you meet the one.”

      “If I were you,” Caleb said. “I would shush as you could be the dragon’s lover.”

      “Oh shut up, she is not my type.” I growled and the banter stopped.

      We sat and talked about the intel that Goran got back via men that scouted our perimeters. They really had smart tactics and I could see that all three of them had grown up around war discussions, probably had tutors that taught them how to start a war and how to end one.

      I went to bed early and thought about that ball.

      It was magical but for him to be so down just by rumors that I could possibly be dead was hard to witness. It was just one night. We didn’t grow up together, we had nothing in common and to be honest, it made me nervous for the day he was going to discover who I truly was.

      He knew my name.

      I sighed at just how hopeless this was. I should’ve walked out that day when he came to pay off Drizelda’s debt. At least we could’ve met for real, but then maybe this would’ve been harder or maybe it wouldn’t. I wasn’t as beautiful as Maggy or as spontaneous as Fallon. I was difficult when it came to the opposite sex and only could relate to them through Andrew.

      I should just try to forget about Albert in that way and let him believe that I was dead. That would be the best for both our hearts
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      Days flew by without Albert.

      I had to agree with Caleb and Helmut, this was getting a bit too much. He didn’t know me technically. It was just a mask ball and I was sort of drunk. But I knew we had a connection. To be honest I fell harder for him here than that night now that I thought about it and I still had mixed feelings about Goran.

      That night was definitely stronger and more for Albert.

      The women in his life must be wretched.

      Well Constance was.

      What had Maggy told her?

      He finally emerged on the fourth day but he was sullen for half the day.

      He spoke a lot to Connie and I could tell she was annoyed.

      It always put a smile on my face.

      But that died too. He didn’t speak to her that often anymore.

      I was a wedge between them.

      He finally came to sit down next to me.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes, I’ll be fine.” He said and pushed stew into his mouth as we had lunch around the table.

      You idiot, I’m right next to you. I rolled my eyes.

      “So how did she die.” I asked.

      “She refused to tell me, but I got what I needed from her.”

      “Do I want to know?”

      He huffed with a smile tugging at his lips. “A name.”

      “I heard, Katherine.”

      “No, the one who told her. I’ll get the truth from her.”

      “How Al, no one is supposed to know you are alive.”

      “I have a dragon, he’ll be back soon. He does wonders with a name.”

      Oh crap. I hadn’t met Bob yet, and he would not like me.

      “About him. I heard him and Tanya…”

      “They are not a thing. I told him many times to forget about her. She despises him as much as she despises humans.”

      “And you want me to embrace that.”

      Al laughed which made me laugh too.

      “You have something amazing with her, Andrew. We could learn more from the two of you than I ever learned from Bob. I was sure he told me everything, but he never mentioned that bond.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t believe in it, the way Emanual does.”

      “Maybe but still, he would have mentioned it. We covered superstitions a long time ago.”

      “It’s far fetched Al and I have to agree with them, a bit blasphemous.”

      “You don’t know what you are saying, Andrew. If a bond between dragon and human exists and we can find the recipe for them, the signs, it would mean lesser beatings.”

      “Beatings, what beatings?”

      “It’s something Bob told me. Chromatics only stay good through beatings.”

      “You beat him?”

      “It breaks me more. I hate the beatings, but I have no choice. He tells me when it gets too dark and it’s not something I enjoy believe me. If I could find an alternative for that, I don’t care how far fetched it sounds.”

      I could see the sincerity in his eyes.

      “I’d have to beat Tanya, I couldn’t do that.”

      “You have the bond idiot. She wouldn’t need it if she goes through whatever she needs to change with the bond.”

      “It sounds unreal, something sinister Albert, I don’t want to be part of it.”

      “You heard what Emanual said that night. Maybe this is how it’s meant to be. Otherwise why do we both exist. If we can’t learn from them, and they from us, what is the point of them being here. Or us being here, Andrew.”

      I sighed.

      “We know nothing about them. And through the school, we can change that.”

      “What are the requirements for this school and can anyone have a dragon, Albert?”

      “I don’t know that one yet, but just like we discovered the bond, we’ll discover that part too.”

      “Fine,” I smiled. “Who am I to crush your far fetched dreams.”

      His smile disappeared. “It’s already crushed, this dream is doable.”

      It melted my heart. Was I really his dream?

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      I slept that night with Connie.

      My feelings for Andrew couldn’t be ignored today. It wasn’t admiration, there was something about that guy that I couldn’t pin down.

      He was everything that I wanted to be, but this feeling wasn’t admiration. It was much deeper than admiration.

      Connie loved every minute of it and let’s be honest, I needed a woman’s touch.

      The next day I only saw Andrew when he came back from the hunting party.

      Something was troubling his soul today and then it hit me why he was so scared about his dragon.

      Shit, Andrew had feelings for men.

      It was against the law, but it wasn’t unheard of. That was why he was so easy to talk to, why he was drawing me in. Why Tanya said that her feeling him up didn’t work. She just said that, didn’t give me more. She too thought he was hiding something. Maybe it was his attraction toward men.

      I had to keep my distance.

      “Robert is coming.” One of the scouts yelled from a tree.

      I look at the sky. His outline was on the horizon.

      It was about bloody time too.

      He was really fast and when he landed the earth shook.

      Andrew fell over as Bob was as big as a house and he shifted immediately into his human form.

      I looked at Andrew.

      Bob was a handsome fellow or so Issy and Connie said.

      A twelve among the ladies.

      Andrew definitely had feelings toward men rather than women as he couldn’t stop looking at Bob. His gaze shifted when he found mine staring at him.

      Bob hugged me first.

      “What is wrong?” He asked and my eyes welled up immediately. “Let’s talk.”

      “No, we need intel.”

      “No, we talk first. Intel can wait.” He took me by the arm and led me to the back of the log house.

      We sat down as a tear rolled down my cheek.

      “Talk to me Al.”

      “It’s stupid, I didn’t even know her that well.”

      “Your lady.”

      “She’s gone, Bob.”

      “Gone, as in…”

      I nodded.

      “How did you discover this?”

      “Her name was Katherine. Constance found the girl that won mother’s lottery. She told her.”

      “How?”

      “She doesn’t want to tell me, said I would blame myself so it could only be that attack on Eikenborough.”

      “You didn’t instigate it.”

      “I need to know how, Bob.”

      “I’ll find out, does this woman have a name?”

      “Marguerite, or Maggy, I assume.”

      “I’ll find her and I’ll get the how from her, I swear to you.”

      “Thanks, now please can you tell me what is going on in the castle.”

      “Your father is raving mad. You are not going to thin out his numbers Al. He is getting assistance from outside.”

      “Outside the wall. Those people will never be able to leave Bob.”

      “They will be here in 90 days, you can stop it.”

      “90 days. That’s too soon.”

      “You have dragons.”

      “He has too.”

      “Chromatics I mean.”

      “You know they don’t stand a chance against Jako’s army.”

      “If they discover they are fighting against you, Al. I’ve never seen your father this distraught in all the time that I’ve worked at the castle.”

      “I thought he was raving mad.”

      “During the day he is, at night it’s a different story.”

      I nodded.

      “He will listen.”

      “What if he doesn’t. If I go back now, he would not see me as a threat, he would see me as a liar. We need to fight, draw swords for him to see how strong my beliefs are for change.”

      “Whatever you say my lord. But if you want to win this war, Al, it has to happen in 90 days.”

      I nodded.

      We got up. “Andrew is finally here.”

      “Andrew, as in Goran’s best archer.”

      “The best,” I said.

      “Better than you?”

      I nodded. I swallowed hard. “There is something else.”

      “What?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the bond?”

      “What bond?”

      “Between dragon and human.”

      “Seriously Al, that bond is an old dragon’s tale.”

      “It’s not.”

      He looked at me and squinted. “We are seeing it, Emanual told us what it is.”

      “Seeing it, with who.”

      “You are not going to like it.”

      “Who?” He grunted.

      “Tanya and Andrew.”

      “What?”

      “Bob, she loathes him, she has no reason and he doesn’t want it either.”

      He squinted. “He doesn’t want a dragon?”

      “No, he makes me feel like a monster.”

      “You are not a monster. I’ve told you that many times before.”

      “It doesn’t change how I feel. He doesn’t want a dragon, he rebels as much as she does against it. I think we are going to experience the first dragon set free.”

      “Nobody has set a dragon free before. Not with the Metallics and it will never happen with the Chromatics. Their gifts...there’s usually blood and war with the tamings.”

      “I know.” I pulled my hands through my hair. “This guy is unbelievable, Bob. We can learn from him.”

      “You are the crown prince of Paegeia, you had many tutors.”

      “Not what I mean. Being human. He sure gives me a run for my money.”

      “I see. Just be careful Al. I know how you are with trusting someone, so fast and easy. You don’t know him that well. I’ll speak to Tanya, find out why she is doing what she is. She’s a very sensitive dragon, not like anyone I’ve ever met before.”

      “I know.”

      We went back to the others and I introduced Andrew to Bob, or by his full name, Robert Leaf.

      He was actually so infatuated by him that it was screaming loud and clear he was more attracted to men than women. But I had to be 100 percent sure if that was true.

      Still I kept my distance from Andrew, spending more time with Bob. He would leave soon again, finding out the fate of my lady, how she passed on to the afterlife.

      I had many things to concentrate on and sent Andrew away with a scout team. He didn’t understand it, felt he was more needed here, but he did what I told him to do.

      Bob came to sit next to me as we were having our lunch.

      “Be careful Al.”

      “Of what?”

      “Andrew. He is hiding something. I don’t know what.”

      “You picked up on that too.” Three dragons had told me that.

      “He’s going to disappoint you, and I don’t want that for you. You know you struggle with that type of disappointment.”

      “I know what he is Bob.”

      “Then how can you let him in this campsite.”

      “It’s against the law not life threatening.”

      Bob squinted. “Al, he could jeopardize the entire mission. If he gets word back to your father…”

      “What are you talking about.” We were definitely not on the same page.

      “I spoke to Tanya, she feels he is hiding something big.”

      “Like what, being a spy. No.”

      “Then what are you talking about?”

      “He is a pantser.”

      “No,” Bob said. “I didn't ...oh crap.”

      I laughed.

      Bob looked at me. “Are you sure?”

      “Why do you think I’m keeping my distance from him.”

      “It’s not infectious but the men need to know.”

      “No, Bob, they don’t. Andrew is a good guy. We will get used to it.”

      “Then why are you keeping your distance?”

      “It’s blasphemous and something I don’t understand.”

      “You have feelings for this guy?”

      “I thought it was admiration, but it’s deeper than that. He makes me laugh, makes me feel things I do not want to feel.” I was so honest with Bob.

      “So it is contagious?”

      “It’s not a disease, Bob. I don’t know what this is. It’s confusing, that is for sure. I need you to find out about my lady, please.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Still be careful. Tanya didn’t say what he is hiding, I got a feeling that she isn’t talking about his affection for men.”

      I nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind too. He sure wasn’t happy that I sent him away.”

      “No, he wasn’t and that is usually a tell.” Silence lingered and then Bob squinted. “That must be what Tanya meant.”

      “What are you talking about.”

      “She didn’t make sense and all I got was a spy when I think about it. It wasn’t that type of role she was talking about. She doesn’t get Andrew because he has feelings for men.”

      “Role?”

      “She said he is hiding something he isn’t, a double role.”

      I squinted. He wasn’t making any sense.

      “I think you are right, he isn’t a spy, he just has a lot of feelings for you, and to dragons not use to humans, she senses a woman, Albert.”

      We both laughed. Okay so Andrew was infatuated with men. This was going to get ugly.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      I didn’t like Robert. Sure he was handsome as hell but he was putting a wedge between me and Albert. Albert was keeping his distance lately and this morning he sent me away.

      I was keeping watch, and my mind was reeling with worry.

      What had Robert told Al? Could he smell the dragon magic on me too?

      Tony said I had to be careful with some dragons, did he mean Chromatic dragons?

      This was all Tanya’s fault. She probably told him that I was hiding a gender.

      But then Al did say that she loathed Robert as much as she loathed humans.

      Why would I even want that for a dragon?

      I didn’t care how much Albert was going to learn from a bond like this. It could never happen.

      I should forget about Albert. I had made up my mind, but then he had that night with Constance, and I wished it was me.

      How could men easily discard their feelings like that for someone and just be with another.

      I wiped a tear and I was glad that no man saw it.

      I felt a tingling and I opened my pouch to take another kernel.

      How long was this war going to carry on?

      I thought about Maggy a lot.

      I wished I could warn her that if a beautiful man shows up asking questions about me, just tell him I am dead.

      What did she tell Connie?

      Questions I would probably never get answers to were overclouding my mind.

      I didn’t even see it coming.

      An arrow hit me straight in the leg.

      My cry woke the men instantly and I took three arrows out of my quiver and placed them  in my bow.

      I saw movement and shot all three arrows.

      I lost my balance and roll down the hill. I was out of reach from the group and lost consciousness.

      When I opened my eyes I was at the bottom of a long stone staircase.

      A fog was clouding the top. I could hide in that fog until night time.

      I could still hear calling in the distance. None of them sounded familiar.

      Were the men in my unit okay?

      Would Al even come and look for us. What was going to happen when word reached him that our group was gone. Captured by the enemy. Would Goran save them?

      I started the climb as my blood dripped.

      The arrow was still protruding and I made sure that I couldn’t see the bottom before sitting on the step.

      I broke the one piece off and ground my teeth.

      A few heavy breaths and I was ready to pull the mother out of my leg.

      It was more painful than I thought and I passed out again.

      When I woke up it was night and I was a woman.

      I grabbed my bag and took out another kernel.

      I could lose my bow and arrow but my bag filled with magic kernels, my life depended on that more.

      The transformation took place fast and I was back to being Andrew.

      My strength wasn’t what it used to be as I crawled up the stairs.

      When I finally reached the top, the fog was gone, but I wasn’t alone.

      Men were running toward me. The fog blocked their sight of me, and my only hope was the cave.

      I entered without a second thought and the wall closed.

      Thank you. I breathed loudly as I listened to men’s voices outside.

      “Blood, it’s still warm.” One of them said. “He must be here somewhere.”

      “He’s a goner.” Another then said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look where you are standing. We need to leave. There is a dragon that keeps watch on this cavern.”

      “Let him come.” A sword got drawn.

      “It’s not a dragon you want to mess with. We should go. Once you enter that cave, you don’t come out.”

      I gasped and then fire sprouted out from all sides. Lighting up the cave. I looked around.

      There was a platform and one of those time- counting glasses.

      The voices disappeared outside and so did their steps.

      I knew where I was. It was the Sacred Cavern. I didn’t want to be in here. I had no concern for this place. But I knew many came here as it had a magical pond that could show you anything you wanted to know, past, present or future.

      The future wasn’t for us to see.

      “No, I have no time for being here. This is a mistake.” I called into the depths of the cave but no one answered. There was some writing on a wall.

      It was a different language but then it turned to English.

      “A puzzle you have to solve, in order to claim what the pond beholds. One wrong move and you will be stuck, so I wish you all the luck.

      The platform hoisted up and I hopped on my good leg toward it.

      The time thingy turned around and I saw the puzzle pieces scrambled on the platform. There were about ten tiles that you could move one at a time.

      I made out what was on a few pieces. It looked familiar and I saw the picture in my head.

      It was a weapon, and I started shifting it into place.

      When I was done the grains of sand just ran out and water poured from above. My mind immediately went toward a sinking ship. It was going to fill up this cave and I was going to die.

      “No, I solved it before your sand ran out. That’s not fair.” I yelled. The water fell on my pants and I hopped back, seeing my cut started to close.

      I looked at the water again. It was healing water.

      I put my leg underneath and it ached for a while but then the pain was gone.

      The water at the bottom was mixed with my blood but the wound the arrow made was closed.

      I changed back with a gush of wind blowing in my face and I wasn’t Andrew anymore but Katie.

      “No, no, no.” I said as my bag of kernels disappeared from my belt.

      A plate of food stood in place of the puzzle and I knew that I shouldn’t eat it. Just a feeling I had but I was so hungry.

      I gobbled down the meal and a door appeared with a rumble.

      I kept staring at it and saw the too-big shoes on my feet.

      I stepped out of them and walk barefooted.

      I looked back and know my freedom was behind that door, but it wasn’t the door that opened.

      I had to go forward.

      I rolled up my pants’ legs and tied my belt before walking through the second door.

      It slid closed behind me fast. The first compartment was gone. There was only this one.

      The cave was dark and my breathing was fast and heavy. My heart was beating like horses’ hooves running on turf.

      Fire sprouted from the walls again.

      I knew what it was. I didn’t even have to read the writing on the walls.

      It was a hinder course. One with axes as big as houses and swords, sharp blades that could slice a body in half, a hammer that can pound the life out of you.

      It started out slow and I didn’t think twice.

      I passed the axes, and ducked for the balls, a few steps forward I fell flat on my stomach as a singing sound came toward me.

      Blades swung inches from my back.

      If I were Andrew I would’ve been cut in half.

      My eyes darted up a beam and saw a small ledge at the top.

      I jumped for the beam, swung my body toward the top and started to walk with one foot in front of the other.

      My balance was perfect.

      I reached the last part, and jumped down.

      The third door opened and I rushed through it.

      The cave was lit and two men that looked like they had just woken up appeared from two separate doors. They rubbed their eyes.

      The writing on the wall told me that they were brothers, one lies and one tells the truth. I could ask them one question but they don’t know life outside this cave. It had to be a question that could tell me which one tells the truth and which didn’t.

      If I found the one telling the truth, he would show me the door.

      It was easy.

      They were quarreling with one another.

      “Does this cave’s door lead to the fourth cave?” I yelled.

      They stop their quarreling and looked at me.

      “No,” one yelled and the other one yelled, “yes.”

      They started to fight again as they disagreed.

      “You,” I pointed at the man that had said ‘yes’. “You tell the truth.”

      “You see what you have done now?” The other one yelled.

      “Shut up.”

      “Show me the door to the fourth cave.”

      “Yeah, yeah, hold on to your pants.” They both looked at my pants that were way too big for me. They started to laugh at my big clothes.

      “Door now!” I yelled and they stopped laughing.

      I followed the one and we walked to the end of the cave.

      There was a huge hole and he started to laugh.

      “Are you afraid of heights?”

      “How do we get to the other side.”

      “Magic,” his eyes grew and I watched him walking toward the big hole.

      I gasped as he walked on nothing and I rushed toward him.

      It was weird, there was nothing but at the same time a soft shimmer of something kept catching my eyes.

      I followed him, trying to not lose sight of the shimmer each step made.

      It felt like a piece of wood, that was enchanted to be invisible.

      My gaze shifted as cries deep below in the dark cave distracted me.

      “Ignore them.” He said.

      “There are people down there.”

      “Yep, not worthy ones.”

      I squinted. It was such an easy question.

      I didn’t even see the little weasel as he tried to push me into the dark depths.

      But something grabbed the man’s arm and pulled him down as he cried out at the man. How he managed to get his way back up, I don’t know.

      A thin boy covered in black goo hoisted himself on the ledge. One that had just become a wooden beam, seconds ago.

      The magic seemed to be lifted from the beam and the faint cries of the man started to die out.

      “Didn’t like him very much,” he spoke in a strong British accent.

      “Who are you?”

      “Someone that was in there for a long time. It’s against his law it is.”

      “What is?”

      “They way he tried to trick you. He will be dealt with too. You didn’t eat the food in the first cave, by any chance.”

      I knew I shouldn’t have eaten it.

      The guy laughed. “Just tell him about this, he has no leverage of holding you here if you past his fourth quest.”

      “Why are you helping me.”

      “I do not belong down there, I don’t. He will make things right by me for saving a worthy damsel like yourself.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Stan. We need to hurry before his brother shows up. The door is this way, it is.”

      He took me to the door and we were outside.

      It was foggy and the deeper I followed Stan the clearer the fog got.

      We found a boat and we climbed in. He took the oars and started rowing.

      The water was pure silver and I felt like touching it.

      Something grabbed my hand. It was strong and Stan hit the water hard with the oar. It eventually let go of me.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “I heard about these waters. It’s where the ones not worthy dwell. You are worthy, right?”

      “Worthy, I shouldn’t even be here. I came in to hide from the soldiers and I didn’t know that this was  the Sacred Cavern.”

      “Let’s hope you are worthy.” He said, and kept rowing.

      The fog returned and Stan rowed until we hit the edge of the other side.

      We walked slowly and a big gush of wind pulled me and Stan toward something I couldn’t see.

      I planted both my feet and grabbed on to a railing of some sort.

      Stan was in the air, his scream fading. I was too slow to save him.

      The wind finally stopped and I opened my eyes and saw a dragon. But it wasn’t like any other dragon.

      It had different colors. Was he their alpha?

      “A maiden. You are definitely worthy. Who was the man with you my fair lady.”

      “Someone I met in the third cave. That little weasel wanted to push me into the whole.”

      The dragon growled. He had a bad temper. “I will deal with him. Answer me this, and when you can, you will get the reward.”

      “I don’t want the reward. I came to the Sacred Cavern by accident. I didn’t know what it was.”

      “You don’t want to look into the pond?”

      “I have nothing I wish to see. Just let me go please.”

      “No, it doesn’t work like that. You need to finish. What was and has been, is and will always be, and to come and will always last.”

      I thought it was ‘time’, but there was a reason he said three things.

      “You have till sun up to answer me.” He said and turned around.

      “It’s past, present and future,” I yelled, and he stopped.

      I only saw the maidens playing in a beautiful garden then. They all shrieked and started to cry, running around and back into the building.

      The dragon blew out a gush of fire and stomped his feet hard on the ground.

      I crouched down behind a boulder and waited until his temper faded.

      It took awhile but when he was done, I peeked over the rock and saw his beautiful garden destroyed.

      “Sorry, I don’t meet maidens that can easily pass all my tests, you sure are worthy and because of that idiot, I have no choice but to let you take a look in the pond and let you go on your way.”

      “There is nothing I want to see.”

      “It doesn’t work that way.” He lifted me with his claws as he darted into the air and flew with me fast. It was an exhilarating ride.

      I got dropped by a meadow.

      If I didn’t know any better I would say it was the garden of Eden and in the distance was a pond glowing.

      “Go, ask whatever you want. Make it count.” The dragon lay down and I got up.

      I didn’t have a question, but I sat down at the pond and looked at myself in the clear water.

      I thought for a while about my question and then it dawned on me that there was one thing I wanted to know.

      “Will I have kids one day?” I asked the pond.

      It rippled and I saw a young man that looked an awful lot like Andrew. The spitting image. It changed again and I saw a girl with long blonde hair. A beautiful girl, she had the greenest eyes I’d ever seen. She looked nothing like me, but a lot like Albert. What did it mean?

      That we would find a way to be together? That the king was going to accept me.

      The girl looked around and smiled at someone, ran to them and Albert appeared on the scene.

      He still looked the same.

      He hugged her dearly and kissed her on top of her head.

      The boy appeared again and did the same. He didn’t run to Albert this time but he walked.

      I gasped when I saw their embrace. It wasn’t Albert, it was Goran.

      Then the ripples faded.

      I wasn’t going to have two children. Just one with the man that I ended up with.

      I got up and went to the dragon.

      “I’m finished.”

      “You found something after all.”

      I nodded.

      “There are rules, Katherine.”

      “How do you know my name.”

      “I know everyone’s name. You can’t tell anyone what the Cavern contains. You may tell them what you saw in the pond, but you can’t tell a soul what is inside this Cavern. If you do, your firstborn will be mine. Understand?”

      I nodded.

      “Then let’s be done with it.”

      He took me again in his claws and flew with me to the first cave.

      He shifted into a beautiful man. Even he had a human form. He touched my face softly. “You sure I can’t tempt you to stay.”

      I shook my head.

      He huffed. “You can’t blame me for trying. Here,” he threw my coin bag filled with kernels. “I don’t even want to know why you are trying to hide yourself Katherine. You are simply,” he breathed again, “breathtaking.”

      My lips curved softly. He was a creep to be honest and I didn’t know why anyone would want to stay with him.

      The door of the cave opened and I grabbed my shoes and left.

      Once outside, a dragon was waiting for me.

      “Just sign the book and be gone.” The man said. “Remember our deal Katherine.”

      The door shifted closed behind him and I looked at the dragon.

      He had a book opened and I saw four names before mine. Only four made it out of the Cavern.

      He sliced my wrist with a laser pointing out of his talon and blood spilled everywhere.

      He closed the book, grabbed my arm and the pain and everything was gone with a flash of a bright light.

      When I opened my eyes, the dragon was gone. It felt like a dream but the scar on my wrist told me otherwise.

      It wasn’t a dream.

      I was the fifth person that made it out of the Sacred Cavern.
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      A few men came back from Andrew’s group that we had send out.

      Two of them were badly injured as the others carried them.

      “Constance.” I yelled and both her and Issy came running.

      “What happened?” I asked one of the men when they got assistance from Helmut and Caleb with the injured, laying them down on the ground for Constance and Issy.

      “Where is Andrew?” I didn’t see him.

      “We were ambushed, Al. We barely got away. Ivan and Micheal with Zen and Foley, they were captured.”

      “Fuck!” I roared. “Send a note to Goran, take Zeba, he needs to find them.”

      Emanual nodded and went to get a pen and paper.

      I bend down next to Zeba who was ready. “Girl, you need to find Goran and please be safe.” I kissed her on her head.

      Emanual came back with her harness the note already in the pouch attached to it. I put it on her and she darted into the forest with the speed of light as I shot up a prayer for her safe keeping. If anything happened to Zeba, I would never forgive myself.

      “Andrew is with them.”

      “No, Andrew got shot, Albert. We don’t know where he is.”

      More fear crept into my soul.

      “I’ll send out another team tomorrow. They will search. We will find him.”

      He was shot. How did this go so wrong?

      I needed Robert, I needed to search the skies for Andrew.

      Shit, what did this mean, that I felt the same for him. That I was in love with a man. Father was going to love that.

      But I worried like a lover would worry.

      None of this was making any sense and it was driving me insane.

      We immediately held a meeting. Everyone that was leading teams knew what they needed to do tomorrow. “Hey, we will find him.”

      “It’s my fault, he didn’t want to go.”

      “Al,” Helmut said and sighed. “Please tell me that you could see it.”

      I looked at him. “See what?”

      “Andrew is weird, he likes men.”

      “I know. That doesn’t make him less valuable.”

      He nodded.

      “He’s what?” Caleb said and we both laughed. “That’s why he didn’t want to leave.”

      “Please, don’t make any of this weird. He is one of us, he is an asset, the best archer in Paegeia. We need to find him and bring him back.”

      The two of them nodded and left me alone.

      I rubbed my face hard.

      It didn’t matter how hard I tried to deny it, I had feelings for another man, whether it was against the law or not.
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      A day passed and Zeba finally returned.

      Her pouch had a message back from Goran.

      He would find them and make sure that no harm would come to them, but he has to take them out if he couldn’t stop the interrogations.

      It was the one plan I didn’t like.

      On day four the scouts I sent out all came back. The boy had disappeared like a needle in a haystack.

      Where the hell was he?

      “Robert is coming.” One of the scouts yelled.

      “Finally.” I said and waited for my dragon to land.

      His paw was closed and a woman’s scream was muffled.

      “Bob, what did you do?” I asked in Latin at the beast standing in front of me and he opened his paw.

      A girl with brown hair rolled out. She was raving mad, but scared and then her gaze fell on me, Helmut and Caleb.

      “You idiots.” She yelled.

      “Excuse me.”

      “You are not dead.” She looked particularly at me. “And what the hell am I doing here?”

      “Maggy,” Connie’s voice came from the log house.

      “You, this is all because of you. This was why you wanted to know about Katherine, because of him.” She pointed her finger at me.

      “What is she doing here Albert?” Connie asked.

      “I was just about to ask Bob that.” I looked at Bob who had shifted into his human form.

      Maggy shrieked again. “You?” She spit out the words as if they contain venom.

      “Bob?” I yelled again.

      “She refused to tell me how she died, so I brought her here.”

      I clasped my eyes shut with my thumb and finger.

      “I thought you wanted to know.”

      “I didn’t want you to kidnap the girl. What don’t you understand about my father has a bounty on your head, Robert.”

      “Thank you Bob for finding the girl. Oh you are welcome Albert. Interrogate her yourself.” He stormed off.

      “I want to go home, this is ridiculous. War,” she humph. “Warheads, you only care about yourself.”

      “Constance please.” I said and Constance dosed her with a touch. She fell asleep instantly and Helmut rushed fast to catch her body.

      He stared at her as if she was a jewel.

      “Where do you want her?” he finally looked at me.

      “Just lock her up.”

      “Albert,” Connie shrieked.

      “Connie, she is going to run away, I still need to talk to her. Please. I’ll take her back afterward.”

      “And jeopardize this entire mission. She is a blabbermouth. You never think things through Albert.”

      “Funny you say that. She didn’t tell Robert a thing because if she had, she wouldn’t be here.” I glared at her and then watched how Helmut carried her sleeping figure to one of the prisons we had built.

      I couldn’t believe that I was going to put a girl in one, and not just any girl, Katherine’s best friend. But I needed answers.

      “She is feisty,” Helmut came back and chuckled.

      “You all are idiots.” Connie stormed off back to the log house.

      “I didn’t mean for him to bring her here.” I said to Caleb and Helmut.

      “You know you can’t take her back, right. Connie is right, she will jeopardize the mission.”

      “She can’t stay here either.”

      “She can help Issy, if you show her the kids, she will soften up just like everyone else did.” Helmut said.

      I stroked my face again. This was a mess, just because of my crazy obsession with a girl that I didn’t even know what she looked like.

      “I’ll speak to Bob.” I said and left to hunt down my dragon.
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      Robert was understanding, but I really didn’t mean for him to bring her here. Now the girl would never be able to go home.

      I told him that we needed to go and search for Andrew.

      “Al, do you think that is wise?”

      “I’m smitten with the guy, Bob.” I was angry and sarcasm rolled off my tongue. “There is no use denying it. Please, help me.”

      “Okay, fine, let’s go.” He said.

      He transformed and just as I was ready to climb on his back, Andrew came out of the woods.

      I froze. I wanted to hug him so badly, but I couldn’t. It was wrong. But I was never so grateful to see one of my men back.

      I squinted and then the questions, more like accusations filled the campsite. His wounds had healed.

      “Oh shut it,” Andrew finally came out of his daze.“I got healed okay.”

      “How?” Another yelled. “I saw the arrow hitting your leg, how is it healed Andrew?”

      “Marcus get out of my way.”

      “You are a fucking spy.” He poked Andrew.

      “No, I was in the Sacred Cavern.” He yelled and the entire campsite quieted down. We all gaped at him.

      “You are still a virgin?” Caleb asked and a few men laughed.

      “Haha, laugh it off. I don’t care. I need a drink.” He said and I could see his hand slightly vibrating as one of the men handed him a bag filled with wine.

      He sat down on a log as we all gathered around him, waiting for him to speak but he wasn’t saying a word.

      “Andrew.” I said and he looked at me. “What is inside the Cavern?”

      He shook his head.

      We all groaned in unison. Nobody ever reveals a thing and it was driving me nuts why not. I wanted to know what was inside so badly.

      He took another drink and the hem of his sleeve lifted up slightly. I saw the mark on his wrist. The mark that the ones got after they made it out alive.

      “What is it like?” Neil asked.

      “It’s the same as asking me what is inside. The price is too high. Stop asking me.” He got up and went to his treehouse with the bag filled with wine.

      “Did you see the mark?” Helmut asked and I nodded.

      “I see what you mean.” Bob said already back in his human form. He was getting why I was falling so hard for a guy. He was everything I wanted to be.

      I couldn’t fall for a guy. How does one make peace with that?

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      The next morning I felt better but I had a huge hangover from all the wine I drank.

      I popped another kernel and felt the transformation take place.

      I slept for another hour or so and woke up when voices were audible.

      I got up, went to the lake to wash.

      I kept looking at the scar.

      Why had I seen two kids?

      What did that mean?

      I always thought that the pond showed you exactly how the future was going to be, but I couldn’t have children with both men, that would be treason all by itself.

      Unless it meant that I wasn’t going to be with Albert?

      At least I was going to have a child or two even though it would be from two different men.

      I wished I had never set foot in that Cavern. It was going to give me nightmares for years to come. But my name was in that dragon’s book, written with my blood, and in return I got this scar, the one that everyone wants but isn’t worthy of.

      “You okay?” Albert asked.

      I flinched making him laugh.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean...”

      “It’s okay.” I sat down.

      “Why did you go into the Sacred Cavern?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t mean to. I heard voices, I was dizzy from all the blood loss. I didn’t realize what the place was until it was too late. I just wanted to get my ass to safety, Al. I had no choice but to finish.”

      “You know you make me feel less and less worthy to be king.”

      I looked at him. “Excuse me.”

      “You don’t want a dragon, the way you care about people, you are the best archer in Paegeia.”

      “Oh, c’mon.” He was pissing me off.

      It made him laugh. “I’m serious. You are quite a guy Andrew.”

      I wasn’t a guy and when he found out, he would feel less worthy.

      I got up and put on my shirt.

      “Connie has fresh clothes waiting. Just give that to her, she will wash and mend them.”

      “Thanks.” I grunted and walked past him.

      “For what it’s worth,” he spoke softly. “I’m glad you are okay, Andrew.”

      “You and me both.” Shock must still be visible as I didn’t even sound like Andrew.

      It still needed to sink in what I did. I was the fifth person to come out of the Cavern, alive.
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      I walked into the log house and Connie handed me a pair of fresh clothes. She took mine after I changed and said she would mend it.

      Nobody was teasing me anymore because I was a virgin.

      “She is awake.” Helmut told Al and he got up.

      “Who is awake?” I asked Issy.

      “Idiots.” She shook her head and walked away without answering my question.

      I followed Al into the area where they imprison anyone that was against them and froze when I heard her voice.

      “I’m not telling you jack shit.”

      “Maggy, please.”

      Maggy was here.

      I stormed into the area and stared at my best friend. I glared at Al.

      “It’s not what it looks like.”

      Think Katie, think. “Who is she and what the hell is she doing here?”

      “I don’t need you to fight my battles for me. Sod off.” Maggy yelled at me.

      “Oh pipe down.” I looked at her for a few short seconds and back at Al.

      “She is a lady.” Al accentuated the words.

      “Oh, now she is a lady. I thought you didn’t like commoners.”

      “That was before. What is wrong with you, the Sacred Cavern mess you up?”

      “You were in the Sacred Cavern?” Maggy asked again but I ignored her.

      “Who is she Al?”

      “Maggy.”

      “Maggy, as in…” He nodded. “Dammit, you said you wanted information from her.”

      “I did, Bob brought her here when she didn’t tell him anything. It’s not my doing.”

      “You want to win this war. Stop messing around with girls you only met for one night and get your head in the game. She is dead Al, how she died isn’t going to bring her back.” I turned on my heels and left.

      “That is why I’m here, because of Katherine.” Maggy grunted.

      “Just tell me how she’d died.”

      “Take me home now.”

      “You know I can’t.”

      Their conversation died out as my stomach grumbled.

      I ate like a beast and wasn’t surprised when Al came back with Helmut and Caleb but no Maggy.

      I shook my head. I needed to tell her who I was.

      I got up and put sandwiches on a plate with a glass of goat’s milk.

      “We were going to take her food,” Helmut said.

      “I got it.” I said and went to the prison.

      I watched her through the beams.

      “Stop staring at me like that and I’m not hungry.”

      “Maggy, you need to eat.”

      “What don’t you understand…”

      “It’s me, now eat.” I put the plate under the door and she kept staring at me.

      “Who are you?”

      I rolled my eyes and she gasped. She cupped her mouth and came closer to the beams. “Katie,” she whispered. “How?”

      “Tony,” I whispered back. “He’s a dragon.” I took off my pouch and showed it to her. “These kernels, they are magic and make me like this every day. Maggy you can’t tell, please.”

      “He doesn't know.”

      “No one knows. He thinks I’m dead, why does he think I’m dead.”

      “You left for the war, what do I even call you.”

      “Andrew, remember that and we don’t know each other, because if he knows I’m from Eikenborough, please, he already ask me if I have a sister.”

      “You don’t like him?”

      “It’s not that. I do, but you know it will never work. He is royalty.”

      She giggled.

      “Maggy.” I whined. “I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

      “Your secret is safe with me. If I knew that this was possible, I wouldn’t have told that Swallow Annex the truth.”

      “You told her the truth.”

      “Yes, and then your mother got upset with me….”

      “My mom is still alive.” I said.

      “Sam and Fallon too,” Maggy said.

      “What happened to the rest?” Tears welled up in my eyes.

      “Your dad passed away a few weeks after you left. He got really sick Kate, and the others wouldn’t have made it if it wasn’t for Tony. I should’ve known he was a dragon.”

      Silence lingered as tears welled up in my eyes.

      “I’m sorry Katie.” She whispered.

      “It’s Andrew.” I said, got up and left.

      I went into the forest and cried for the loved ones I had lost. I’d never see them again.
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        ALBERT

      

      

      I released Maggy after Andrew told me to get my head out of the clouds and remember why we were here.

      We had a war to plan.

      He sure was different and it made me even more curious. I didn’t even know if he was different anymore.

      Maggy was actually a nice girl. After I showed her why we were planning this war, why it was necessary, she became friendly and helped out in the kitchen.

      Issy sure loved the extra pair of hands and she cooked too.

      One thing I can say about commoners, they could make a meal last.

      We didn’t have to hunt so much with Maggy taking over from Issy, but she still needed Issy as they cooked for many dragon mouths. They were a bit different from humans, had more space in their stomachs than normal kids and they were always hungry.

      We learned a lot of things from Maggy’s cooking too.

      I got an entire new respect for the poor. They had their own kind of magic.

      She hadn’t told me yet how Katherine passed away but one thing I didn’t buy was that she and Andrew didn’t know each other.

      The way they were with one another made Helmut slightly crazy.

      He was smitten with Maggy and she was giving him hell.

      Andrew and Maggy had a bond, that was for sure, but they weren’t dragons.

      Maybe they were like Katherine and me, or Katie, the way Maggy referred to her.

      I wish I could know her the way she did, but no matter how hard I tried, she didn’t want to tell me a damn thing about how she died.

      I caught Andrew and Maggy one day at the lake.

      He was showing her his penis, which made me turn around and walk away.

      They had the strangest friendship and when I asked Andrew about it, he said he was curious and she said she would show him hers if he showed her his.

      Helmut would love that.

      Still, it wasn’t a good answer. Men Andrew’s age, don’t do that. That was something that belonged to boys of twelve.

      He was weird that was one way to look at it.

      I put together a new scouting team and was surprised when Andrew asked me to go.

      The Cavern changed him that was for sure.

      I still would like to know what he asked to see in the pond.

      That’s afterall the reason why everyone goes into that Cavern.

      But what he saw, he never told anyone.

      Still the two of them were driving me insane. There was no way in hell that Maggy and Andrew didn’t know each other before now and if they did, it meant that he had lied to me about Katherine.

      I paused as I wanted to go to the back of the log house to get Connie more wood and heard Maggy and Andrew talking.

      “I still don’t know why you have to go, what if something happens to you.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to me woman, I can take care of myself.”

      “Oh says the big man.” She teased.

      “Shut up, and I mean it.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      Tanya was right, Andrew was hiding something.

      I retreated my steps and slipped into a small area in the dark. I left as they past my hiding spot. Maggy needed to tell me something, anything. If I locked Andrew up, I knew she would.

      I would have to do that when he returned.

      I needed to know what they were hiding.

      That night we all ate supper and afterward I helped with the dishes.

      “I still can’t believe that a prince is doing dishes.”

      “I need to stay put. If anyone sees us, it will all be for nothing.”

      Maggy laughed and Helmut tried to help too.

      “It’s more than enough that one prince is helping, shoo.” She said to him and he walked out.

      I smiled. “Why are you giving him a hard time woman?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “Ooh sounds bad, poor Helmut.”

      “Oh c’mon, he is anything but poor. Besides he is royalty.”

      “So, Katie wasn’t royalty either, it didn’t change the way I felt about her.”

      “Seriously Albert, you didn’t even know her that well.”

      “Thank you Maggy.” Connie said.

      She just smiled at Connie. There was something lingering between them.

      “Just tell me how she died, please.”

      “No. I’m not doing that. Andrew is right, you need to stop this and think about why you are doing this.”

      “What is up with you and Andrew?”

      “Nothing, I...just like him, that is all.”

      “You helped him out. Release some of his stress.”

      She looked at me as if she had no idea what I was talking about and then the connection was made. “What?” Maggy said. “No. It’s not like that.”

      “Then how is it, cause you know you make Helmut crazy.”

      Maggy blushed. “Stop it, I’m still crazy upset with you guys. Katherine thought you were dead Albert, you don’t know how that affected her.”

      “It did?”

      “Of course it did. Her mother said it was a real Cinderella story, she hated your guts before that, thought you were the biggest spoiled brat and just wanted to scold you.”

      “She sort of did.”

      “She didn’t know it was you, but after that night, things changed for her. Pity she was a commoner and you royalty.”

      “I’m going to be king one day, that’s the first law I will change.”

      “What Drizelda doesn’t do it for you?”

      “Oh please, she is the worst. I’d plan wars just to get away from her.” Everyone laughed.

      “That’s not funny Albert, this war is seriously taking its toll on Paegeia.”

      “There has to be a war for peace, Maggy.”

      “I know, but still. You didn’t think about the people that you already rule. The people Katherine worried about.”

      “Stop making me feel bad.”

      “She would’ve hated all of this.” She mumbled.

      “She would’ve probably scolded me, just like you are.”

      Maggy chuckled. “That she would’ve done, but she would probably fall hard if she saw your reasons.” She sighed.

      “I wish I knew her the way you did.”

      “Me too.” Maggy said and smiled.

      “So you and Andrew really don’t know each other.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      “And it’s not like that either.”

      “No it’s not.”

      “Then why didn’t you want him to leave.”

      She stopped with the dishes and stared at me. “Come again.”

      “I eavesdropped a little. Tanya believes he’s hiding something.”

      “The Green dragon. I thought they were compulsive liars.”

      “They are.”

      “And Andrew is supposed to have a bond with her.”

      “He is.” It sounded like a trick question.

      “Andrew is nothing like that.”

      “How would you know, you know him less than I do.”

      She froze slightly but eased up fast. “We talk a lot.”

      “And show each other plenty too.” I teased.

      She blushed scarlet red.

      “Please tell me you didn’t see that.”

      “I see everything.”

      She grunted.

      “It’s okay if you were curious, I just wonder what Andrew’s intentions are.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You do know Andrew has more affection towards men, Maggy.”

      “No, he doesn’t.” She was shocked.

      “C’mon, you must have seen it.”

      She started to laugh. “Okay fine, but you are an idiot, Albert Malone.” She put down the rag she was washing with and stepped out of the kitchen.

      Connie and I laughed and finished off the dishes.

      “How did she die Constance?”

      “Fine, I’ll tell you after the war, but you need your head in this game. Just stop bombarding Maggy. It can’t be easy for her.”

      I smiled and nodded.

      “One thing I can say Albert. She was really something. I can see why she stole your heart as her death was noble. I wouldn’t mind if I had one person in my life that loved that deeply.” She put the rag down and I knew that Connie’s answer was going to bug me for a long time to come.

      Did she die for her people, saving Eikenborough, what?

      My heart ached just thinking about her.

      She would’ve made one hell of a queen and I would’ve been the luckiest king.

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      I made the decision of staying as far away from Albert as possible.

      It wasn’t easy either being in the same camp as him and Constance.

      He kept on breaking my heart. I knew he was royalty, but not to wait for me. Okay fine, the guy thought I was dead and I hoped that Maggy would keep her mouth shut.

      I knew how she caved under green eyes and royalty, not to mention Helmut.

      But I had to give it to the girl, she was mad as hell at him.

      It wasn’t like she knew him, but they had been a couple for the last ten years, only it was all in her head.

      My lips curved slightly just thinking about it.

      Commoners falling for royalty was never a great recipe for happily ever afters.

      They only existed in fairytales, and sometimes those princesses were secretly dutches or came from a noble family, or were royalty themselves.

      It was so unfair that the fairytales weren’t really about commoners.

      What were the chances anyway? There was no chance, but then why was I going to have a daughter with him? Was she a love child? Which left me with another question. If I was going to end up with Goran, what would that do to him, to their friendship?

      That was the one question that kept bugging me and I didn’t want to admit to the answer. That I was going to be on the sidelines of his life, bearing his daughter, raising her not as royalty.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      “Andrew, you okay?” Emanual asked.

      “Yes, just tired.”

      “I can imagine. You know you are the first man to get out of the Sacred Cavern.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know the Sacred Cavern had a preference for women.”

      “Or the Cavern just got a bit confused,” Darryl said.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      “Nothing, it’s a stupid joke.” Emanual said. “Shut up, you’re an idiot Darryl. I would like to try to get some sleep.” Emanual lay on his bed roll and I did the same.

      What the hell was Darryl implying. Did he know what I truly was?

      I hated being the fifth person to walk out of that Cavern. All of them were women, including me.

      What if it was only women that could do this? No, it had to be virginity.

      It didn’t care whether you were a man or a woman. As long as you were pure. That’s all that mattered.

      I was worthy as I had never been with a man.

      Time ticked on as we scouted out this side of Tith. There were only animal sounds around us. A wolf crying in the distance, and owl hooting. Paegeia was falling asleep.

      I closed my eyes after I put another kernel in my mouth. I couldn’t take any chances while scouting.

      No one could find out that I was a girl.

      Maggy just had to keep her mouth shut.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We finally went back to the base camp to report nothing.

      I didn’t even know if there was a war going on.

      Goran was back. I missed him.

      He brought a few other members.

      “Already scouting I see.”

      “Guess he trusts me more and more each day.” I tried to make a joke.

      “I heard what happened to you. You made us look bad.”

      “Maybe if you royals didn’t screw around at the age of what twelve, you could’ve gotten a kick ass scar too.”

      Goran laughed. “Touche,” he said. “But that is our royal privilege. So that one day we can make our women happy.” He was flirting again.

      “Stop that and you are a pig.” I said and went to go hunt down Maggy.

      I found her and Helmut behind the building. What are you doing Maggy?

      I cleared my throat making her jump.

      “You are back.” She shrieked and jumped into my arms. She raised her eyes slightly.

      “What is it Maggy, I can’t read your mind.”

      “Urgh, fine. I’ll talk to you later.” She looked at Helmut.

      “Seriously.” Helmut growled at me.

      “Sorry,” I lifted up my shoulders and left him mumbling.

      “He is so going to hate you if he discovers the truth.” She whispered as I told her dragons could hear far.

      “What happened, Maggy?”

      “I didn’t say anything, I promise but he did mention something about Andrew.”

      “What?”

      “He thinks you are different.”

      I squinted. “Different.”

      “That you like men. You might look like one but your feelings are betraying you.”

      I huffed getting what Darryl meant. Just my luck. I made them believe that Andrew was queer.

      “I don’t care.” I said it out loud.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “What are you doing Maggy, you know how this is going to end for you.”

      “I can’t help it, It’s Helmut McKenzie. My secret love for the past ten years.”

      I laughed. “You are going to get hurt.”

      “Would you stop it. They put all this into motion, they can change anything. Have a bit of faith in them. They are going to be kick ass kings one day.”

      “Oh and what, you going to be queen.”

      Her smile fell. “I dislike you when you are so practical. I’m going back to Helmut.” She turned around to go and hunt him down.

      I stayed behind and went to the lake.

      I wanted to go back when Tanya stepped out of the bushes but she was fast and on top of me.

      “Stop this, I’m not going to play your fucking game.”

      “You are going to die today, no matter who or what you are.”

      She cast a green fog and I coughed but it didn’t suffocate me. It just put me in a trance. One where I saw my father.

      “Dad,” I said. I was Kate again.

      I ran into his arms and cried. “You are alive, Maggy said…” his smile disappeared and he shook his head.

      “You are dead?” Tears welled up in my eyes.

      “I don’t know. This feels so real. I don’t understand it.”

      “I do. She killed me and they send you to fetch me.”

      “No, sweetheart. I don’t think it’s that.”

      The dragon was gone. Andrew was gone.

      It was only me and Nicolas Squires.

      “Then what are we doing here dad?”

      “I don’t know sweetheart,” his eyes welled up in tears too. “We never got a chance to say goodbye. I was wrong.”

      “Dad.”

      “No, I’m honored Kate to have you as my daughter. Your love for me was one of the greatest joys in this world, and I’m blessed to be called your father. You took my place in a war I wouldn’t even have survived the way you did.” He touched my cheek. “I don’t know what I’m doing here, but I will try to make it last for as long as I can. So where are we?”

      “I’m fighting for the rebels dad.”

      “What?”

      “It’s not what you think. Albert didn’t die, neither did Helmut or Caleb. They are the rebellion Dad.”

      “This war, was for nothing.”

      “No, it’s for something big. Something that they tried to stop without war, they just couldn’t because of our wonderful kings only thinking about themselves.”

      “Why do you think a dragon killed you?”

      I laughed and told them the story about me and Tanya. He listened. He was so open minded.

      “Maybe it’s this bond that made this happen Kate.”

      “This bond. Dad, seriously, you can’t buy into this.”

      “Then what are we doing here?”

      “She must have killed me.”

      “I don’t think so. You said that someone told you this other human had the same abilities as his dragon.”

      “I don’t have green fog pouring out of my hands Dad.”

      “No, but you have an ability to get yourself out of sticky situations.”

      “Only because I don’t have a filter. I can’t persuade people.”

      “You sure about that.”

      “I couldn’t persuade you, now could I?”

      “No, because I was your father and didn’t hold a threat against you.”

      I got what he was saying. It only happened when I was in sticky situations.

      “Tame her, and see what happens.”

      “She is a dragon dad.”

      “You can do it, Kate. You fought in a war for the past three years. Taming a dragon, is not so hard.”

      My father always made me feel as if I could do anything and I hugged him tight. “I love you sweetheart.”

      “I love you more.” I said and his touch disappeared.

      I opened my eyes and was surrounded in a thick dark green cloud.

      I pushed Tanya off me. I was still Andrew and her eyes were huge. “Enough. You want to fight, then fine, let’s get this over with.” Andrew yelled.

      She wanted to shift to a dragon, but I pinned her down.

      A voice yelled at the two of us to stop, but I couldn’t.

      “You will stop this now, and let me go. You will forget what this is, forget about me, forget about who you are.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked and her face numbed.

      “No, this can’t be.” She grunted but she couldn’t change.

      She sucked in a deep breath. “Reveal yourself.” She spoke in a deeper voice. Her eyes were bright green and for a split few seconds I was Kate again, I felt smaller, Andrew’s clothes were hanging on me like rags, but I pushed back and my clothes fit perfectly, and I was taller, had more strength. Andrew appeared once more.

      How many of them saw me as a woman, I didn’t know, but she was a liar and a deceiver. I didn’t care about her word at all.

      I got up after she punched me and I let her go. She changed immediately as I spit blood on the floor.

      “You okay?” Al just got to the commotion.

      “I’m fine.” I grunted at him. “She is seriously getting a handful Al. She tried to kill me.”

      He looked at me.

      “What was that. We saw what she did. What are you hiding?” Marcus asked.

      “What do you mean?” Albert wanted to know.

      “He changed.”

      “Oh c’mon. It’s her dragon magic. She could make anyone of you see anything.”

      Albert just look at me.

      “You know what, believe what you want to believe. I don’t have time for this.”

      I went to my treehouse. I could wash up later.

      I saw my dad. Why had I see Nicolas Squires? It didn’t make any sense.

      I lay on my bed roll, thinking about what the hell had just happened. I shook softly and heard someone climbing up my staircase.

      Maggy’s smell filled the room.

      “I’m sorry about today. If I knew she was watching you, I wouldn’t have left.”

      “No, you left because you couldn’t handle the truth, Maggy.”

      She came to sit next to me.

      “Does Goran know about you?”

      “Yes, he does. Now please go, I want to be alone.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing, just go before Al asks more questions, please.”

      She nodded and left.
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      Later than night I went to the lake. I froze as I saw Albert and Constance enjoying a swim too.

      I hid behind the tree but couldn’t leave.

      I needed to hear this, to hear everything. To get my heart properly shattered so that I would never fall for his charm again.

      But then Connie  brought Andrew’s name up instead.

      “You know what Andrew said is the truth. She is a Green-Vapor. Tanya would do anything to put a wedge between you and him.”

      “I don’t know Bob thinks he is hiding something other than his love for men.”

      I closed my eyes. That is what he thinks.

      “You still believe that, maybe the Cavern set his ways straight.”

      “I agree it’s magical, but not that magical.”

      Idiots. Love was love, it didn’t matter in which form it came.

      I got up, not caring if they heard me or not and went back to the campsite.

      Maggy almost ran into me.

      “Where is Albert?”

      “Maggy what is wrong.”

      “It’s his dragon.”

      “What happened?” Albert’s voice was right behind me.

      Maggy stopped as she stared at his naked body. I looked away.

      “Uhm.”

      “Maggy!” I yelled.

      “Sorry, he is busy killing Issy.”

      “What?” Albert said and both Connie and him darted for the campsite.

      “He really has a nice body.”

      “Seriously, that is all you think about. What do you mean he is killing Issy.”

      “With his acid. Tanya rejected him. She is harsh Katie.” She spoke softly.

      “Andrew,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, it’s still Katie, doesn’t matter what you look like or what is between your legs. Issy got too close. I don’t even know what the hell she was thinking and acid gob fell from his hand and onto her face. It’s horrible.”

      “She has a bond with Robert.” I said.

      “A what?”

      “It’s complicated. Like the bond Tanya feels for me.” We ran toward the log house and heard Issy’s screaming as we neared.

      Her sister was attending to her.

      Albert was talking to Bob, he was out of his mind and I walked in the opposite direction.

      How the hell were we going to win this war?
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      The campsite quieted down late into the morning hours.

      I struggled to sleep.

      Connie said that Issy would heal herself but it would take time, maybe years and was mad at Robert for losing his temper with her like that.

      Robert left and that was the end of that.

      Connie, Al, Helmut, and Caleb were taking turns watching her.

      Goran came to talk to me about all of this, since I had tamed Tanya.

      “I don’t want a dragon Goran. It’s too much drama.”

      “It’s not like you are going to marry her, she will just have a bond with you.”

      I huffed. “And what about next time it’s me and not Issy on that bed.”

      “Al is dealing with him. He feels bad.”

      “She could’ve died. It’s Issy, the kindest woman I know, Goran.”

      “And she knew better.”

      “I don’t care, we won’t win if we can’t even stand together.”

      “I agree with you. But we have one thing they don’t.”

      “What.”

      “Magic. I have frost, Helmut has fire. All the dragons on our side have abilities. They might not like each other but everyone in the camp is fighting for the same thing. Freedom.”

      “Freedom. You think your father is going to see it that way, The king of Paegeia. Of Areeth? Honestly Goran.”

      “No, I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see.”

      “And what then, this war is going to be for nothing. So many people are dying, for what.”

      “What do you want me to tell you. That this war isn’t affecting any of us. It does. What happened with you in that Cavern? You are so different.”

      “Oh I agree with you on that. I never wanted to be in that Cavern, but I had no choice. If I wanted to get out of there to live, I had to finish. The question is just this, what kind of life am I going to have?”

      “When the king’s time is over…”

      I started to laugh. “He has Swallow Annexes, Goran. It is never going to be over.”

      “King Louis isn’t that lucky. He was cursed by his first love’s father. It’s dragon magic and no Swallow Annex can heal him. He will die.” He got up and walked away.

      What was wrong with me? Being Andrew was messing me up big time and Goran knew it. Soon he would tell someone or make me tell Albert.

      I looked at my bag of kernels. It was no use. I had less than two weeks worth left, and we still had about thirty days of this.

      They were going to know Andrew’s biggest secret whether I wanted them to or not.
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        ALBERT

      

      

      Days passed. Issy was getting stronger, but the burn on her face. I couldn’t believe Bob had lost it like that.

      He came back yesterday. Went to hunt Tanya down to get the truth out of her. And he told me that this time he wasn’t misunderstanding what she meant.

      He said she was trying to show everyone, to reveal what Andrew was hiding. What was he hiding? We never got to that part as Andrew lost it.

      “Something is wrong with Andrew. Robert feels there is more to Tanya’s accusations than what Andrew wants us to believe.”

      “She is a Green-Vapor.” Goran spoke softly.

      “Maggy knows something. Why is everyone hiding things? We can’t tell Helmut, Goran.”

      “You are playing with fire Al. Leave Andrew alone.”

      “I need to know if I can trust him, it’s as easy as that. At this moment, I don’t know who to trust. Tanya gave me her word that no double agent is going to infiltrate this campsite.”

      “So you don’t trust me?”

      “That’s not what I said. There is something about Andrew. I can feel it.”

      “You are unbelievable. He was one of your dad’s best archers and I thought he would better serve this side, and this is how you betray him.”

      “I’m not betraying anyone. I trust my dragon, and I trust Tanya. She said from the beginning that something was wrong with Andrew. I have known them longer than I do him.”

      “Oh and what. I grew up with you, Al. We are best friends for crying out loud.”

      “You’ve been wrong before, Goran.”

      “We are going back to that.”

      “Please, I don’t want to fight. My gut is telling me.”

      “Your gut is wrong, there is nothing but a noble heart in that boy.”

      “I need to know for certain.”

      “Your problem is that you can’t trust anything good coming your way, Al.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You have Constance, but you are pining over a dead girl, not knowing what it does to her.”

      My fist connected with his face and he fell.

      Helmut and Caleb were at once next to us.

      “You have no idea what it is I had with her. I don’t care who you are but you will respect my memory of her, Goran.” I turned around and stormed away.

      “What was that about, it’s Goran?” Caleb followed me.

      “It’s Tanya.”

      “We said we would deal with that.”

      “Goran is not on board.”

      “What?”

      “He thinks we are paranoid. Like usual.”

      “C’mon he’s been wrong many times about this sort of thing. You haven’t. Trust your gut. It’s not worth beating him up, Al.”

      I didn’t even want to tell him what he said so I just left it.

      None of them understood anyway.

      They would never understand. I didn’t know what to believe anymore. So many dragons told me that they felt Andrew was hiding something, Goran was the only one I had a feeling who knew what, he just didn’t want to tell me.
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      The next day our plan came into action.

      I hated Andrew’s plea, the betrayal in his eyes as Emanual and Robert grabbed him.

      Maggy came running out to help him, I had to stop her.

      She fought with me badly, saying I’m making a huge mistake and asking why I was doing this. Tanya was lying, the cause of all of this.

      Helmut couldn’t even calm her down and I had no choice but to lock her in the cell too.

      She hated Helmut for it and I knew he was going to blame me eventually.

      We took everything that Andrew had on him.

      A small coin bag he carried with him. His bow and quiver, his arrows.

      I opened the coin bag and found grain. There were about five kernels left. Goran said he loved to eat from this bag.

      I put the bag down.

      I hated this plan more and more as time ticked by and I felt like an idiot.

      He was the fifth person out of the Sacred Cavern for crying out loud but I needed to believe my dragon and Tanya.

      “You did the right thing,” Bob said and picked up his bag of grain. “What is this,” he asked.

      “Grain.” I said.

      “Grain.” Robert answered and open the bag and took a whiff.

      “It’s been more than twenty four hours. Andrew wasn’t saying a word.  I made a mistake. A grave one.

      Robert didn’t answer and I looked at him.

      He still smelled the grain.

      “What is it.”

      “I get a faint smell of…” he smelled again as a frown appeared on his face. “Dragon magic.”

      “What?”

      “There is dragon magic on the grain.”

      “Dragon magic, why would Andrew be using dragon magic, for what?” I felt disappointment flowing through my veins.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it. This grain, with magic could do anything, Al. Like a portal to send messages.”

      “So you were right. He is hiding something.”

      I got up and took the bag from Bob, walking with huge strides to the prison cells.

      Helmut and Goran were pissed off at me.

      “Dragon magic. I’m not stupid.” I pushed the bag under both their noses as I walked past.

      “What?” they got up and rushed toward Bob and I.

      “What do you mean dragon magic?” Goran asked.

      “Bob smelled it. And I guess it’s what Tanya smelled on him too. He’s hiding something right under our fucking noses, Goran, under your nose.” I felt betrayed by him. He chose someone he hardly knew over someone that grew up with him. Someone that was his best friend.

      “Al, stop.” Goran said. “It’s not what you think. Please.”

      I stopped and looked back at him. “You knew.”

      He nodded. “Just give him his bag back, please.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you would’ve treated him different. Fuck, I treated him different after I discovered. He is an asset, Al. That is all that matters”

      “What is he hiding?”

      “Tanya was right.” Goran said. Looking tired.

      “About what?”

      “Go look for yourself. Twenty four hours is up.”

      I marched to the prison cells and found Andrew’s cell empty.

      “Goran!” I yelled and he stormed in.

      Maggy’s laughter came from the opposite cell.

      “Where is he?” I looked at her.

      “My lips are sealed.” She had that annoying demeanor to her.

      “Goran what is this?”

      “You promised you wouldn’t tell, they will kill him.” Maggy looked at Goran.

      “I gave my word Al.” Goran begged.

      “I’m your best fucking friend. You knew he was hiding something and you betrayed me.”

      “Seriously. You are such a royal now. I don’t know what the hell she saw in you anyway.” Maggy turned around and walked to the back of the cell.

      “You do know him, don’t you?”

      “I promised I wouldn’t tell.”

      “Well, sweetheart whether you tell or not, he has five kernels left so the truth will come out eventually.”

      “Al,” Helmut said.

      “What?”

      “There is no way Andrew could escape through that.” I walked to his cell to see what Helmut was staring at and found a small opening. Andrew was sturdy.

      What the hell were these kernels?

      I picked one up and put it into my mouth and chewed it.

      “Are you insane.” Maggy shrieked.

      “Al,” Goran yelled too clutching his head.

      “What, he’s still alive, it can’t be that dangerous. If none of you idiots….” I shrunk a foot smaller and felt different as a tingling sensation and dizziness overpowered my head.

      “Oh my word.” Maggy said.

      I leaned against the wall, with closed eyes.

      “What the hell is this?” I stopped speaking. I didn’t sound like myself I sounded like a woman.

      I opened my eyes at once. Goran, Helmut and Caleb all stared at me with big round eyes. They were heads taller than me and Maggy snorted. “You idiot.” She laughed out loud.

      I looked down and saw breasts where my chest used to be. I touched my groin area. It was gone.

      “I’m a woman?” I frown.

      Helmut and Caleb gaped.

      “You are seriously a hot chick Al.” Caleb said.

      “Shut up, what is this?” My voice sounded feminine.

      “It’s dragon magic your idiot.” Maggy said. “Andrew isn’t a man, she is a woman, Al.”

      I froze. “What?”

      “She’s not dead, she’s been right under your nose. Her father was sick, he couldn’t fight and she took his place. I didn’t know that a dragon gave her these, I thought she was dead, until your idiot dragon brought me here and I met Andrew. She told me who she was. She knew she couldn’t fight as a woman, Goran got that, why couldn’t you?”

      I looked at Goran.

      “You knew.”

      “Wait, Andrew is…”

      “Katherine, yes. Now open this stupid door and take me home. You are all idiots.” Maggy was pissed off.

      Helmut opened the door as I was still frozen on the spot. She was right under my nose.

      It was why I had those feelings...I smiled. I wasn’t in love with a man, it was my lady.

      “Wipe that smirk off your face. She’s not shallow Albert, and if you think I’m feisty, then you really don’t know Katherine one bit. You betrayed her, she won’t come back.” Maggy walked out of the prison.

      “Maggy, wait.” Helmut ran after her. “I didn’t know.”

      “Oh you are just as big of an idiot as he is. I was in that cell more than a day, Helmut. More than a day. Leave me the hell alone.” She stormed off.

      “You knew about this?” I asked Goran.

      “She got shot with an arrow after she got the news of Eikenborough’s attack. Bill came and as he healed her, the magic wore off. She changed back into a woman.” He sighed.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve been searching for her for years, Goran.”

      “I didn’t know it was her, Al. I’m sorry.”

      “Oh hell.” I sighed. “You are in love with her, aren't you?”

      “You said it yourself. She is one hell of a remarkable man. The truth is, she isn’t a man.”

      “I can’t do this with you.” I grabbed my pants tight and walked in way too big shoes.

      “Connie,” my woman’s voice yelled and Constance appeared in the log house doorway.

      She squinted.

      “I need clothes.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Albert, the idiot.” Maggy said loud somewhere from the house and a door slammed shut.

      “Maggy, c’mon. We had no choice.” Helmut begged.

      “Al,” Connie asked. “What happened?”

      “Dragon magic. Tanya was right.” I growled.

      “About what?”

      “It’s Andrew’s, or should I say Katherine’s.”

      “What?”

      “You said she was dead. She is fighting in her father’s place Constance.”

      “Andrew is Katherine.”

      “Don’t. Just don’t.”

      I walked into the log house straight to Connie’s room.

      Everything was literally falling off my body and I shut the door behind me.

      I opened her trunk to find anything that would remotely fit this body.

      The door opened. “Didn’t your mother teach you that it’s wrong to look through a woman’s trunk.

      “If you haven’t noticed, I am one.”

      I pulled off my shirt and woman’s breast fell to my chest.

      They were round and big.

      “Stop staring at them.”

      I pulled off my trousers and the same thing happened with my crotch.

      “Albert.”

      “What, it’s on me, I can see if I want to.”

      She started to laugh. “You still think like a man, now we know why Andrew has affections for men, deep down inside she is a woman.”

      “I locked him up, her up. I don’t know anymore either.” I sat naked on the bed. Defeated. “How long does this even last?”

      “How did she do it?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this is what she did.”

      “Because I knew you would do anything to find her. I was afraid you would.”

      “You told me she was dead, Connie.”

      “I truly believed she was, Al.”

      “It’s the kernels.”

      “You ate one.”

      “I didn’t know this was going to happen, now could I?”

      She touched my hair and placed it behind my ear. “You are really a beautiful woman Al.”

      “Don’t start.” I finally laughed and she joined me.

      “Now you know why I didn’t tell you. When Maggy told me what she did, she made me feel weak and I’m a dragon for crying out loud.”

      “She really took her father’s place.”

      “She’s here, isn’t she. She would be a great queen one day. She loves her people.”

      “If she will ever forgive me for this.”

      “She can’t be that far, Al. Something tells me she still wants to fight. The question is will you let her.”

      I looked at her. “Goran knew.”

      “He knew?” Connie asked.

      “He didn’t tell me. He’s in love with her too.”

      “Of course he is.”

      I looked at Connie. “What is that supposed to mean.”

      “He always wants what you have, Al. You just can’t see that.”

      “That is not true.”

      “It is. I’m just afraid that this time neither of you is going to surrender. That can’t be good for your friendship.”

      “I’m not parting with her.”

      “She isn’t a possession, Albert. She needs to make up her own mind. Who she wants to be with, if she wants to be with either of you idiots.”

      Connie handed me a shirt and pants.

      “You want undergarments.”

      “No, there is absolutely nothing that could get stuck.”

      She laughed. “No, they just bounce a lot.”

      She left and I put on her clothes.

      Never in a million years did I think I would wear women’s clothes.

      But she was alive and I was glad that I loved her, and not a man.

      Andrew was Katherine.

      I should be livid with all the things I had told her, but I wasn’t. I was glad that she saw through someone else what she meant to me.

      I needed to find her and drag her back to the camp.
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      I had no idea how to feel. My magic kernels were gone. I was Katie Squires again.

      But what Albert did, I have never felt so ashamed.

      I was thankful for that opening, and made it bigger with Andrew’s hands. When Katie appeared, I easily slipped through and had been on my own for a few days now.

      I set traps and made small fires at night, and was always on the lookout for Albert’s men.

      I had no idea what he was going to do with Maggy.

      She wasn’t really in trouble as she didn’t fight the way I had been fighting.

      Goran got that, he got why I was doing all of this, why couldn’t Albert?

      Why did he have to lock me up?

      But fight, I will fight.

      I got the perfect branch for a bow, I just needed string to make the bow and arrows.

      The forest was filled with trees and guinea fowl.

      Their feathers were perfect for arrows.

      I stayed close to the campsite, or as close as I could be, which made it dangerous for the men to find me.

      It wouldn’t be Al. He never left the camp.

      I hoped Maggy was okay.

      I was busy shaving the branches for arrows and sharpen rocks I got from the lake.

      My father taught me how to make them a long time ago. I still thought about our encounter when Tanya attacked me. If he was dead then what was that.

      I couldn’t believe he was gone.

      It still pained my heart every time I thought about it.

      I wished I had more grain. More dragon magic.

      Still, I couldn’t believe that Albert didn’t trust Andrew. What were the chances that he would trust Katherine?

      It was time to finally let him go.

      An owl scattered out of its tree and I flinched.

      I got up, stumped the fire out and grabbed my bow and arrows and climbed the tree as fast as I could.

      I became super still and thank heavens it was night time. The moon wasn’t a full moon either so the land was darker than usual.

      Their fire came first as I sat high in my tree.

      It was definitely the camp’s men.

      One bend down to feel for the fire.

      “She can’t be far.” Goran’s voice said.

      He always understood. That was why it was so hard for me to know to which one I belong.

      I had a funny feeling that I was never going to see that girl from the pond.

      It was going to be the boy. Goran was here searching for me.

      “Al, stop beating yourself up. She is closeby and if you want to find her, we need to move.”

      I froze. It was Al. He had a hood over his face.

      “You should go back if anyone finds you, this whole mission is jeopardized.”

      “Why so you can find her?” Jealousy rose in his voice.

      “Al?” Goran sighed. “I didn’t know that it was her. I can’t help how I feel about her.”

      “Neither can I Goran.”

      “Then let her choose. Constance is right she isn’t property.”

      “I know she isn’t property but you could’ve told me the truth.”

      “How? She begged me not to. Constance said she was dead. If Constance told us how she had died, or if you just gave me her name, then yes, this situation between us would be different.”

      “Fine, go. Just bring her back to the camp. Please. I really need to talk to her.”

      Goran nodded and left with the other two.

      Al stayed and sat down by the fire.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know.”

      Did he know I was still here?

      He sighed. “Please just come back. You can fight. You are an asset not some damsel in distress. You never were.” He kept on talking. “I would just like to get to know the real you, before it might all be over. That’s all I ever wanted.” He blew out a gush of air.

      I swallowed hard as he got up, looked around and then he left.

      I slept that night in the tree.

      Thinking about what he said.

      He would let me fight. But what strengths did I have as Katherine Squires. I had plenty of strengths as Andrew. I missed being Andrew and wished that the transformation was permanent.

      I was much better as a man than a woman.

      But what they had discussed, about how both men felt something for me, made it so much harder to choose.

      I saw Goran as a great friend, almost like Maggy and mother married her best friend. But Al, there was something about the crown prince that spoke to my soul.

      How could I choose? They were best friends for crying out loud. What sort of a friendship would they have if  I chose either of them?

      I hated this feeling. I wasn’t great with dealing with women’s feelings. Andrew didn’t have problems in this area. And the worst part was that now I had a dragon. One I really didn’t want.

      When I opened my eyes the sun was peeking over the horizon.

      The mornings in Paegeia were always the most beautiful.

      But I thought about what Al had said. I was vulnerable out here alone, and these clothes, no matter how tight I made the belt, or the knots I made in the shirt, they were way too big for me.

      I climbed down the tree and went to the lake to wash up.

      The water was icy but I needed to clean myself.

      It was so calm here, just a stream of water flowing.

      A noise in the trees made me hide.

      It wasn't an animal, that was for sure.

      No they were human.

      Was Goran still searching?

      I heard soft whispers. Please don’t come down here.

      I grabbed my shirt and covered my body, becoming as still as I could.

      A dragon’s screech up in the air distract the group of men and they were afraid when they saw the green dragon. Tanya.

      I looked up and saw her outline in the skies.

      They moved away from the lake and I waited till I was sure that I could no longer hear them.

      I had a funny feeling that they were men from King Louis’ army.

      They were close to the base camp and they would find it.

      I put on my clothes, make the knots in the shirt, rolled up my pants sleeves and tightened the belt.

      I grabbed my bow and quiver that I had hidden with the few arrows I had made and kept my distance from the group that I tried to track.

      The trees.

      I climbed into one of the trees as high as I could and jumped from one branch to another.

      I heard voices again and became quiet.

      Their conversation was hard to hear but they were quiet for a reason.

      They were tracking someone too.

      Someone that was going to lead them to the three princes.

      I closed my eyes.

      This was going to be bad and I did not have nearly enough arrows with me.

      But I couldn’t just stay here. I had to help, this mission was important, not just to Al, and me and Goran, but all  of Paegeia.

      He was right someone had to put a stop to the Chromatics’ torture, peace would come.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      It happened so fast.

      I couldn’t do anything but help Issy and Connie hide the children. I thought I had enough time to get to my bow but I didn’t.

      These were my father’s men, trained by Jako Lemier, his faithful dragon.

      Half of the men were scouting. Goran and Emanual were still searching for Katherine.

      There was only me, Helmut, and Caleb with a few soldiers that were here for healing.

      I came out of the log house and saw Maggy captured by one of the men.

      “Don’t hurt her.” I said and the men’s eyes rose.

      “How is this possible?” One of them asked.

      “If you put down your swords I will explain.”

      “Our orders were to bring in the rebels.”

      “I’m a rebel, Helmut and Caleb are rebels. We are all three the crown princes of this world. Lower your weapons.”

      “Our orders come from the king, not his dead sons.”

      “Al, just do as he says please. If you die…” Helmut said. He was on his knees with a knife to his neck.

      “I will not yield.” I growled at him. “Lower your weapons.”

      Something hard struck me from behind and I fell to the floor.

      “He is the crown prince of Paegeia you idiot.”

      “Never liked him anyway.” A guy with a strong British accent said.

      He started to laugh as he grabbed me by the hair of my head and pulled me to his knees.

      “Thinking you are strong and sturdy men. War isn’t for sissies, Albert.”

      “Don’t be stupid.” I grunted.

      “Your father has already mourned your death.”

      “Trevor,” one of the men said.

      “The orders are to kill the rebels, no matter who they are.”

      “It’s the crown prince of Paegeia.”

      “Not my problem.”

      I heard the singing of an arrow and Trevor fell right next to me, one sticking right between his eyes.

      Another fell and Helmut, Caleb and myself took our chances. I went for Maggy’s capturer as she stomped on his feet.

      I pushed her out of the way and kneed the guy in the groin.

      More arrows fell and finally the one that I knocked out was on the ground.

      Maggy was in Helmut’s arms, crying.

      Caleb helped me to tie up the survivors and we threw them in the cells.

      How the hell did they find this place?

      I froze as I realized who the arrows belonged to. It was her, she was close, she was coming home.

      Was Goran closeby too?

      I knew he would find her and it pissed me off.

      I went to the one who they called Trevor and plucked out the arrow.

      I looked at it.

      It was a neat arrow and on the arrow small initials were carved. K.S.

      “She is closeby.” I said to Caleb standing next to me.

      “It is Katherine.”

      “Goran was right, she is an asset.”

      War is coming and this area wasn’t safe anymore. We need something that is going to protect us.

      Where were the scouts?

      “I don’t understand how they found us.” I rubbed my face.

      “Easy, they followed Marcus, he’s dead.” A woman’s voice said and I looked and saw Maggy running to someone.

      My heart leapt. It was her.

      “I’m fine, Maggy.”

      “Don’t you ever do that to me again.” Maggy shrieked, hitting her.

      “Calm down. I can take care of myself and if you haven’t noticed, I saved your backside.”

      “That is her,” Caleb asked and I barely nodded. “Not a dog then.”

      “You came back.” Maggy said again.

      “Be glad I did.”

      “Goran found you?” I asked and she finally looked at me. Those sad grey eyes penetrated my soul.

      “No, I heard them early this morning and knew they were close to the campsite. So I followed.”

      “Thank you.” I said and smiled at her. “You could’ve told me you were Andrew.”

      She closed her eyes. “And you could’ve trusted me. I’m not that different from Andrew.” She walked toward one of her arrows that was sticking from another guy and plucked it out.

      Her hair was tied into a knot. She was just so damn beautiful.

      The kids.

      I went into the log house and opened the trap door.

      Connie grabbed her heart. “Is it over?”

      “Yes, I can’t believe that I’m saying this, but we were saved by a woman.”

      She hit me full in the chest. “Ouch,” I touched my chest.

      “We are powerful too, Al. Not always in need of saving.”

      “I’m learning that Connie.”

      I helped her out, and then the kids.

      “I was ready Al.” Tim, a Moon-bolt said.

      “Your time will come. But if we failed, I knew you would scorch their butts.” I ruffled Tim’s hair.

      When all of them were out, we gave them each a glass of goat’s milk.

      I saw Connie talking to Katherine and she led her to her room.

      I knew how she felt in those big clothes.

      “So that is Katie. He was a handsome boy but he is even a more beautiful girl.” Helmut said.

      “That is my lady,” I said. “How is Maggy?”

      “Just what I needed to get back into her good graces.”

      “Helmut.”

      “What? She is unforgiving, that is for sure.”

      My lips curved. “Goran…”

      “He told me. Just let her make her choice Al. Something tells me she isn’t the type of girl that scares easily.”

      I laughed knowing what he meant. She wasn’t like Maggy where a life threatening situation was going to get her into my arms.

      I didn’t know how I would be able to be close to Goran again if she chose him. I saw her first. I loved her first. It was so messed up.

      She finally came out of the room wearing a pair of Connie’s pants and a woman’s shirt with a corset. Her hair was taken up in a knot.

      She was simply breathtaking and it ached my soul knowing that she might never be mine. I needed to speak to her, we had something that night. I know we did.

      She ruffled Poe’s hair and he blushed.

      They were making jokes and I couldn’t stop watching her talking to Agatha.

      They probably had no idea who she was.

      “You are drooling. It’s not polite to stare.” Caleb sat in front of me.

      “Shut up. They’re my eyes, I can stare if I want to.”

      I grabbed a plate and dished up the breakfast we were about to eat.

      She was helping Connie, Maggy and Issy with the kids and dished up for them all first before grabbing her own plate.

      She sat down on the farthest end of the table next to Ronnie, another Moon-Bolt dragon and started having a discussion with him. They were gobbling down their food.

      I really needed to talk to her, apologize for the idiot I had been and just wait. That was all I could do.
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      Awkward was an understatement. Al was distant but I could feel his eyes on me.

      He was going to treat me differently from now on. I knew that he would, but he didn’t hover like I thought he would.

      I helped with the dishes and froze slightly when I heard his voice in the kitchen talking to Connie.

      I couldn’t help hearing her moaning every time I saw the two of them together.

      “Katherine,” Albert asked. “May I please have a word?”

      My heart felt as if it was going to fall to my stomach. I missed Andrew.

      “Go,” Connie smiled and I smiled back.

      She wasn’t who I thought she would be. It was as if she was glad that I was alive which didn’t make much sense at all.

      I walked out of the kitchen with Albert on my heels until we exited the log house. Then he took the lead and we walked to the lake where I had watched Connie and him in the water.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “For what, not trusting me, you had all the right not to. I was pretending to be a guy. Please don’t take it personally. I couldn’t let my father fight in this stupid war.”

      “Oh, now it’s a stupid war. Do I need to get ready to hear how I messed up with this decision too?” He laughed but stopped.

      “No,” I sighed. “Your reasons are noble like I told you before.”

      “That didn’t count, you didn’t look like this.”

      “It doesn’t matter, it was me, deep down inside.”

      He huffed. “I should’ve been smarter about this. I mean the Sacred Cavern has a thing for women.”

      “Yes it does.” I said.

      “I know you said you went in there to get away from being captured, but what was the one thing you asked to know.”

      “That is my business, Albert.”

      His lips curved. “Sorry, I’m very curious when it comes to you, probably because I don’t know a lot Katherine.”

      “You know plenty. Like I said, I’m not that different from Andrew.”

      “You look different, had me really worried too.”

      I looked at him. “About what.”

      “I was starting to develop feelings for Andrew. Why do you think I kept my distance after a while?”

      “Yeah right.” I said and rolled my eyes.

      “I’m serious, if you don’t believe me you can ask Robert.”

      “He would say anything to make you look good.”

      “He won’t lie. He’s not like that.”

      “Oh, he’s not.”

      “No, he’s noble just like the Metallics. The only thing is that nobody ever gave them a chance.”

      “I see, what do you call him again.”

      “A Night Villain.”

      “Villain.”

      “He is not a villain. It’s just a cool name, I don’t care what you say.”

      “Fine. I hope you understand now why I can’t have a dragon.”

      “No, I really don’t.”

      “I’m a woman, Al. We play with teapots and dolls not ride dragons.”

      “And yet women don’t play around in caves that might never set them free.” He frowned. “Why is that?”

      “Stop it, I can’t tell you.”

      “So there is a price to pay.”

      “A big one.” I smiled. “So please stop asking me.”

      “Okay, I’ll stop.”

      We sat down by the lake underneath a tree.

      Albert just looked at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I haven’t seen you in three years and the last time I saw you, you had a mask on.”

      “I thought you were dead.”

      “Sorry about that. Robert tried his best to find you.”

      “I know, he scared the crap out of me, when he kept following me.”

      “Sorry about that. I was eager to find you, before all of this started.”

      “You are the crown prince Albert.” I spoke softly.

      “So,” he said.

      “Commoners and crown princes do not mix.”

      “They do in my world.”

      I looked away. My mother was so right. I was going to be the one whose heart was going to be shattered.

      “What are you thinking.”

      “The opposite. I know you think it’s that simple. I did that night too but my mother put it in perspective for me.”

      “She burst your bubble.”

      I shook my head. He wasn’t taking any of it seriously.

      “Bad mother.”

      “No, she isn’t. She is kind and loving, and always speaks the truth.”

      He sighed. “Okay fine, I know it isn’t that easy okay. I’m a prince, a bit of an idiot but I’m not stupid.” He smiled. “My father loved a Swallow Annex for crying out loud and couldn’t do a thing when they beheaded her, but it changed a lot for the Metallics because of his love for her. I will fight with my dying breath to have the same for the Chromatics. You think I won’t do that for you.”

      My heart beat faster.

      “I might be just a prince, but one day I will be king Katherine, and I promise you, you will be right at my side if that is what you want.”

      I laughed. “We met for one evening, Albert.”

      “Now you know the impression you made on me.”

      “I thought you were noble, not royalty.”

      “And if you knew it was me, you would never have told me any of those things.”

      “Yes, I would.”

      “Okay, but you wouldn’t have heard me out and none of the other things would’ve happened.”

      I shook my head slightly.

      “I can live with the fact that that night was more for me than it was for you, but I know what I want. I always knew what I wanted and I always get what I want, and no, it’s not a royal thing Katherine Squires.”

      “You locked me up in a cell.”

      “No, I locked Andrew in a cell. If I knew Andrew was my lady it would’ve been a different situation.”

      Laughter burst out of my mouth.

      “From the bottom of my royal heart I’m sorry. I didn’t know what you were hiding.”

      “Okay fine, just stop apologizing please, it doesn’t suit you.”

      “Why, because I’m a prince?”

      “Yes, I don’t like being wrong about things. I thought you were arrogant and only looked after yourself.”

      “If only that was true.”

      “Yes, if only.” I snided making him laugh.

      “I meant everything I told you as Andrew, you could’ve told me the truth. I would’ve understood.”

      “I was scared, okay. And besides I have more strength as Andrew. I wouldn’t have hit that arrow so far away if it wasn’t for his strength.”

      “Let me guess, you want to fight this war as Andrew.”

      “How many kernels are left, I heard about your little experience with the opposite sex.”

      He laughed. “I like being me. There are four left.”

      “Then yes, I would love fighting this war with Andrew’s strength. He is better than me.”

      “No, he isn’t, but whatever you want.”

      “Oh, whatever I want.”

      “What don’t you get? I’m an idiot when it comes to you.”

      “Stop saying that.”

      “Why, it’s the truth.” He sulked again. “I know you have a stronger bond with Goran, Katherine, and he can choose who he wants. He’s more popular with the ladies because he has that broken soul thing going on for him, but I’m telling you he isn’t the right one for you.”

      “Let me guess the right one is right under my nose.”

      “If the shoe fits.” He said and I laughed again.

      “I really miss being Andrew.”

      He laughed. “It’s not my intention to make you feel uncomfortable, Katie. I hope you don’t mind me calling you Katie.”

      “All my friends do.” I said.

      “Then that is where we will start, by being friends. I meant what I said that night we were searching for you.”

      “You knew I was there.”

      “I just told you, I am an idiot, not stupid. That fire was way too hot for you to be a mile away from there, and it was way too quiet, so I knew you were hiding in the trees.”

      “Dammit.”

      He laughed again. “I’m glad that Goran didn’t find you.”

      “Just think what would have happened if he had.”

      “Thank you for that too. I haven’t been that scared in a long time.”

      “You would’ve thought of something.”

      “You sure about that.”

      “Yes, I am. I know you a lot better than I did that night, Albert. You just needed a distraction.”

      He huffed. “And what a distraction it was.”

      “Oh stop it.” I didn’t want to blush. He was seriously playing with my heart.

      He moved closer to me and was sitting right in front of me.

      He touched my face softly and pushed a hair behind my ear. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”

      “I don’t feel that beautiful.”

      “You make me want to be better, Katherine. All those things that you told me that night, I want to do all of them. That’s how I knew you were the right one for me. Your heart is like mine. Good and kind. I’ll never hurt you. I promise.”

      Our lips touched and it was by far the best kiss I ever had. It made my head spin and seriously I almost forgot who I was.

      Did all princes kissed like this or was it just him?

      The kiss deepened and soft grunts escaped my lips. This wasn’t normal.

      I opened my eyes and found myself sitting on his lap.

      I shook myself out from his spell and pushed myself up.

      “Sorry,” I struggled to calm my beating heart.

      “Why are you sorry, that was the best damn kiss I ever had.”

      “It’s not normal.” I said softly.

      He laughed still sitting on the ground and looked up at me as he got up.

      “It’s not a sin to say how you feel, Katherine. I know you don’t trust me yet, and I know I betrayed yours when you were Andrew. Let’s be honest, we both did things wrong here. You are not that innocent in all of this. Let’s just start over.”

      “Start over, that easy?”

      “It’s not, but it will get easier each day.” He touched my cheek again and kissed me on my head. I closed my eyes.

      “I’m not sorry about that kiss. If that is okay with you?”

      “Whatever you say, your highness.”

      He laughed. “You will get used to that too. As you will be right next to me.”

      “Not everything is that easy, Albert.” I said.

      “It is, if you really want it.”

      I smiled and shook my head at him. “Okay fine. Who am I to burst your bubble?”

      “You will see, I’m not going anywhere, unless you want me to go.”

      I didn’t know that part yet and my heart beat frantically.

      “You want me to go?”

      “Not yet.” I smiled.

      “Then I’m right here.” He said and kissed me again.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      

      It felt as if I was drunk. Drunk on love, drunk on Katherine.

      She was very practical, like Goran. Me, I was a dreamer. Opposite of Katherine Squires. You needed the opposite to make a great team.

      This morning at the lake, I wished I could stay there with her forever. And I knew she was worried. Worried about me being the crown prince. That my father wouldn’t accept her, but he would have to. He had no choice.

      We were having dinner and Katie was not sitting with me again.

      She was surrounded by kids.

      I concentrated on my food. Heaven knows I couldn’t survive on love alone.

      She plunged down on the seat in front of me and grunted with her hands covering her face.

      I took her hands away, hated it when she covered her face. She was so beautiful to look at.

      “What is it?” I smiled. I always smiled around her.

      “It’s not that easy, Albert.”

      “Fine, I’m not going to argue with you. But look around you, it’s easy for them.” I nodded at Helmut and Maggy who were enjoying each other’s conversation. They were like magnets.

      “He isn’t…” She back tracked.

      It made me laugh.

      “She is going to get her heart broken.”

      “She won’t. Do you want to know why.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she wants it too.”

      “Oh so what I don’t?”

      “I can’t answer that for you.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Fine, then marry me, right here, right now. Let’s make it easy.”

      She froze.

      “Oh now you have nothing to say.” I said.

      “Wait, what?”

      I laughed again. “You want me to go down on my one knee, or speak louder so that everyone can hear.”

      “No, no….”

      I got up. “Can I have everyone’s attention?”

      “Albert sit down.” She whispered.

      “Katherine Squires.” I looked at her and she covered her face again, leaning  with her elbows on the table, grunting. I took off a ring that was on my pinky and leaned on the table so that my face was right in front of her. “Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      The kids cheered as Maggy gasped.

      Helmut roared with laughter.

      “C’mon Katie, put him out of his misery.” Caleb yelled.

      She uncovered her face and looked at me. “You are an idiot.”

      I shrugged. “It’s that easy.” I whispered as her lower lip started to tremble softly and tears welled up in her eyes and then she nodded.

      I kissed her again, fiercely as everyone applauded and cheered. The kiss stopped and she finally laughed. “What about Drizelda?”

      “Seriously. You really think I would’ve gone through with marrying her. I’d rather die a thousand deaths than marry her.”

      She laughed.

      I placed the ring on her finger and she kissed me again.

      It was that simple. My father would see it too and I’m sure I wasn’t the only prince that had ever done this. They were out there, married to their soulmate.
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      We spend the night at the lake again just looking at the water and the night sky.

      I was constantly touching her, kissing her cheek as she lay with her back against my chest.

      I talked about the school I wanted to open once all this was over and she asked me if my father was really cursed.

      We were so the opposite of one another it made me laugh.

      “Would you stop worrying about my father?”

      “He is still the king Albert, even if you are already in that head of yours.”

      “I’m not. I still have a lot to learn before I can become king.”

      “I see.”

      “Can we talk about the school again?”

      “Fine,” she laughed. “We can talk about Dragonia Academy if that is what you like.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” She smiled.

      “No, what did you call it.”

      “Dragonia Academy. I know it sounds silly, but it’s what I call it.”

      “It’s a really strong name, Katie. You trying to tell me you are smart too.”

      “Haha.” She said as I hugged her tighter from behind. I’ve never been this happy in my entire life.

      “Dragonia Academy it is.”

      “You don’t have to call it that.”

      “No, I want to. The school in the sky.”

      “The what.”

      “Oh, I’ll get dragons to pull that off. If they can turn a beautiful lady into a sturdy boy, they can put my school in the air.”

      She laughed again as I told her what I wanted the school to teach the kids. Magic can be tapped into. You just need to learn how to use it correctly.

      “Your father is not going to like that. There is a reason why magic was banned, Albert.”

      “Not everything is bad, Katie. If you teach the good spells, not the dark ones and under the right influence, they can be used for good.”

      “You make everything sound so easy.”

      “It’s not that hard. The easy part just takes longer. You can never stop fighting for what you want Katie.”

      Her hand was in mine and I brought it to my lips, kissing her knuckles softly.

      “You really want to marry me?” She asked.

      “Since the very first moment I laid eyes on you.” I chuckled.

      She giggled too. “I was about to scold you.”

      “It wouldn’t have been me.”

      “How does that work? You always pretend to be someone else at your mother’s balls.”

      “No, it was my nanny’s idea, who is like my grandmother. She is a Copper-Horn and I love her probably more than I do my mother and father combined.”

      “She thinks you’re dead too?”

      “No, Delilah knows exactly what I am doing. Robert works inside the castle, he keeps her updated regularly and would bring her here if anything leaked out.”

      “So that is where he is all the time.”

      “What can I say, I make sure that the people I love are always saved.”

      “You are so not who I thought you were.”

      I chuckled. “I can be better. I see it through your eyes and I know with you by my side, this world will be better. So yes, Katherine Squires I badly want to marry you.”

      I buried my face in her neck and kissed her softly. She was ticklish and laughed, squirming in my embrace. I loved all of it.

      “What about Constance?”

      I grunted. “I hate the fact that you heard that.”

      “You broke my heart.” She said and I looked at her.

      “I thought you were dead, I’m sure you heard that.”

      “Sorry.” she closed her eyes and opened them again smiling.  “I was only teasing you. But I did question a lot of things Albert.”

      “I thought you were dead.” I spoke slower.

      “Moving on so fast.”

      “No,” I laughed. “That was condolence sex and trying to not have feelings for Andrew.”

      She laughed. “Seriously?”

      “You know how worried I was when they came back that morning and you were not with them. I knew that I couldn’t deny it or think it was a deep admiration for you. You really confused me.”

      She laughed again.

      “I’m not making it up. Where did you think I was going when you entered the camp half dazed.”

      “Wait, what?’

      “I was going to go and look for you Katie. I just told you I had feelings for you. I told you before, my soul would always find you.”

      She grunted. “Stop saying things like that.”

      “Why?”

      “You are the crown prince for crying out loud. You need more…” She laughed. “Okay fine, you don’t need anything else, you are perfect.” She said and turned halfway around and kissed me.

      The kiss escalated and she pushed her body closer into mine.

      She was riling me up as my hands fisted her clothes.

      I was losing myself with her and I wanted more.

      “Albert stop,” she spoke softly through heavy breathing.

      “What is it?”

      “We are not married yet. I’m not like that.”

      “Then stop riling me up, my lady.”

      “I’m not trying to, stop saying things like that to me.”

      “Like what.”

      “Making me sound like I’m the air you breathe.”

      “Well, you are. And you will always be that to me. Forever and ever.”
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        KATIE

      

      

      

      Over the past few days, Albert and I really became closer.

      He gave me his pinky ring and told me that after this war he would replace it.

      Goran came back from his expedition of searching for me and Albert apologized profusely about how he forgot to tell Goran that I was back.

      He was so selfish in so many ways.

      It didn’t feel like war, or that a war was lying on the horizon.

      I told Albert that I wanted to tell Goran that we were going to be married.

      I felt so sorry for Drizelda. No, I didn’t.

      We sat at the lake, throwing stones. Something he taught me when I was still Andrew.

      “I heard the rumors, Katie.” He said and his blue eyes penetrated my soul.

      “I’m so sorry, Goran.”

      “Why do you apologize? He didn’t force you did he?”

      “No, he didn’t. He is a force of nature, that is for sure.”

      “That is Albert. The dreamer and then he will do whatever it takes to make the dream come true.”

      “You are not mad.”

      “No, he’s one hell of a lucky guy, but he always was.”

      “It’s not going to ruin your friendship, or ours, is it?”

      “Nothing can ruin any of my friendships, except me. I care for you a lot, Katie but you and Albert have something magical. Who am I to get in the way of that?”

      “You know he wants to practice magic, he wants to break that law, make a new one.”

      “He’s talking about the school again.”

      “Yes, it’s floating in the sky now.”

      Goran laughed. “If that is what Albert wants, I can promise you that school will be in the sky.”

      I laughed. He made everything sounds so easy. I was afraid that he was going to get his heart crushed one day.

      “Thank you for keeping my secret as long as you did.” I bumped his shoulder.

      “I have to say you almost gave me a heart attack. I knew dragon magic was strong, I just didn’t know how strong.”

      I laughed remembering that night. “It had to be the fever.”

      “Are you blaming your tardiness on fever now?”

      “I didn’t forget to take the kernel, I was out of it Goran, almost died.”

      “You almost did.”

      “I wouldn’t have known what to do if Maze had woken up too.”

      “He would’ve understood just like I did. You are a force yourself Katherine, you and Albert will make a great team one day. Give us a better Paegeia.”

      “I truly hope so.”

      He laughed. “Al will rub off on you eventually. You will see nothing is impossible with him at your side.”

      He was so nice. Not saying that he was wrong for me or nothing the way Al did. He was making me confused.

      “So when is the big day happening?”

      “He said soon. The priest is going to be here in a few days. Meaning Tanya is going to return too. She needs to compel him.” Silence lingered. “How did she even know?”

      “Al said that she could smell the dragon magic on you.”

      “How, there are other dragons here too. They didn’t.”

      “Because she doesn’t surround herself with humans that much and because she is a Green-Vapor.”

      I laughed. “That is the name he chose for her breed.”

      “Yes,” Goran chuckled. “She is quite a remarkable dragon. You should see her in action.”

      “Yes, I think she tried it on me once but it didn’t work.”

      “What didn’t work?”

      “Her things she does. She said bizarre things and basically telling me how I was going to forget myself. I thought she was trying to scare me but I saw it in her eyes when she didn’t succeed. It scared the living crap out of her.”

      Goran laughed. “She really couldn't compel you.”

      “No, you think it was the magic?”

      “I don’t know. I think it’s the bond. It protected you from her ability.”

      “I don’t have an ability, Goran.”

      “Maybe not, but you could gain one later, Katie.”

      “I could?”

      “We don’t know that much about what humans and dragons can do. Al is right, you two need to find mutual ground so we can learn.”

      “Is that why Helmut and Emanual…”

      “Don’t say it too loud. The dragon doesn’t see it that way, not yet. He doesn’t have a bond like you and Tanya have.”

      “It’s so confusing.” I sighed.

      “Tell me about it, but we have learned a couple of things already.”

      “Like.”

      “Like my frost is compatible with a Snow Dragon.”

      I laughed again. “What, no ‘Frost Tail’ or something, just plain Snow Dragon.”

      “I guess the inspiration for that one just dried up.”

      “So you are going to tame a Snow Dragon?”

      “Hell no.”

      “Why not?”

      He looked at me. “Have you ever seen Snow Dragons here?”

      “Not yet.”

      “They are cowards. No way would I claim one. I’m going to find me a nice Swallow Annex as something tells me that I’m going to need a lot of healing in the future.”

      I laughed at the way he said that.

      It was so easy to laugh with Goran. Everyone said he had walls, but he seemed to have none when he was with me. He was so open. We were so much alike, just like Albert had said.

      He was understanding too.

      Which made me think again about my decision to marry Albert.

      We talked until late and finally went back to the camp.

      Albert didn’t like it and he sort of glared at Goran when he went to his treehouse.

      Only when I sat next to Albert did his lips curve.

      “You okay?”

      “I will be.”

      “You are jealous.”

      “He has feelings for you Katherine. And he is really popular with girls. Of course I was worried especially when you stayed away for so long.”

      “We just talked.”

      “About what.”

      “Dragons. Tanya. You and your silly names. Snow Dragon. What happened there?”

      He laughed out of his belly. “Inspiration dried up, maybe you have a good name.”

      “No, Snow Dragon is the name they got, Snow Dragon they will stay.”

      He kissed my knuckles again as we enjoyed the evening with the rest of the camp.

      He walked me to my tree, the one Maggy was now sharing with me, and gave me a kiss before I climbed the steps.

      “Soon, you will be mine.”

      “You make it sound as if I should be afraid.”

      “No, you don’t need to be afraid. You will love it, I promise.” He whispered in my ear giving me goosebumps. “Sleep tight sweetheart.”

      “You too, my handsome prince.” I teased and he chuckled. I climbed the steps fast and blew him a kiss which he caught.

      He was so corny but I loved every bit of it.

      “Someone is in love.” Maggy sang.

      “Oh shush. Be careful that I don’t tell Helmut how long he really had a relationship with you.”

      “Oh you wouldn’t.”

      I laughed at her as she seriously looked worried before she joined in.

      The laughter died and she looked at me. “Who would have thought that life could be so amazing, huh?”

      “You are not worried that his father isn’t going to accept you and him?”

      “No,” she chuckled. “Because he will give up the crown for me Katie, he has a twin and he told me his father would do, or accept, anything rather than to give the crown to Goran.”

      I didn’t like that and my smile disappeared.

      “Why does he treat him like that?” I needed to know. Sure he walked around like a bird with a broken wing, that needs saving, but he wasn’t like that.

      “It’s because of what he can do.”

      “What, blow frost? Helmut has fire.”

      Maggy frown. “He never told you.”

      “Told me what.”

      “Maybe you should ask him.”

      “I’m asking you, what?”

      She sighed and silence lingered for a while.

      “He can speak Wyvic, nobody taught him that.”

      I froze. Goran could speak Wyvic. It was seen as the devil’s tongue as nobody had seen a wyvern for years. They were much worse than the Chromatics or that was how I heard it.

      “Katherine.”

      “It’s fine. It doesn’t mean he is bad. He didn’t ask for it.”

      “I know, Albert, Helmut and Caleb know it too but that’s not how King Magnus sees it.”

      “It’s wrong how he treats his son.”

      “You don’t have to tell me that.”

      I rolled over on my back and closed my eyes.

      Goran could speak Wyvic. I thought I knew everything about him. Why didn’t I know that?

      We were definitely going to have a talk about that in the morning.
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      The next morning I went to hunt Goran down.

      Albert grabbed me as I passed a tree and kissed me fiercely. “One more day and then you will be mine.” His grin would go around his head if it wasn’t for his ears.

      It made me smile how joyful he was with that knowledge.

      “One more day,” I said and he put me down on the ground.

      “Have you seen Goran?”

      He froze. “Should I be worried?”

      “No, I need to talk to him about something important.”

      “Okay fine, but remember he’s my best man.”

      “Yes, yes.”

      I left him by the tree after he told me that he was by the lake.

      I knew he didn’t like my bond with Goran, but he needed to trust me.

      I found him skipping stones, thinking, and the one he just threw skipped five times.

      “Nice one.” I said and he looked over his shoulder and smiled.

      “Albert knows you’re here?”

      “Of course he does. He doesn’t own me Goran.”

      He smiled.

      “We need to talk.”

      “About what.”

      I took a seat on the stones as he played with a rock in his hand, ready to throw it.

      “About what you can do?”

      “My frost.”

      “The other thing.”

      He looked at the ground and started to laugh. It was one that I had never heard before and it sent a chill down my spine. “Unbelievable.”

      “What is?”

      “He would do anything for you to hate me.”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t do that Katherine. Stupidity doesn’t suit you.”

      “Excuse me.” I got up. What the hell was wrong with him?

      “I knew Albert couldn’t wait to tell you. I didn’t ask for this Katherine. I understand it, that is it.”

      “It wasn’t Albert that told me.”

      “Don’t lie.”

      “I’m not lying. It was Maggy okay. Helmut told her. Albert didn’t say a single word. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because of this.”

      “Of what?” I was furious.

      “The way you are.”

      “The way I am. You are hostile, Goran, not me. I thought I knew everything about you, and yet I didn’t know the most important thing about you.”

      “That doesn’t define me.”

      “Good, I’m glad.”

      He frowned. “You don't think I’m predestined for evil.”

      “No, you idiot. I think it’s unique and will come in handy one day.”

      “Handy.”

      “Oh c’mon. How long do you think it’s going to take before Albert wants to free the wyverns too. He can’t speak Wyvic, Goran.”

      Goran laughed and I joined in.

      “Sorry.” He said.

      “Forgiven. You should’ve told me, idiot.”

      “I learned a long time ago to keep that a secret for as long as I could.”

      “Don’t, I think it’s something special.”

      “Special?”

      “Look where we are, Goran. We are fighting for Chromatic rights. A few months ago, I thought the rebellion was a colony of Chromatic dragons, and then I found royal princes fighting for them. He talks about magic not being bad, about things that I could only dream of, which is probably going to end up being our future. I was wrong about so many things. Who says Wyverns are just not misunderstood like Chromatics? And we have one person, just one, that can communicate with them.”

      He stared at me and then out of nowhere he kissed me.

      I pushed him away. “Why did you do that?”

      “You can’t marry Albert.” He said softly. “His father is never going to accept it Katie.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do. I grew up with the man.”

      “It’s different. Once he knows he is alive, it will be different.”

      “Some things will never change. Just like my father will never be proud to call me his son. I have to pretend to be Helmut just to get a break from it.”

      “That’s wrong. I’m sorry you have to deal with that. But I am going to be married to him. He will fight for me.”

      “He is the king Katie. He knows Albert’s tantrums, he knows how to deal with them. Please, don’t marry him, he will break your heart.”

      “Stop it. I have to trust him.”

      I wanted to walk away and he grabbed my hand. “I’m nothing. I don’t have a kingdom. I’ll never disappoint you, please.”

      “Goran stop. I love Albert.”

      “You don't know him.”

      “I do, through you, but what I’m hearing now is not the Goran I care for. I’m marrying Albert and that is final.” I pulled my hand from his grasp and rushed back to the camp.

      Tears were close and I prayed that I did not run into Al because he would kill Goran for what he had done.

      I found my treehouse and climb the steps fast. Once I was up there I lay on my bed roll and muffled my tears.

      I was so angry I could scream.

      But the tears had to be enough for now.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      I found Goran at the lake, skipping stones.

      “Hey, you seen Katie somewhere?”

      “No, she was here earlier but she left, why, is she missing.”

      “I hope not.” I made a joke. “You okay.”

      “I’m fine. She knows about the wyvern thing.”

      I froze. “And.”

      “And what. She thinks it’s awesome. That one day you will want to free the wyverns and would need me.”

      “That is a bit drastic.” I said and he laughed. “She really thinks that.”

      “Yes, you are one lucky guy, Al.”

      “I know.” I smiled.

      I could sense he wanted to be alone. “Guess, I’ll have to hunt her down before she really disappears.” I turned around.

      “Al,” he said and I turned around. “You know this isn't going to last.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “You, her. Your father isn’t going to listen.”

      “I’ll make him listen.”

      “And if it’s not enough?”

      “It will be. Where is this coming from.”

      “She deserves it. To be queen, but if your dad is going to make her feel like a commoner.”

      “What?” I got upset. “Please tell me you didn’t voice this to her.”

      “I just don’t want her to get hurt.”

      “And neither do I, she won’t. I’ll handle my father. If we are married he has to accept it, he has no choice.”

      I turned around again.

      “I can’t be here Al.”

      I closed my eyes. “You are my best friend Goran. The one I trust the most. Don’t do this.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t be here.” He had tears in his eyes and my own welled up. Connie was right. She was going to pull our friendship apart.

      “Don’t ask me to choose, I can’t. Please.” I begged.

      “I’m not asking you to choose. She deserves the best and if you are the best, then so be it. I just can’t be here. Please.” His plea was barely a whisper.

      Marrying Katherine was breaking his heart. But not marrying her would break mine. I closed my eyes and nodded.

      I felt him passing me and I only opened my eyes when I heard his footsteps crushing the leaves.

      Katherine chose me and I’m not going to part with her just to keep him happy. He would learn that some things you can’t part with.
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        KATIE

      

      

      I fell asleep and woke up when my stomach grumbled. It was around lunch time and I didn’t see Albert in the log house.

      I helped with the kids, dishing up for them and then sat down and ate a plate of Maggy’s stew myself.

      Goran’s words haunted me and not having Al beside me to set my worried mind at ease, or to tell me it was  going to be okay, made me doubt things again.

      I helped Maggy and Issy wash the dishes after lunch. The two of them were really bonding.

      Issy’s face where Robert’s acid burned her looked better than it had a few days ago.

      Their healing ability was seriously amazing.

      Her spirit was high again. It was like nothing could break her, not even the dragon she had a bond with.

      I could learn a lot from Issy.

      “You are quiet tonight. Are you excited about tomorrow?”

      “Very,” I didn’t sound excited.

      “You getting cold feet?” Issy asked.

      “No, it’s something else. I can’t wait to marry Albert.” I smiled.

      “What happened Katie?”

      “Nothing I can’t deal with.” I sighed. “Why is being a woman so hard?”

      Issy laughed. “Because the Lord made us extra special.”

      “What is bothering you, Katie?” Maggy said. “Is it what I told you last night?”

      “No,” I sang. “It’s what he told me this morning.”

      “What did he say?”

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing, forget it.”

      Silence lingered as we kept doing the dishes.

      Connie ran into the kitchen. “You come with me.” She grabbed my arm.

      “I’m busy, Connie.” I laughed at her excitement.

      “They can handle it.”

      “You sure?”

      “Go,” Maggy pushed me out of the kitchen. “You better call us Connie.” Maggy yelled after me.

      “I promise.” She sang.

      “Call them for what?”

      “Just come, you’ll see.”

      She led me to her room and I gasped as I saw a beautiful long white dress on the bed.

      “Isn’t it beautiful? I know it’s not your regular wedding dress, but you look beautiful in anything.”

      “It’s perfect Connie, thank you.”

      “It’s the least I could do. I haven’t seen him this happy in like forever.” Tears welled up in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. He deserves all the happiness in the world, and you are it Katherine Squires. Just fight for him and with him otherwise he will drive you up the walls.”

      I laughed and she laughed too.

      “Go on. Go try it on.”

      She closed the doors and helped me with my clothes.

      I put on the dress and it was really something beautiful.

      “We can pull up your hair and let a few of your natural curls loose. You are going to be so pretty, Katie.”

      My lower lip started to quiver and Connie hugged me.

      “Hey what is it?”

      “It’s stupid. I’m being silly, that is all.”

      “No, tell me.”

      I sighed and looked at her. “It’s amazing Constance. You are so not what I thought you were.”

      “Stop it. We hardly knew each other, of course assumptions are going to be made.”

      “It’s not that. I always imagined my dad walking me down the aisle. He can’t. Or my mom to be here at least, she isn’t. It’s so not what I expected.”

      She looked at me with soft eyes. She was really so beautiful. “It’s going to be okay, I promise.”

      I nodded. She let me go from her hug and wiped my tears softly.

      “Everything is going to be perfect.”

      I smiled at her as the door opened.

      “Oh Katie,” Maggy said and hugged me tight. “You are going to take their breath away tomorrow.”

      “Oh shush.”

      She laughed and gave me a hug. “Tomorrow you are going to be a princess.”

      I laughed in her shoulder. “Who would have thought, hey.”

      “You deserve every bit of it, Katie.” She touched my face.

      “You do too. The two queens that came from Eikenborough.”

      Everyone laughed.

      “That is Albert for you.” Connie said and we laughed harder.

      I sure was the luckiest woman in Paegeia.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      Helmut found me that night under the tree. I hadn’t left the spot since Goran told me that he couldn’t be here.

      “Hey, everyone has been looking for you.” Helmut said and froze when he saw my face. My emotions.

      “What happened Al? Is it Katie?”

      “No,” I put his heart at ease. “It’s your twin.” I spoke softly.

      He sighed. “He’ll be fine.”

      “No, he won’t. He left. He can’t be here for tomorrow’s wedding.”

      “What?”

      “He made it clear Helmut. He’s not going to be here. Me marrying her is breaking his heart.”

      “You not marrying her will break yours. He knows that, Al.”

      “I’m going to lose his friendship.”

      “You won’t. Goran will get over it.”

      “She called him special, Helmut. She found out about what he can do and she called it special. She wasn’t repelled, she accepted him like we accepted him. He’s not going to get over that.”

      Helmut closed his eyes. “You can’t give her up to him, Albert. You love her too much.”

      “She loves him too.” I sighed.

      “Not like that.”

      “You don’t know that. What if I pushed her into this. What if she wakes up the day after tomorrow and the spark is gone. What then. If I’m not the one for her, I will never forgive myself for this.”

      Helmut closed his eyes again. “She loves you, Al. I’ve seen the two of you together. Don’t do this. She chose you.”

      “She chose me because he didn’t ask her.”

      “Then what do you want to do. Hunt my brother down, make him ask her to choose and what, Al, what then?”

      “I don’t know. It’s not just my choice, Helmut.”

      “And if she chooses Goran, what then.”

      “I don’t know.” I felt like breaking. “I’ll deal with it.”

      “No, you always deal, you always give him his way, Al.”

      “He has had a bad life, he deserves to be happy.”

      “It’s not just your choice. She chose you.”

      “You don’t know that.” I walked past him. I needed to ask her for Goran’s sake and if she hesitates and tells me that is who she wants then I will get Zeba to find him and tell him the truth. I would let her go because I love her that damn much.

      “Have you seen Katie?” I asked Emanual.

      “She was here a minute ago. Have you tried her treehouse?”

      “Thank you.” I walked to her treehouse and climbed up the steps.

      Maggy’s face appeared in the doorway.

      “Go away, you can’t see her.”

      “I need to speak to her. It’s urgent, please.”

      Maggy’s smile disappeared and looked into the treehouse

      “It’s fine. I don’t believe in that anyway,” Katherine’s voice came and I climbed back down.

      I waited for her at the bottom.

      “Where were you today?” She asked and when I looked at her, she too saw something was wrong.

      “We need to talk in private.”

      She nodded and followed me.

      When her hand touched mine and she lay with her head on my shoulder as we walked side by side to the lake, my heart stopped beating so frantically.

      “You are scaring me, why do we need to talk?”

      “It’s important Katie.”

      “Okay,” she sounded sullen.

      I took her not too far from the campsite.

      “What is it Albert?” she asked me.

      I kept quiet not knowing how to ask this question.

      “You don’t want to marry me?” She asked and my gaze snapped at her.

      Her eyes glistened with tears.

      I pulled her into my chest. “Don’t think that. I told you that I have wanted to marry you since the first day I saw you.”

      “Then what is it, you are scaring me.”

      “I was a coward Katherine.” I spoke against her head.

      “In what way.”

      “I pretended not to see certain things and I need you to be honest with me.”

      She nodded.

      “Do you want to marry me?”

      She pulled out of my grasp and looked at me confused. “Why are you asking me that.”

      “Just answer my question. Do you want to marry me or do you want to be with Goran?”

      She grunted. “He told you didn’t he.”

      I squinted. “Told me what?”

      “About what happened at the lake. I would’ve told you but I couldn’t find you.”

      “What happened at the lake?” I asked.

      “So he didn’t tell you.”

      “No, we had words but I need to know. Do you feel that I pressured you into this? Do you want to marry me or do you want to be with Goran?”

      “No, I don't want to be with Goran. I love him but not like that, Albert. Why are you asking me this?”

      “Because he didn’t ask you. I don’t want you to regret marrying me tomorrow.”

      “He did ask me.”

      “What?”

      “At the lake this morning. He asked, and I said ‘no’.”

      “You did?”

      “I want to marry you.” She yelled at me.

      I just grabbed and hugged her. “You want to marry me.”

      “You are such an idiot, yes.” She spoke against my chest. “Stop scaring me like this.”

      “I’m sorry. Now what happened at the lake this morning?” I pulled her away to look at her and she looked at the ground. “Katherine, what happened.”

      “He kissed me. It meant nothing. I swear. I told him to never do that again.”

      “He kissed you.”

      She nodded.

      I grunted.

      “I’m sorry. It feels wrong of me to mess up whatever you guys had.”

      “No, I was wrong. Connie is right.”

      “About what.”

      “He always wants what I have and he always gets it too.”

      “Albert, I want to be with you. He will learn the hard way that he is not always going to get what he wants.”

      I looked at her.

      “Just for the sake of argument, what would you have done if I chose Goran?”

      “Let you go.” It barely came out.

      She grabbed and kissed me fiercely. I kissed her back and our kiss broke. Our heads resting softly against one another, breathing hard.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “I’m not complaining.”

      “You would’ve set me free.”

      “I love you that much Katherine.”

      She smiled. “Don’t ever ask me that again.”

      “Okay, I won’t.” I said and our lips touched each other softly.

      I couldn’t wait for tomorrow.
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        KATIE

      

      

      

      The next morning Issy and Maggy helped me to get ready.

      It was a beautiful day. I was nervous as hell as they put the dress on me.

      Connie was nowhere to be found and I was really worried about that.

      “Where is Constance?”

      “She is just running an errand. She will be here soon, now relax.”

      I was afraid that maybe she wasn't going to be here.

      Albert told me that Goran wouldn’t be here. I knew he liked me but I never thought it was like that.

      But I had made my choice and I wasn’t regretting it one bit.

      I wanted Albert.

      The dress was stunning. It covered my arms and neck and it was made of a beautiful soft fabric with lace.

      I don’t know where Constance got it from, but it was perfect.

      Maggy helped with my hair just the way Constance said she would do.

      She put a small flower crown on my head, weaved just like the bouquet of wildflowers were.

      “It’s stunning Maggy, thank you.”

      “For you anything, Katie. I can’t believe you are marrying a prince.”

      I smiled.

      The door opened and Maggy’s eyes rose. It was probably Albert.

      “I told you I don’t believe…” I turned around and was staring straight at my mother.

      “Katie,” my mother said and came hugging me tight.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You are alive.” She kissed me all over my face.

      “Mom!” I made her stop. “Constance didn’t tell you.”

      “She told me that she needed my assistance. I thought it was to help with a sick patient of hers. She didn’t tell me any of this.”

      “I’m alive.”

      She hugged me again as tears rolled down her face.

      “Oh you look so beautiful. What is the occasion?”

      “You didn’t tell her.” Maggy yelled.

      “I didn’t have time.” Connie yelled back.

      I closed my eyes.

      “What is going on here.”

      “I’m getting married, Mom.”

      She gasped and smiled. “You are, to whom?”

      I smiled. It was my mother’s biggest dream for me to find someone that would marry me. She was so worried that I wouldn’t.

      “I think you need to sit down for this one.” I led her to the bed.

      I looked at Connie. “She knows that she can’t leave right.”

      “Oh that part I did tell her. I made arrangements for your brother and sisters.”

      I closed my eyes.

      “I’m so sorry sweetheart.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. I’m sorry.”

      “No Katie if you were there, I might have lost you too.” She touched my face. “You are so beautiful sweetheart.”

      “Mom,” I smiled. “You need to tell him what is going on because it might take longer than we expected.”

      “Fine, I’ll go tell him.” Connie said and left.

      “She is a remarkable dragon.”

      “I know she is. She was going to heal daddy. How did he die?”

      “The flem got too much. He worried about you all the time.”

      “I didn’t want him too. I had to do it mother. He wasn’t fit to fight another war.”

      “He wasn’t fit to do anything, Katie.” She smiled. “It’s not your fault that he died, sweetheart.”

      I nodded.

      “So, who are you marrying,” my mother dabbed a stray tear strolling down my cheek.

      “A ghost.”

      My mother frowned and Maggy started to laugh.

      “A ghost.”

      “Please don’t freak out.” I said.

      “Why would I panic?”

      “Okay, I started off by fighting for King Louis’ army, but I’m not anymore.”

      “Suits you right, war isn’t for ladies Katie.”

      “Mama, we both know I’m far from one.” I made my voice stern.

      “You are going to be one pretty soon. You can’t go fighting with swords and what knots.”

      “A bow and arrow and I’m pretty good at it.”

      “I’m blaming your father. Let his soul rest in peace but it’s all his damn fault.”

      I bit my tongue not to laugh.

      “I’m fighting in this war, I’ll be okay.”

      “Katie, please.”

      “Mom, I have a role to play. I know you don’t like it but I’m no damsel in distress.”

      “Oh no, she is just going to be a princess.”

      I gasped. “Maggy.”

      “A princess.”

      Maggy laughed. “It’s your mother, Katherine, there is no easing into things with her.”

      “A princess.” My mother asked again more stern this time. “Katherine what is going on?”

      “They didn’t die, okay.”

      “Who didn’t die.”

      “The Princes of Paegeia didn’t die.”

      “Then where the hell are they.”

      “Fighting….”

      She frowned.

      “In the rebellion.”

      Her eyes rose. “What.”

      “Mom, calm down. It’s not what you think. The rebellion isn’t the Chromatic dragons and the rebellion didn’t attack Eikenborough. I promise. It was the Chromatics did. They want all people gone. This war is complicated and was bound to happen. I’ll explain it to you later and you will understand, but you are safe here, you have my word.

      “Do the kings know about their children?”

      “Mom, they are fighting against their fathers. What don’t you understand about the rebellion?”

      “Oh those, those…”

      “Be careful what you say. One of them is about to become my husband.”

      My mother froze as her gaze snapped at me.

      I smiled.

      “Albert?”

      I nodded. “It was real for both of us that night Mama.” Tears welled up in my eyes.

      “Oh Katie.” She hugged me tight. “And he doesn’t care that you are from Eikenborough.”

      “No, he doesn’t care.”

      A knock came at the door.

      “Is that him? He can’t see you.”

      “Calm down. I don’t believe in that superstition.”

      Maggy opened the door and peeked outside. “You are not allowed to see her.”

      “Marguerite, that is the crown prince.” Mama scolded softly.

      Al laughed.

      “He’s an idiot.” Maggy looked at my mother and back at Albert. “Go back.”

      “Manners.” My mother almost had a heart attack and pushed Maggy out of the way.

      “Oh my,” she said. “You are handsome.” She looked at me. “You really look so beautiful sweetheart.” She stepped out and both Maggy and I laughed as the door closed.

      “Now I see where you get everything from Katie.” Issy said. She hadn’t said a single word since my mother came into the room.

      “I hope she is okay.”

      “She’ll be fine. I think you are ready and it’s time.”

      I smiled.

      Constance came back in and I hugged her tightly.

      “Oh,” Connie said from shocked.

      “Thank you, Connie.”

      “I told you it would be perfect, didn’t I.”

      “You did.”

      She pushed me away. “Now dry those tears and go marry the prince of every girl’s heart.”

      I laughed and nodded.

      The door opened and Connie led the way.

      My mother waited for me by the door.

      She touched my hair and smiled at me. “I was so wrong about that night. I should’ve never told you that sweetheart.”

      “It’s okay, Mama.” I said as the time came for her to walk me to where Albert stood.

      There was flute music but that was about it. Nothing fancy as it was a forest wedding.

      Albert didn’t even look like a prince but he was one through and through. Like Connie said, the prince of everyone’s heart. My heart.

      He took my hand and smiled softly at my mother after she kissed me.

      The priest carried on with a small ceremony and then we exchanged our vows.

      My mom gave me my dad’s ring and he gave me a ring that I did not know where he had gotten it from.

      “It’s a loaner, but I promise to give you your own when all this mess is over.”

      I smiled as tears filled my eyes. “It’s perfect.”

      We exchanged rings and then the priest finally said that we were husband and wife and that Albert should kiss his bride.

      He dipped me backward and gave me a soft kiss.

      I couldn’t believe that I was his wife. It felt so unreal.
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      The celebration was jolly. I couldn’t find another word to describe it.

      We had a huge boar on the fire and the kids loved to dance with soft music playing on instruments and we partied till late into the night.

      I was slightly nervous as tonight would be my first time with a man and not just any man. Albert had a lot of experience in that department. That was one thing I knew for sure.

      I saw Tanya taking the priest back to where Connie had found him and would love to see her in action.

      Albert went with her and he alone returned.

      My heart was racing as I didn’t know what to expect. Mother hadn’t really told me about any of this. Maggy hadn't done it yet either so it was sort of a taboo topic to talk about.

      Albert took my hand and we said goodnight.

      He didn’t take me to his treehouse.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Bob did something special while he was gone. He showed me this afternoon before the wedding and you will like it.”

      “Like what?”

      “Wait and see Katie.” He smiled as he led me toward the lake.

      It was so far from the campsite.

      The evening was beautiful and not too cold.

      I was so nervous.

      “It’s going to be okay, love.”

      “That obvious. I don’t have any experience, Al.”

      “I have enough for both of us.”

      “Okay.” That was so embarrassing and he laughed, and kissed me on my nose.

      He pushed away vines and a clearing was hiding beneath them.

      We walked down the pathway and up in a tree was the most beautiful small log house.

      “Bob made it.”

      “He’s very talented.” Albert said and then lifted me up as he took steps leading up to the entrance.

      I laughed as I could see in my mind’s eye how he was going to slip and fall with me, but nothing like that happened.

      My heart was thumping in my chest.

      “Calm down,” he put me down. “It’s not that frightening.”

      “Sorry.” I closed my eyes with a small smile.

      “You scared?”

      “No, I’ve just never done this before.” I spoke fast.

      “It’s easy,” he stepped closer and kissed me softly on my lips.

      His kisses were amazing and my mind grew cloudy.

      He pushed me tighter against his body as the kiss grew hungrier.

      I was breathing louder, I needed more air but at the same time I didn’t want him to stop.

      His lips left mine and trailed down to my collarbone.

      A sound left my lips as my body blossomed with goosebumps.

      Albert’s hands trailed down my back and started to loosen the dress, not taking his lips from my skin.

      He pulled the dress off my body and I was standing there in only a corset and undergarments.

      His lips touched mine again as his hands rubbed down hard against my butt. He lifted me up.

      My legs automatically curled around his waist as if it was the most natural thing to do.

      You are his wife Katie. You are his wife.

      The kissing continued as he walked me over to the bed.

      He lay me down against the soft pelts of some animals and got on top of me.

      His hand disappeared under my garments as he rubbed my leg.

      The kiss broke, giving us both time to breathe.

      “You see, it’s fun.” He whispered in my ear making me chuckle softly.

      “I’m sure this isn’t it, Albert.” I said.

      “No, it’s not, but you are not that nervous anymore, are you?”

      “No,” I shook my head and the kiss continued.

      He was so gentle and I decided then and there that it didn’t matter anymore.

      He was my husband and I had a wife’s duties to him now.

      He pushed up and sat on his knees. He took his shirt off showing his beautiful chest.

      It was golden brown and I just wanted to touch his skin as it looked so smooth.

      He came back down and rested his weight on his arms, just looking at me.

      “You have any idea how beautiful you are.”

      His words made my cheeks flush and he kissed it softly. My eyes closed again.

      I wanted him so badly but I had this constant fear that something was going to happen to us.

      I wanted to give myself to him, but I was scared of getting too close, too attached. Still we were married.

      His lips teased mine, and something told me he loved teasing me more than he should.

      I grabbed his lips with mine and he caved through the kiss.

      The kiss deepened and grew again into pure hunger. His hands were roaming over my body, hard and seductively.

      I had no idea what to do with mine.

      I was so clueless in this department.

      He broke the kiss again as my head was spinning with want and he started taking off my undergarments.

      He pulled me into a sitting position and started unlacing my corset.

      He was really good at it too.

      “See plenty of experience,” he joked, making me blush.

      He kissed me on my cheeks, chuckling.

      I was only in my nightgown.

      We kissed again as he lay on top of me.

      He pulled my nightgown slightly up. My legs were exposed as Albert still stroked my thighs.

      He pushed his body harder against me and into me.

      It felt amazing. A wave of heat flooded through my system.

      It was so hot.

      He then took off my nightgown, my body completely exposed.

      His warm chest pressed against mine as his lips trailed down to my neck.

      My skin felt on fire underneath his lips and the feeling of want rose more and more as he pushed himself harder into me.

      His lips were everywhere on my body. My neck, then my collarbone, I sucked in a breath softly as he grabbed my breast with his mouth, and sucked softly on my nipple.

      It was driving me insane.

      He grunted.

      I was in such a daze of want that I really didn’t care anymore that I was sprawled naked in front of him.

      My body was moving on its own accord without me telling it what to do, and his lips kept on kissing my entire body, softly, passionately with want.

      I was trembling softly underneath him but not from fear. I had no idea what was happening to my body to be honest, but I knew one thing, he was the cause of all of this.

      His lips finally found mine again as my hands tangled in his hair.

      His hands were exploring my body and I gasped into the kiss as his finger slipped into my sex. I whimpered because of the way he touched me.

      His mouth trailed to my ear. “You like that?”

      I nodded in the nape of his neck, not able to speak. This was amazing.

      He found my lips again as a feeling of pure warmth and itch mixed with I don’t know what overpowered my core. There was an itch I couldn’t scratch but not one I want to laugh at. It was one of those unbearable itches that made me moan and groan into the kiss.

      He stopped touching me to take off his trousers.

      I wasn’t shy of the male sex as I’d seen it plenty of times when I was Andrew. Even showed Maggy it once which was embarrassing as Albert saw us.

      We were both naked now and the itchiness was starting to disappear faster than I wanted it to.

      Then he touched me again.

      It felt so amazing and a part of me wanted to voice it.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’m more than okay, this is nothing like I expected.”

      “Be glad I’m royal. Any other man, and this would’ve been over a long time ago.”

      I started to laugh at his answer. But I was seriously thanking my lucky stars.

      The itch came back and the kiss broke.

      “What is that?”

      “What are you feeling.”

      “I can’t describe it. It’s warm and itches like hell.”

      “It’s your body telling you that it’s good. You feel that already.”

      “It’s getting worse. Like I’m going to explode. I don’t want to explode.”

      He chuckled. “It’s a great explosion, love. You are close.”

      “Close to what.”

      “The best feeling in this entire world and what I wanted.”

      “Wanted?”

      He kissed me again and his finger stopped touching me as he pushed himself inside of me.

      We both grunted. “Mother of all things holy,” Albert said fast. “You are so tight.”

      “Is that a good thing?” I needed to know.

      “The best.” He said and grabbed my lips again as he started to move into me.

      It was now mixed with a bit of pain but it wasn’t bad, not like the time I almost broke my leg, this was different.

      Albert grunted a lot as we kissed each other and sucked each other’s skin.

      I was getting so hot, but I didn’t want him to stop, even if it was slightly painful. It wasn’t so bad.

      More noises started to leave Albert and he was moving faster inside of me.

      Pumping into me until he grunted into my chest and pressed his body harder into me, holding me tight. He slipped out slightly and pressed into me again.

      I didn’t feel like exploding anymore.

      He stayed inside of me and just caught his breath.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “That was amazing,” he said.

      I smiled.

      “You didn’t explode.”

      “It disappeared.”

      “Did I hurt you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Katherine, don’t lie to me. Tell me the truth.”

      “It was slightly painful but that’s okay. I didn’t want to stop.”

      He kissed me softly on my lips and looked at me again. “It will get better, and before you know it, you will be right here with me. Sorry. I thought you were on the verge. It’s not that sore then.”

      “Wait it’s normal.”

      “For women,” he nodded. “But it gets better, sweetheart.”

      “So it will stop hurting?”

      “After a few times.”

      He wanted to do it again? I nodded instead.

      “You want to clean up.”

      “I would love to clean up but I’m way too tired to go to the lake.”

      “Robert took care of that too. Don’t ask me how.” He raised his eyes and pulled finally out of me.

      He took my hand and pulled me up from the pelts.

      He led me past another vale of vines and behind it was some sort of a natural geyser. Steam were pouring out of it.

      Al climbed in first, making sure it wasn’t too hot. I followed.

      The water was amazing as I lowered my now aching body into it.

      It felt so good.

      He pulled me closer to him, me hoping that he didn’t want to do it again. But we only stayed with kissing and talking.

      He told me about his mother, and his father, about the castle, his relationship with Robert, how he claimed him even not having the same ability as him.

      I was so worried but he was fine, the way he spoke about it made me happy.

      I completely forgot about everything that had happened earlier this evening, not that it was a bad experience, the sex part was just not what I expected.

      I knew Maggy was going to want to know all about it, how it felt.

      Mom had never told me that it would be painful the first time. I hoped Albert was right and that the pain would disappear.

      He asked about my father, I told him what my mother told me, that he had died of the flem and with worry because of what I had done.

      He apologized that he couldn’t find me and I even told him about that one time just how close he was, when he paid Drizelda’s bill off.

      “I wanted to say she looked familiar. That I’d seen her before. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.”

      I laughed. “I wanted to come out of the store room so badly, but I didn’t know if it was as magical for you that night as it was for me.”

      “Why did you run away.”

      “Our carriage back to Eikenborough was going to leave, plus you were surrounded by girls.”

      He chuckled. “I only have eyes for one now, and she is right where she belongs.” He kissed me again and I knew just then and there, come what may, he would fight for me just as hard as I was going to fight for him.
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      Katherine’s first night wasn’t as glamorous for her as it was for me. She had pain, but I couldn’t wait to be inside her again. I couldn’t wait for her to reach the stage where it would be the only thing on her mind too. But right now she was running away from me.

      The past two nights she begged me to just wait. Finally, I discovered why she wanted me to wait. Her mother hadn’t told her a damn thing.

      “It’s not that time of month, sweetheart.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You don’t have your virtue anymore.”

      She swallowed hard. “I know that.”

      “I basically broke it, that’s why you were bleeding.”

      “Oh,” she blushed.

      “Your mother didn’t tell you anything?”

      “No, she never talked to me about this.”

      I frown. “Why not?”

      “I guess she thought she had more time. Or because I hadn’t reached that age yet, Al. I didn’t even know if I could have children. I should’ve told you this before you wanted to marry me.” Tears filled her eyes.

      “Hey, stop. Okay. It’s not the end of the world.”

      “I know I will have a child one day, I just don’t know when.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I asked the pond.”

      “In the Sacred Cavern.”

      She nodded. “I had to ask it something and I wanted to know that.”

      “What did it show you?”

      “A boy and a girl. The girl looked a lot like you.”

      “And the boy.”

      “Like Andrew.”

      I laughed.

      “She was really beautiful, just like her father.”

      I grabbed her knuckles and kissed them. She was the air I breathed.

      She sighed. “Okay, fine. I can really see you want to do it again.” She said and I raised my eyes all excited.

      It made her laugh but it drowned out as my lips touched hers.

      I loved this woman with all of my heart and this time I will show her just how amazing it could be.

      I started taking off her clothes fast.

      “You are seriously greedy tonight.” She said as I worked fast.

      “Two days is a long time, Katie.”

      She laughed as I finally got her out of her corset.

      I pushed her down on the bedroll and took off her pants. There was no waiting tonight.

      She didn’t even wear undergarments underneath her trousers which boggled my mind.

      I bend down and buried my face in between her legs, licking her in between her folds.

      She gasped. “Al what are you doing?” She grunted softly.

      “Showing you how awesome this can be.”

      She chuckled and sucked her breath as my tongue glided into her sex again. I flicked my tongue fast, eating her up.

      She started to moan again as my finger slipped into her opening.

      She pulled my hair tighter.

      “The itch is starting again.” She said.

      I pumped with my finger faster and she breathed louder and complained more.

      “This is amazing,” she finally said.

      She was wet and as she complained louder, I knew she was getting closer.

      I untied the laces on my pants with my one hand, wanting to be in her just before she exploded.

      “Don’t stop.” She spoke through gritted teeth. I pulled down my trousers and stopped as I guided my shaft into her opening. I pushed inside of her, with a grunt at how tight she was and picked up the pace as she was close.

      She bit hard on my shoulder muffling her complaints.

      “You like it?”

      She nodded. “Don’t stop.”

      I moved faster and she complained more.

      The feeling was growing inside of me stronger too and I was close. She let out a muffled scream against my skin as I felt her contracting against my shaft.

      It was driving me out of my mind but I pushed through her complaints and muffled screams as I pumped into her faster and harder.

      I was close, and my mind felt as if it was going to explode.

      I grunted hard as I ejaculated inside her again and again.

      I kissed her on her lips.

      Her kiss was greedy again and she just looked at me through half moon eyes as the kiss stopped. “What the hell was that?”

      I started to laugh. “Did you enjoy it?”

      “That was nothing like the other night.” She was out of breath.

      “I know. It’s addictive.”

      She chuckled. “It is.”

      Her lips found mine again and it was time to visit the geyser.

      Inside was magical. It was a place where we really connected and talked about each other’s past and the future.

      She loved all my ideas.

      She ended up on my lap again and I chuckled as she wanted more.

      She was reaching this stage faster than I thought she would.

      That was our pace after all.

      Her touch was driving me insane and it was incredible how fast she became so comfortable with me.

      I sucked on her breasts as she rubbed herself against me, getting me back into the mood for more.

      I took her right in the geyser, making love to her again.

      It was slow and passionate.

      She had seen children in the pond. We would have children and I wasn’t going to worry about her not receiving the signs of her womanhood yet.

      She was a woman through and through and she was mine.
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      The days were getting so long, we both couldn’t wait for the nights. Katherine was on fire. I wanted her there, so I shouldn’t complain and every night it was getting better and better. She was getting more comfortable with having sex with me too and she wanted to try different things which drove me insane.

      Who would have thought that I had awoken a beast? I didn’t even have to play with her to get her in the mood. She was greedy each night and just wanted me inside of her.

      I hated the days and wished we could just lie in bed all day, making love all day until the feeling would pass, but I doubted it would ever pass with her.

      Then one afternoon when my own need was too much, I got a surprise knowing that her need was just as bad.

      She pushed me against a tree and riled me up just there.

      She was daring and everything I ever wanted in a woman.

      We made love beneath that tree and she left me spent as she walked away whistling.

      Flustered and hungry for more, I had to wait till night.

      I couldn’t wait to retire.

      And that night, she made sure we both got enough.

      It carried on for hours. I was beyond tired but I couldn’t say ‘no’ to her, and the next morning, it just carried on.

      “What did you do to me?” She cried animatedly as she lay in my arms.

      “I told you, it’s addictive.” I kissed the top of her hair.

      “Addictive,” she looked at me. “This isn’t addictive Al, it’s worse. I can’t stop.”

      I chuckled. “I’m not complaining.”

      “You should. It’s all I can think about.”

      “It’s all I think about too.”

      “It’s not normal.”

      “It is normal. Relax.” I chuckled.

      She kissed me again. There was no stopping her. I was one hell of a lucky man.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      “I never see you anymore,” Maggy complained.

      “I’m sorry.” I felt like crying. I didn’t care what Albert said, this wasn’t normal. Tears welled up in my eyes.

      “Hey what is wrong?”

      “I don’t know.” I started to cry.

      “Come here,” she hugged me tight. “Is it Albert, is he treating you good?”

      “No,” I sniffed. “It’s not Albert, it’s me.”

      “Katherine there is nothing wrong with you. What is going on?”

      I shook my head. “I have never felt this way about anyone before, Maggy.”

      She smiled. “You should, he’s your husband.”

      “Goran says his dad won’t accept this.”

      “He is a grown man for crying out loud.”

      “I can’t lose him, Maggy. I would die if I did.”

      “Okay, now you are scaring me. What did you do to my friend and who are you, because the Katie I know doesn’t need anyone to define her.”

      “I know. I just don’t know what to do if this isn’t going to last.”

      “Katie? He loves you. For some reason he can’t keep his eyes off you.”

      “Yes, and I can’t keep off him. I’m like, I don’t know, one of those tavern girls with him.”

      Maggy gasped. “Katherine Malone Squires.”

      I laughed. It was the first time she had called me that and I wiped off a tear. “It’s the truth. I need distance from him. I feel sorry for him, really I do.”

      “So, you are enjoying it?”

      “Maggy. It’s addictive. The first time was not like that at all, but it gets better and better each time. He struggles to walk for crying out loud.”

      She snorted. “He doesn’t complain.”

      “He should. I’m a menace.”

      “Men like that. Helmut is begging me and I told him we are not married yet. If he wants me that bad he will put a ring on my finger first.”

      “Good. Something changes when you do that with a man. He needs to be your husband. You make sure of that first, Maggy. Promise me.”

      “I promise. I’m not that easy. I don’t care if he is the prince of Tith.”

      I hugged Maggy again.

      “Don’t feel bad, Katie. A war is coming. And something tells me that anything can happen.”

      “Don’t say that please. I can’t even think about that.”

      “It’s Albert Malone, Katherine. The crown prince. He has a dragon, and he will not perish in this war. Neither will you. Everything is going to work out just the way it should.”

      I smiled and nodded breaking our hug.

      I got up. “I need to go and hunt. Clear my head. Or something.”

      Maggy snorted again. She thought it was hilarious. I didn’t.

      I picked up my bow and arrows without looking for Albert. He needed a break too.

      I darted into the woods and tried to clear my mind, but it was no use.

      Still, I wasn’t going to give up.

      I quieted my mind by listening to the forest, trying to hear the scurrying of a small rodent or a big one.

      Two arms grabbed me from behind and I shrieked.

      Albert laughed and my heart eased immediately.

      “What are you doing here, I’m giving you a break.”

      “A break from what?” He grinned.

      “From me. I’m a menace.”

      “Oh, Katie.” He said. “You are the last person I want to take a break from.”

      “Albert I’m serious. It’s not normal.”

      “Then we are both abnormal as I can’t get you out of my mind.” He lifted me up and we kissed each other.

      He fiddled with my pants and put me down to take them off.

      My undergarments covered my buttocks as he was starting to pull of his pants.

      We were like animals, didn’t care where we did it.

      It wasn’t normal!

      But when he was inside of me, I didn’t care anymore. I just didn’t want him to stop.

      I muffled my complaining against his shoulder. I hated the material as he took me against a tree.

      This feeling was aching good and I was close to exploding.

      “I’m close,” I said and kissed his lips.

      He moved faster and we both reached it at the same time.

      He stilled inside of me and grunted in the nape of my neck leaving my body again with goosebumps and fully satisfied.

      I started to laugh. “Someone is going to find us.”

      “No, they won’t. They know to keep their distance from us.”

      I laughed softly.

      “You are going to be the death of me woman.”

      “Don’t say that. I’ll die if you are dead.”

      He chuckled. “Feeling is mutual then.”

      “You have no idea.”

      He slipped out of me and put me down.

      “See you tonight Mrs Malone.”

      “Excuse me it’s your highness.”

      He roared. “How rude of me.” He bowed in front of me as I pulled up my pants.

      “Go, before I attack you again.” I pushed him away and I heard his laughter as I tried to take up my hunting once more.

      I couldn’t get the stupid smile off my face and kept focusing on what I had seen in the pond. A girl. She would be in our lives. With the way the two of us were carrying on, something told me it would be soon.
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      The war was getting closer and closer.

      Tanya came back and was forced to stay.

      She made sure that she wasn’t in the same vicinity as me though.

      She hated this arrangement as much as I did. I should’ve never fought with her that day in the forest. It broke her. But I thought she was going to kill me.

      It was so stupid, I should’ve just walked away.

      I wished that was the case. I really didn’t want a dragon. I wasn’t like Albert thinking it was a jolly ride.

      He still promised me one on Bob when this war was over. Talking about making a saddle for Robert for various reasons. He didn’t like his skeletal features and it was always messing up his pants whenever he climbed off.

      I laughed so much at that, but he was wearing a leather suit now whenever flying on Robert.

      I could feel Tanya’s eyes on me again. What didn’t she understand about me not liking it anymore than she did.

      She had no choice but to stay put.

      We had a meeting. Goran send word that they were starting to move in.

      The scouts, the hunters, everyone was coming back to base camp and more and more dragons and humans were showing up.

      They all took Albert’s news of taking a wife great and I hated that they all bowed in front of me.

      “I need my kernels Al.” I said to him one night as I sat on top of him.

      “Katherine.” He moaned.

      “I need Andrew’s strength. You know what your dad might do.”

      “He will find out that they are fighting against their sons, sons they thought died, sons that riled them up enough to go into an actual war.”

      “Andrew shoots farther. I need him as much as I need you.” I kissed him in his neck.

      He moaned again. “You are going to give my father a heart attack.”

      I chuckled. “Just think how relieved he will be when it wears off.”

      He laughed. “I know that feeling.”

      “Oh come on, stop talking nonsense. You weren’t in love with Andrew.”

      “I was. I promise. I fought so hard against it, woman. If I knew that you were a woman behind his manly features, it would’ve been a different story.” He sat up with both of us.

      “Please.” I begged him.

      “You are strong enough.”

      “Please.” I begged again kissing him in the nape of his neck.

      “Fine, just stop begging me.”

      I laughed. “Thank you.”

      We kissed again. That’s all we had been doing lately. I couldn’t get enough of this man. He was seriously turning into my everything too.

      “I didn’t know you had so many men fighting for you.”

      He smiled. “Many of them are dragons, but yes, most are tired of this war that never leads to anything and the conditions they are living in Katie.”

      I smiled. He had a good heart, a pure heart. I couldn’t wait to see what sort of a king he was going to be one day.

      “And with you by my side, nothing is going to stop us.”

      “I love that. Me by your side.”

      “Well you are whether you love it or not.”

      I laughed as our frolicking continued.

      He was everything that I ever wanted. I never thought that I would find it in the boy I used to despise with my entire heart.
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      Meetings were held every single day. I got my assignments under Andrew and was going to become him soon again.

      Albert gave me my bow back. I couldn’t even pull back the string with my strength, and the one I made was good, but Andrew would break it with his strength.

      I made more and more arrows for myself on a daily basis, carving my initials into them.

      “You really have a talent for making those.” Albert came behind me and kissed me on my ear.

      “What can I say, I’m a Viking.” I teased.

      “No, you are a princess, don’t forget that.” He kissed me on the tip of my nose and went back to what he needed to do.

      The days were flying by now and to be honest I was nervous as hell with everything that was going to come.

      I remembered the vision of the boy in the Cavern and was worried about what he meant.

      I pushed it to the back of my mind and carried on with making my arrows and just trying to not worry too much about things that were still to come.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      The scouts were coming in. The army was close and we all retreated to the mountains where we were going to fight this war.

      There weren’t going to be any negotiations.

      Katherine wasn’t going to be close to me. I made sure that she was well hidden, fighting with her bow and arrows, taking lives to save her own. It was war.

      She changed into Andrew early this morning.

      “See you when it’s over.” Andrew said as he hugged his mother. I already missed Katie and it felt weird to hug him.

      Maggy had tears in her eyes. “Just take care, Katie, Please.”

      “I’m Andrew, Maggy.”

      “Oh stop it you are freaking me out.” She scolded and Andrew laughed as he picked up his quiver. I might never see her again.

      “Katherine wait.” I said before Andrew disappeared and I didn’t care. It was Kate.

      I grabbed him and pulled him in for a hug. “I miss your breasts.” I said and he laughed.

      “I’ll be fine. Al. Don’t die.” He said.

      “I’m with Maggy, this is weird.” I kissed him on the head.

      “It’s me, idiot. But I understand.” He smiled and touched my cheek before he looked at Robert. “You take care of him.” He spoke in Latin.

      “Always,” Robert said and ran after the team of archers.

      So weird.

      I climbed on Robert’s back, Helmut on Emanual and Yvonne said that Caleb could fight with her.

      “Hey you,” Constance said. “Stay alive, please.”

      “I’m not planning on dying, Connie.” I said and put on my mask.

      Robert took off and we were in the sky in two ticks.

      We landed a few moments later on the mountain. They were already fighting. Robert blew on some of my father’s men, and Emanual breathed fire from the other side.

      I jumped off Bob’s back and started to fight with my sword. Slashing through one after the other.

      I had to get to my father, to make him see that this needed to stop before more died.

      I was fighting with more than one, and they boxed me in. I needed to stay alive.

      The three men grunted one after the other as they fell down. Arrows sticking from their backs and neck. Katherine’s arrows or Andrew’s. She was keeping an eye on me.

      The fight carried on as more and more of my father’s men fell. I saw a glimpse of him on Jako’s back.

      I whistled for Robert and he caught me in mid air as Jako was flying with my father.

      He flicked me onto his back as we followed in pursuit.

      He did a reroute, took us into a trap. I should’ve seen it coming.

      A net covered Bob’s entire body and he was going down.

      I tried to cut the net, but nothing worked.

      It was dragon magic.

      Jako caught the net and threw Bob with me lodged on his back against the mountain hard.

      He was stone cold.

      We were going to lose badly.

      He hit the ground hard with me and everything went black.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      I tried to stay hidden and keep an eye on Albert too but when he disappeared on Robert’s back, I knew it was a mistake.

      A dragon on the horizon caught my eye.

      It had a rider on it’s back. Long hair flapping in the wind.

      Whoever they were, they weren’t from our party and I pulled my bow’s string back and aimed for the rider.

      That dragon was the biggest I’d ever seen, and I let the arrow fly.

      I saw the rider fall.

      The dragon darted down to the ground fast, and just like that disappeared from my sight.

      The fight was coming to us and we tried to outrun it.

      I had my part to play in this too, I needed to stay alive.

      Archers with arrows overpowered us on the run and one of the arrows struck my side.

      I was losing a lot of blood as I tried to get away.

      A dragon’s call made me more afraid but it lifted me up and its paw closed as it flew with me.

      Was it Robert?

      “Hold on, human.” Tanya’s dragon voice said.

      She was saving my life, why?

      I passed out and woke up as the sun rose.

      We were at a river bank.

      “What happened, where is Albert.”

      “I don't know. It’s over, that’s all I know.”

      “Oh,” I touched my side.

      I was a woman again and Andrew’s clothes were too big.

      “Where are my kernels?”

      “I don’t know. Here are some clothes.” She threw pants and a woman’s shirt at me. “I can’t heal you, you have lost a lot of blood.”

      “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “I didn’t want to do this. Something made me save your life. I’m not happy about any of this.” She yelled at the sky.

      “Why did you lie and tell everyone that you couldn’t speak English?”

      Her head snapped at me. “I’m not speaking English, you are speaking Latin.”

      “What? Don’t be absurd. I can’t speak Latin. I suck at Latin.”

      “Well, you speak it fluently now.”

      “I’m talking English.”

      “Think again.” She looked at me. “Probably the idiots that want this are giving you a gift.”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      “Whoever is out there wanting this.”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head.

      There was goo and shit on my wound with a leaf or two numbing the pain.

      She was really resourceful.

      “If it’s of any consolation, I didn’t ask for this either, you know.”

      “Just shut up.”

      “For what it’s worth, thank you.”

      “I don't need your thanks.” She snided.

      “You are unbelievable, you know that. Sulking around about shit. People are dead, Tanya. I don’t even know if Al is still alive.”

      She looked at me. “I didn’t see what happened to him, all I know it’s over.”

      “Who won?”

      “I don’t know but we were outnumbered by far. Albert was naive to think he could put an end to anything.”

      “Hey, that’s my husband you are talking about.”

      “I don't care. It was stupid. We can take care of ourselves, we don’t need humans.”

      “You idiots don’t think so.” I pointed at the sky.

      “You are so annoying, just shut up.”

      “What don’t you understand I don’t like this arrangement either.”

      “You humans will say anything.”

      “I’m not like them.”

      “Sure, I don’t care.”

      “Fine, you want proof.” I said, and she nodded.

      “You’re free, go. I don’t need you. I don’t want a dragon.”

      She froze. “You mean that?”

      “Yes, I mean it. Go.” I yelled and she just stood there. She nodded and then disappeared into the woods.

      The trees rumbled and a dragon figure flew out of the forest. She was in the air. I kept staring at her and then I saw a net catch her and bring her down.

      “No, no.” I yelled and got up.

      It was too far for me to reach her in time.

      They were going to harvest her organs for sure.

      I had Andrew’s bow with Katherine’s strength. It wasn’t going to do shit.

      But I kept pushing forward.

      My wound was bleeding again profoundly and I had to rest.

      Still I kept tracking them.

      I never knew I had this kind of tracking ability. It was never that strong before.

      I started to hear voices as the sun was starting to set.

      They had made camp and I moved closer.

      I could see Tanya hoisted in the net, still in her dragon form. She wouldn’t show them her human form. Her mouth was tied with something, rope or some sort of contraption otherwise she would have been able to persuade herself out of this situation. Somehow they knew that.

      C’mon Katherine. You need to save her.

      I took my bow and nocked an arrow, but the string didn’t want to budge with the amount of strength I had left.

      I tried again.

      If there is a greater power out there, please help me to save her. They are going to harvest her organs, please.

      I opened my eyes and pulled back on the string with all the strength I could muster and aimed at the net that held her.

      I let the arrow go as my strength waned and it cut the rope halfway in width.

      The weight broke the rope and she landed with a thud on the ground.

      The men immediately ran in my direction as I fell against the tree.

      I was done. I had lost way too much blood and wasn’t going to know Albert’s fate or Paegeia’s for that matter.

      Everything turned black.

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      I woke up in the infirmary.

      My chest was aching and I saw a long burn mark.

      “You are alive, thank heavens.” My mother hugged me.

      “What happened?”

      “I thought you were dead,” my mother cried.

      “What happened, where is Katherine, Robert?”

      “Who is Katherine, Albert?”

      “Where is she mother?”

      “I don’t know. I only care about you. I thought you had died, and this is what you did, Albert.”

      “What happened mother?” I tried to get up and it was like my mind was open. Voices, voices that weren’t in this room with us overpowered my ears.

      I grunted.

      “Lie down.” My mother yelled.

      “You don’t have to yell at me. I need answers.” Tears welled up in my eyes.

      “I need answers too.”

      “Your answers can wait.” I said through gritted teeth.

      Tears rolled down my mother’s cheeks. “I thought you were dead, your father thought you died. Do you have any idea what you put us through, put him through when he found you on that acid spitter’s back?”

      “A Night Villain.” I corrected her. “His name is Robert, where is he?”

      “Where do you think he is.” She looked sad.

      “No, Mom, please. He is my dragon, has been for the past six years. Where is he?”

      “Your dragon. Al, they can’t be tamed, what were you thinking.”

      “I tamed him. Where is he?”

      Her gaze left mine and looked at the floor.

      No, he can’t be dead.

      “Where is he!?”

      She flinched from my tone. “He told your father he could save your life.” She looked at my scar. “He gave you a piece of his heart.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t know dragons could do that.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Your father waited until you were fine, and then he locked him up with all the other dragons.”

      They had refused to change.

      “Where is Delilah?”

      “She is sleeping Albert. It’s late. Rest, your father needs a word too when you are better. This is treason.”

      “I’m the crown prince of Paegeia.”

      “It’s still treason.” She yelled, got up and left.

      “Mom,” I begged.

      She stopped and sighed.

      “Did you find a woman with brown hair?”

      She squinted. “Not that I know off, but the scouts are bringing more and more rebels to the dungeons, Albert. What you did…”

      “They are dragons too, they are just different.” Tears flowed down my cheeks.

      She left.

      Where the hell was Katie? Was she even still alive?
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      I woke up in a cell with Tanya sitting in the corner.

      My chest ached.

      “Where the hell are we?”

      “You’re awake.” She came over to me and hugged me.

      I froze. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “I’m sorry. I was an idiot, Kate.” It was the first time she said my name.

      I touched my chest and crinched of the pain.

      “I had no choice.”

      “Had no choice about what.”

      “You would’ve died. I gave you my essence.” She opened her dress and showed me a similar scar.

      “Tanya, what did you do?”

      “You will heal, Kate, just take it easy.”

      At once voices drummed in my ears. Loud voices.

      I covered my ears and grunted as I lay on the floor. “What is happening?”

      “Deep breaths.” I heard Tanya’s mumbling. “You hear the way we do now. You can control it, just turn the voices down.”

      “How?” I grunted as my ear drums felt like they were going to pop.

      “C’mon Kate, you can do it.”

      “What is this, Tanya?”

      “I accepted the bond.”

      “Why, you stupid woman, I freed you.”

      “And then you saved my life. All acts of kindness, it was the turning point. I’m sorry, I didn’t know. I know you don’t want a dragon, I’ll be anything you want me to be. I give you my oath, I’ll die for you and with you.”

      “Stop, this isn’t you.” I looked at her as I still tried to make the voices softer.

      “It is. I promise. I just didn’t see things clearly.”

      The voices were still loud but they became bearable.

      “You have the gift too, Kate. They don’t know that, we can get us out of this mess.”

      “Is Albert alive?” I need to know and she grunted.

      “Tanya, tell me is he alive.”

      “I don’t know. I think he is, but he isn’t here, is he Kate.”

      “He will come for me.”

      She shook her head.

      “And you. He said he needs us for his school.”

      She laughed. “You really think there is going to be a school. You are just as naive as he is.”

      “He will come for us. What is this essence you gave me.”

      “A piece of me. We heal faster, we do everything better than humans. It’s not immortality but you will live for centuries.”

      “What!” I didn’t want to live for centuries. Not if Al was dead. “What the hell did you do?” I screamed and clutched my head.

      “You were about to die.”

      “Then you should’ve let me die.”

      “I couldn’t do that. I just told you we do everything on a deeper level. I care about you. I wouldn’t be able to live in a world without you Kate.”

      I grunted. “Please don’t tell me that you are in love with me too.”

      “No, it’s not like that. I know you are married. See me as your big sister.”

      “My big sister?”

      “Yes, one that will always be there. Always.”

      I squinted. This was too complicated to make sense of.

      “Kate,” someone familiar called my voice.

      “Fred, is that you?” I yelled.

      “You’re alive. We were so worried when they brought you in.” He was a few cells in front of me.

      “Is Albert alive?” Dragons roared. I froze. “They are here too.”

      “Al is alive. It’s Robert.” He said.

      “What are they doing to him?”

      “Nothing, their fate will be determined with ours.”

      “Their fate?”

      “You don’t know King Louis, Katherine.”

      I got what he was saying and Goran’s words played like a broken record in my mind. He was never going to accept me. I was a commoner.

      “I have a plan. As soon as we are out, they don’t know I’m a dragon. We will get out of here.”

      I didn’t want to nod but I did. My life with Albert was over.

      This ring meant nothing if his father was not going to accept me.

      I started to cry and Tanya held me tight.

      “It’s going to be okay, Kate.”

      “No it’s not. Goran warned me this would happened. I didn’t listen.”

      “I’ll get us all out of here, I promise.”

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      I spoke to Delilah. Told her that I needed her help to find Katherine.

      “Who is Katherine, Albert?”

      “The girl from the ball, my wife.”

      She gasped and then smiled. She touched my face lovingly and then her smile disappeared. “Your father is never going to accept her.”

      “I don’t care what he says. We were married in front of God. She is my wife.”

      “He believes he is God, he will annul it.”

      I sighed. “He won’t. Not her. He will see.”

      “Baby, he is talking about a trial. He captured all the rebels. The princes are being held hostage in their rooms too. The kings are not taking this lightly.”

      “When is his hatred going to stop? With my death, my real death. He never learns.”

      “He’s not going to either.”

      “I hate him.” I put my arms on my knees and just cried.

      “You tried to listen for her.”

      I nodded. “I can’t hear into the dungeons.”

      She sighed. “I have problems with that too.”

      “I love her so much.”

      “He is going to make you marry Drizelda, Albert, like he intended to.”

      “I don’t love Drizelda.”

      “Why would this lady even be in the dungeons.”

      “She fought with the rebellion.”

      “She what?”

      “She is everything I ever wanted.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes.

      “Then let’s hope with all the strength we possess that your father is going to see that, Albert.”

      She knew what that meant. Katherine was fierce, a perfect queen for me.

      I nodded.

      The door opened and my father walked in.

      “My king,” she bowed, got up and walked out the door.

      My father closed the door and silence lingered.

      “I don’t know where to begin.” He said.

      “How about I understand why you did this.”

      “I don’t Albert. I thought you were dead. When I saw you were the leader of the rebellion I saw black. It was Jako who told me it was you. I could’ve killed you. Why, why did you do this?”

      “Because they are dragons too. It was necessary.”

      “Starting a war. Do you know what this war cost us, the people.”

      “The people. What about the Chromatic children, father, being hunted for the black market.”

      “You know I can’t stop the market Albert. We need those potions.”

      “No, you need them because of the curse.”

      “It is treason.” He yelled.

      “There can’t be peace without war, you taught me that.”

      “Peace, there was peace.”

      “No, there wasn’t. You were too blind to see it. I thought you would have learned from your true love.”

      “She was Metallic.”

      “She was a dragon father. Dragon is dragon. It doesn’t matter how you look at them. Some are just scarier than others, but they are all dragons.”

      “It was a Chromatic that cursed me.”

      “Because you didn’t do a thing to try to stop them when they executed her.”

      “That’s not true. I did everything in my power, but I had to make a choice.”

      “Make a choice.” I huffed. “Do what you need to do. If there is going to be a trial, then throw me in the dungeon too. I was the head of this rebellion. If my dragon dies, if any of my men die, then be prepared to execute me too.”

      “Albert.”

      “No, the law is the law, father. If you are not prepared to change it,” I got up and hit my door. The guard walked in.

      “Take me to the dungeons.” I said and surrendered my hands to him to be cuffed.

      “Don’t be absurd. Leave us.”

      The guard closed the doors.

      “Albert you don’t understand. I have lost so many men.”

      “I have lost many too.”

      He closed his eyes.

      “Then we will negotiate.”

      I nodded.

      “Rest, I need to consult with Jako first.” He left.

      I knew where his negotiations were going to lead to.

      I just want her to be safe. It’s all.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      The next few days a lawyer came to our cell.

      “My name is William Time.” The man said. He couldn’t have been older than Albert. “I’m your lawyer, if a trial is going to take place.”

      Tanya gave an unbelievable laugh. “You are here to defend us.”

      “Not at the moment. The king is willing to negotiate.”

      “Negotiate. It doesn’t matter what is said. Dragons won’t come out of this one alive, and you know it.”

      He just looked at her.

      “What negotiations?” I asked.

      “The crown prince told his father that he will die with you all if there is a trial. I’m on your side. What he did was treason, but he is the crown prince. If he wasn’t, everyone would’ve already been executed. Now, I’m not going to lie. You two being women your chances are not good as is.”

      “Because women are so less superior.” Tanya snided.

      “It’s their law.”

      “Their?” I asked.

      “I know she is a dragon.” He said.

      “You are a dragon too.” Tanya said. “Let me guess, a Crown-Tail.”

      “I was hired by the prince way before all of this started. Now is there any leverage you two might have?”

      “Yes,” Tanya said. “She’s Albert’s wife.”

      He froze and frowned as he looked at me. I stared at Tanya.

      “Is that true?” William asked.

      I nodded. “We were married about 20 days ago.”

      “Can a priest verify this?”

      “No, because I was ordered to compel him.” Tanya snided. “The prince can confirm it.”

      He nodded.

      “I’ll get word to him. I’m sure he is worried about you.”

      He left and went into another cell but left faster than he entered.

      “Why did you tell him that.”

      “You heard what he said, we need leverage. If you being Albert’s wife isn’t leverage, I don’t know what is.”

      I didn’t reply to that. I was just worried about how all this was going to turn out.

      I kept seeing the boy that looked like Andrew. The girl was just a possibility, that was it.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      I hit my hand hard on the table. “No, none of the dragons will lose their lives.”

      “Albert,” my father yelled just as the door opened. His guards had taken a register of all the surviving men.

      I didn’t see Katherine or Tanya’s names on it.

      It was William, a Crown-Tail who I had hired to be our presentation if it was going to end up in a trial.

      “Can I help you?” The king asked.

      “It’s William, he is representing the rebellion.”

      “You got representation. I thought we are negotiating.” My father said.

      “If it came to that, Father. I’m not stupid. I know how you think.”

      I got up and went to William while my father sat at the desk annoyed that I had gotten representation to begin with.

      “Albert, you have women in this crusade.”

      “They are down in the dungeon.” I asked and he nodded.

      I closed my eyes.

      “One of them claims to be your wife.”

      “Katherine.”

      “What?” My father said. “You are married?”

      “Father it has nothing to do with you. If you thought I was going to marry that spoiled brat that has no backbone, you were making a huge mistake. She is cruel, she will never be fit to be my queen. There are no negotiations about that. We were married in front of God. That is that.”

      “I need to see this priest.”

      “He was compelled afterward.”

      “Then the wedding never happened.”

      “It’s a done deal. It happened. I made my vows to her in front of God. She will be my queen.”

      “Her bloodline.”

      “I don’t give a crap about her bloodline.”

      “Albert this is ludicrous. Who is she.”

      “The girl that won mother’s lottery.”

      “A commoner.” He yelled.

      “Take that word back, she is not a commoner. She is the fifth woman that made it out of the Sacred Cavern. She has royalty in her being, she doesn’t need it in her blood.”

      My father fell quiet as he knew all the women before her that made it out of the Sacred Cavern were all queens.

      “No, I won’t be lowered to this.”

      “It’s not your choice.” I roared.

      “I can’t listen to this. If it’s a trial you want, you will get one.”

      He walked with huge strides out of the door.

      “Albert stop him. This will end with executions. These women don’t stand a chance.”

      “He knows what he is doing. If he kills any of my men, he will have to kill me too.”

      He gasped. “You are the crown prince.”

      “He can change the law. He thinks he is greater than God. I’ll force his hand in this one.”

      William nodded. “I hope you know what you are doing Albert.”

      “How is she? I need to see her.”

      “You know that’s not going to happen. She is alive, healthy even. The Green-Vapor with her is feisty.”

      “Tanya is with her. I thought all the dragons were locked in another part.”

      “She is in her human form. Quite protective of the girl.”

      I smiled. “She is.”

      He nodded.

      “She’s her dragon.”

      “What?”

      “I told you before, Chromatics are not that different from Metallics.”

      “It’s different for Chromatics though. I heard about a bond that needs to be made. The rider needs to break them.”

      “Not that hard. Robert is mine.”

      “You broke the acid spitter.”

      “Night Villain and yes, he gave me his essence.”

      William gasped. “I never thought any of this would ever be possible Albert.”

      “They are not that different from you guys, Will. You need to find a way for me to stay married to Katherine.”

      “Without the priest’s confession, Al, it’s not ordained by God. You know that.”

      “I had to compel him.”

      “Using a dragon’s gift.” He laughed.

      “I asked, she said yes. I was not using anyone.”

      He sighed. “I never thought I would live to see this day. You really are a man of your word.” He bowed. “I hope with all my heart to not disappoint you.” He sighed turned around and walked away.

      I closed my eyes as the door closed.

      I had a funny feeling that I shouldn’t have compelled that priest.

      Tanya couldn’t take it back, it would only lift years from now and then it will be too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      

      Days passed before guards came and took me roughly out of the cell.

      Tanya tried to interfere but she got thrown against the wall, hard.

      “Just stop, it’s fine.” I yelled as the cell door shut.

      She shouted profanities as they took me away, warned them of her wrath if anything happened to me. “Where are you taking me?”

      “You need to clean up.” The guard said.

      He took me to the castle. It was day and the light was burning my eyes as we stepped out in the sunlight.

      An old woman greeted us at the entrance. “I have her from here,” she said.

      “The king ordered…”

      “I have it from here. She is your crown prince’s wife. You want me to take it up with him.”

      “No my lady.” He said and turned around.

      “You know Albert. Have you seen him?”

      She nodded. “Let’s get you in a bath, shall we?” She was kind to me.

      “Why all of this?” I asked.

      “The king and queen want a word with you.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t worry, they won’t do anything. He knows Albert would never forgive him if he did anything out of rage.”

      Out of rage.

      She led me to a beautiful bathroom and helped me to get disrobed. Her eyes landed on my scar.

      “You got the essence too.”

      “The essence?” I looked at my scar. “Oh that.”

      She laughed. “Oh that? You were given a great gift Katherine. Just like Albert.”

      “Wait Albert got it too.”

      She nodded.

      “He almost died.”

      “He was so to say dead.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “The stupid idiot. He should’ve never followed that dragon.”

      “It was all part of the plan, sweetheart. He wanted King Louis to fall hard. They are not that different from each other. Albert knows what he is doing. If this isn’t going to sort things out, you have time Katherine. Time others don’t have.” She touched my face.

      I didn’t like that. How long was I going to have to wait for Albert.

      She helped me into the bath and then she bathed me as she talked about Albert as a boy. I knew who she was. She was his nanny.

      She washed my hair and when the water was starting to turn cold, it was time to get out.

      “He loves you very much. He couldn’t stop talking about you.” I told her.

      “I could say the same about you.”

      I chuckled.

      “He was so lost after that ball, high on a cloud that I couldn’t reach.”

      “I should’ve shown myself that day to him.” I told her about the incident when he paid Drizelda’s bill in my mother’s grocer and gave her a seal to spare her of taxation.

      She laughed at the silly parts and just smiled softly at how head over heels I was for him.

      She put me in a beautiful dress, one I could only dream of wearing and then when I was finally ready to be presented to the king and queen she took me to see them with the guard in tow.

      I was brought to the throne room where they both were waiting.

      The king stared at my dress for a while as the queen squinted. My heart was thumping.

      “How could you?” The king asked.

      “So.”

      “It was mine to give to her, my lord.” The old woman answered.

      He was speaking to Delilah.

      He nodded and ground his teeth.

      He was talking about the dress.

      “You are Katherine Squires.” He asked and I nodded.

      “You are married to my son.”

      “Yes, your majesty,” I bowed my head.

      “There is an easy way out of this all, Katherine.”

      “My lord,” Delilah asked. “I beg you don’t do this.”

      “He has to learn life is hard. Being a king is hard and even he has to respect what I say.”

      Goran’s words flashed through my head.

      “Your life for all of them.”

      I looked at the king. My life.

      “My king, please, don’t do this.” Delilah begged again.

      “He is not making it easy. He has to learn.”

      “Not like this.”

      “My decision…”

      “You are doing exactly the same as your father, Louis.” She was stern.

      “Have you forgotten who he is?” The queen yelled.

      “No, I know who he is. Your father did this to you. Have you forgiven him yet for it?” She was feisty.

      The king’s nostrils flared. He was livid.

      “Don’t do this, please. He will never forgive you.”

      “I had to make a choice that day. You want to tell me I made the wrong choice.”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head.

      What choice?

      “But you are walking the same path with your son the one you walked with your father. I love you both. Don’t do this please.”

      “She will be executed at sun down.”

      I felt as if my knees were going to give in.

      A commotion was coming from the far end of the throne room and I turned around as the guard wanted to take me back.

      A fist and a knee connected hard with his face and groin and then I was in Albert’s arms. “Have you lost your mind?” Albert roared.

      “You will learn to respect me boy.”

      “I’m no longer a boy. Open your eyes. She is my choice. How can you sit there and be okay with this mother?”

      “Albert I’m not, but he is your king.”

      “Then you need to kill me too. As I won’t live without her.”

      “Albert. Someone has to pay for your actions.”

      “Then let me pay.”

      “You are the crown prince of Paegeia. You will not die for this.”

      “I swear if you do this, I will find a way to kill you.”

      “Albert!” his mother yelled.

      “I will hunt you down till the day you are ash.” He yelled.

      “Albert stop.” I said.

      “No, you are not going to die for this. It’s ludicrous.” Tears welled up in his eyes.

      “Your father will let everyone go. Please.”

      “No, I won’t allow it. It’s time to fight Kate. Fight for us with me please.” He begged me.

      “You knew this will happen.” I cried too. “I just want peace. Please.”

      He hugged me tight and his lips brushed my head.

      “Don’t do this please,” he begged his dad again.

      “Okay, there is another way.

      “No,” Albert grunted.

      “It’s not for you to decide, Albert but for her.”

      “Don’t do this please. She is my choice, just like the Swallow Annex was yours.”

      “I didn’t end up with her now did I son.”

      “No, you didn’t because your father did exactly the same as you are doing to me now.”

      “Set her free, Albert. Marry Drizelda and your men will go free. All of them. No harm will come to her.”

      I got what she told me. If this doesn’t work out, time will. I will be with Albert eventually way, way in the future. After Drizelda’s death.

      “Don’t do this please. I told you what she did, Father.”

      “She is still a commoner.”

      “She is not a fucking commoner. I don’t love Drizelda.”

      “Albert,” I touched his chest.

      “No, this is what he wants Katherine. He wasn’t going to execute anyone. That was why I got brought in to hear what he was ordering. To beg, this, this is what he truly wanted.”

      His father sighed.

      “Don’t do this. Fight Katherine.”

      “Dammit, Albert. It’s not going to happen, but time will heal.” I touched his chest.

      I felt his scar. His nanny would tell him I have the same one. “Enough. Please. It’s going to be okay.” I hugged him tight as he shook.

      “Don’t do this Kate.”

      “You wanted me to be queen one day. It’s not always about what we want, but what we can accomplish by doing the things we don’t want to. The things that are needed.” I looked at the king and nodded.

      “Then it’s a done deal. You will be taken back to Eikenborough free from all charges and so are your men.”

      A guard took me as Al broke down and fell to his knees. “you will marry Drizelda in due time and that Night Villain is no dragon to my son.”

      I closed my eyes as I was taken to a carriage and I broke down when the door closed.

      His father was so cruel. He was stripping him of everything he owned.

      I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye, nothing.

      The ride took a few hours and I gasped when I saw how bad Eikenborough looked.

      It was basically destroyed with only a few buildings standing.

      My mother’s grocer was one of them and the tavern another.

      The carriage left as I got out and I walked to the grocer and opened the door.

      Fallon was packing bottles of remedies on the shelf.

      “Just make sure that it’s the blue ointment.” My mother’s voice came from the back.

      “Yes, Mom.” She said.

      “Katie,” my brother yelled. He had gotten so big and came crashing into me.

      My sister turned around and gasped and my mother came out of the store room.

      I kissed Sam on his head. “You got so big slugger.”

      “You are a princess.”

      I shook my head. “I was, but just for a short while.”

      “Oh Katie, I’m so sorry.” My mother came to hug me and I broke down crying in her neck.

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      “How Mom, he is forcing him to marry Drizelda Longbottom.” Her name tasted like venom.

      “Everything will work out as it’s meant to be. You will see.” She gave me her famous answer.

      “Not this time.” I cried my eyes out against her embrace.

      “Shhh, shhh” she kept on saying. “You need something to eat and rest. You went through a lot.”

      My mother took me out of the grocer and into the tavern.

      “Where is Maggy?”

      “Still with the children.”

      “They are still hiding.”

      She nodded. “She said Albert would send word if it’s safe. You need to eat.”

      “Katie,” Rowena rushed over and grabbed me tight into a hug. “I’m so happy to see you.”

      More tears flowed. When was I going to stop feeling this sadness?

      “Shh, you knew this was going to happen. You will be okay, Katherine.” My mother stroked my back.

      Maggy’s mother gave me stew she made for the tavern’s menu today and I picked at my food as my mother sat with me.

      “We are rebuilding everything and we are staying here for a short while until we have another place. Tony has been a tremendous help. Finally showed everyone that he is a dragon. He has protected us from so many attacks. We owe him everything.”

      I just nodded as I picked at the stew.

      “Katherine eat something please.”

      “I can’t Mom.” I said and my eye caught the ring that Albert gave me.

      I closed my eyes. “He still has dad’s ring.”

      “Let him keep it.”

      I looked at my mother and more tears fell down my cheeks as my shoulders shook. “I don’t want to be queen. If I constantly have to make decisions like that…”

      “Shhh.” She got up and took me up to our room.

      She put me in bed and kissed my face a couple of times.

      I didn’t want to eat or sleep. I couldn’t. Because I knew I would dream about him.

      About the imperfect world we lived in.

      And the reality would break me.

      “Try to get some rest, Katie.” She kissed my head and left the room.

      I cried until I couldn’t cry anymore and then exhaustion took over.
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      I woke up and found Tanya sitting in the chair. She was talking to Sam.

      “Katie,” he saw me awake. “You really have your own dragon?” He asked.

      I looked at Tanya. She was here, meaning the king kept his deal of the bargain.

      “How long have I been out?”

      “About a day. You humans do sleep a lot, don’t you. I heard what you did, what he wanted you to do. Haven’t you listened to a thing I told you.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “I gave you my essence.”

      “I didn’t ask for it.”

      “Me either. Dammit Kate, what did you think would happen? That he would actually let you stay married. He is royal, you are not.”

      “Yes, okay. Yes. I was that naive. I have lost everything Tanya, I have nothing to offer you.” I cried.

      She got up and hugged me tight. “That’s not how it works kiddo. You are stuck with me for richer and poorer, till death do us part.”

      “I’m not like that…”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. Ewe.” She joked and my brother laughed.

      “You can speak English.”

      She shrugged. “So what, sue me. You will be okay. He has the essence, you have it too. A few decades is nothing when compared to what Robert and I gave you.”

      “Everyone is free.”

      “Yes, his father is now giving into all his demands. After he forced Bob and you out of his life. Albert doesn’t even care anymore or that is the word I got from Bob.”

      “You’ve seen him.”

      She nodded.

      “Albert got what he wanted.”

      “No Kate he didn’t. He lost you. He learned the hard way that not everything can be won with war and that sometimes sacrifices have to be made to get the things that will bring peace.”

      I nodded.

      “You have time. You will be with him one day again. When the old fart is gone.”

      “He will still be married to Drizelda.”

      “He will be king then. He will make new laws and break old ones.”

      I nodded again. How long that would take I didn’t know.
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      The next few days everyone was talking about the royal wedding.

      I tried to stay busy. I introduced Tanya to Tony. He could smell a mile away that she was a Chromatic dragon and listened with eagerness at the few words he pulled out of both Tanya and me about our connection. He said the same thing. How it was blasphemous at a stage and that he didn’t think he would be alive the day when something like it happened.

      Tanya was helping out in the grocer too. It was open again as construction was taking place outside. Everyone was busy. I missed Maggy and wish that I could see her again.

      The door chimed and I froze when I saw Drizelda waltzing in.

      “I’ll take this one.” My mother said.

      “I would like some of your lavender sweetwater. Albert absolutely love that stuff.”

      “Sure, how many would you like.” My mother asked.

      “My lady. I’m going to be your queen one day show some respect commoner. You can be glad that I still shop at this disgusting place. Everything you have so that I don’t have to come back again.”

      “Of course, let me just do the accounting.”

      “Accounting. Seriously. I’m going to be queen one day. What I want, I always get.” She looked at me.“Oh hi cindersoot.”

      “Cinderwhat?” Tanya asked.

      “Tanya,” my mother said.

      “No, what is it that you wanted to say.” Drizelda pushed.

      “I’m not afraid of you whoever you are.” she laughed. “I feel sorry for Albert.”

      “He is your crown prince, whoever you are. Don’t be so informal with him.”

      “Whoever I am. Sweetheart you have no idea who you are talking to.”

      “Well you can’t be someone that important if you are working here.”

      Tanya gasped.

      “Tanya enough.” My mother said.

      “I will eat you…”

      “Enough,” I yelled and took her to the back.

      “Sorry about that,” my mother’s voice said.

      “Albert will hear about this, you have my word.” I heard her telling my mother as Tanya protested.

      “He is marrying that.”

      “Don’t remind me please.” I begged.

      “His father has no idea what he is doing to him. I give that one day after he dies. Albert will be back for you.”

      I shook my head and pushed back my tears.

      I heard the doorbell chimed and I broke down in Tanya’s embrace.

      “Shh, it’s going to be okay.”

      The doorbell chimed again. I didn’t want to listen this time to who it was. I wished I could just sleep for a hundred years like sleeping Beauty. Tanya could be the dragon that would protect me until it was time for Albert to be free.

      The storeroom door opened.

      “Katie,” my mother came in. “There is someone here for you.”

      I looked at her and saw the broad smile on her face.

      Albert. I rushed past her and froze when I saw Goran.

      “Hey Katie.” He smiled.

      I sighed and closed my eyes but ran to him. I sort of broke down in his arms again.

      He hugged me tight. “I warned you. I know his dad. They are all the same.”

      “I should’ve listened to you.”

      “Can we go somewhere private to talk?”

      I nodded in his embrace and he let me go.

      “Mom, is it okay…” I sniffed.

      “Go, sweetheart.”

      “Mrs Squires.” Goran bowed. “Tanya,” he said and I heard a small grunt coming from her.

      We went outside and walked past men that were busy with construction.

      “I heard Tanya finally made peace with you.”

      “Yes, after I saved her life and she can speak English.”

      He laughed.  “I’m glad. For what it’s worth.”

      I smiled. “What are you doing here.”

      “You know what I’m doing here, Kate.”

      “Goran?” I sighed.

      “I know I’m not Al…”

      The Andrew in the pond flushed through my mind.

      “It’s not that. We can still be together.”

      “The king won’t change his mind Kate.”

      “When he is dead.”

      “How long do you think it’s going to take.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Kate, you are going to give up the best years of your life.”

      “We both have the essence, Goran. I can wait.”

      “I don’t have the essence. You can make us both happy. I will die. She will die too.”

      “I…” he put his finger on my lips.

      “Think about it. You don’t have to be alone, Kate. I will take you in any form.”

      I smiled.

      He kissed me on the head, and his lips lingered there for a short while. “I’m sorry about the way his dad treated you. I warned him that he would do that.”

      “I’ll think about it, okay.”

      He let me go and walked back with me to the store.

      We said goodbye in front of the store.

      “Hey,” I called him back and he stopped. “How is Maggy.”

      “She will be home soon, Kate. You’ll see, my brother’s tactic won’t work either.”

      I didn’t nod. She was so sure that she would get her happily ever after too.

      He waved and carried on walking. I walked into the store again back to my miserable life.

      My eyes caught Tanya and for some reason I couldn’t breathe.

      “Sweetheart,” my mom said. “What is…?”

      It felt as if everything just dawned on me. What my life was going to be like. Years and years without Albert. I would have a boy and a girl. The boy now with Goran and the girls centuries from now with Al. I couldn’t breathe.

      I rushed out the door and ran as fast as I could.

      I didn’t look back.

      I didn’t even pay any attention to the shrieks and screams of the villagers. I just ran. I didn’t want to think anymore, I didn’t want to feel this empty anymore. I didn’t want to love Albert the way I did. I just wanted to be far away from here.

      I was lifted from the ground and flicked onto something hard. The wind was howling in my ears and when I opened my eyes I saw green scales.

      “Where too.” Tanya asked me.

      “Far away please.” I said and just held on for dear life.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      

      Drizelda moved into the west wing with her wretched family. She was already talking my ears off.

      “You are not even listening to a word I say. What is wrong with you?”

      I looked at her with a blank stare. “Let’s get one thing straight, I’ll never love you. My heart belongs to someone else.”

      “I don’t care. You will love me eventually.”

      “No I won’t. This arrangement won’t last Drizelda.” I got up and left.

      She didn’t follow, a miracle in itself.

      I missed Katherine and I knew Goran was going to do everything in his power to woo her. To step in and do whatever it took to be in her life.

      How long was I going to wait for her until we were finally going to be together.

      “Son a word.” My father said but I just kept walking. I didn’t care about his words anymore either.

      He took the two things that mattered the most in my life away from me.

      I was a prisoner in my own castle and went to my room.

      “What did you expect Louis?” My mother said when he complained that I was walking around like a ghost.

      “I will not have it.”

      “Have you ever thought that none of this is about you? You know how he felt about the Chromatic dragons. You ignored it. You always ignore him.”

      “Don’t tell me…”

      “What, how to raise your son? I raised him. Delilah raised him. You did nothing, you couldn’t even look at him.”

      I tuned them out. I didn’t want to listen to their bickering anymore. I was so tired. That was going to be my life in a few years. Stuck in a marriage I didn’t want to be in.

      He was no different from his father.
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      The days ticked by and Helmut sent word that his father had budged.

      I rolled up the note. He had Maggy, but I couldn’t have Katherine.

      There was a meeting with Caleb’s and Helmut’s dad. I listened in from my room.

      “How could you let him marry a commoner?”

      “He is my son.” Magnus said. “I’m not going to let him be unhappy, not like that. Do you think you showed Al? He is going to hate you, Louis, the way you hated your father. She was his Guinevere.”

      “Don’t say her name.”

      Guinevere, that was her name. I never even knew that.

      “Helmut will rule from his heart because he will be happy. I don’t care what that girl is, she is his choice. We won’t always be here Louis. It’s not too late to change your mind.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You are just as stubborn as your father was. You are going to lose him and he will change everything we worked hard for because of his hatred for you.”

      “He’ll get over it.”

      “She is the fifth woman out of the Sacred Cavern. You know what that means. She will be queen one day. The only question is will you live to see that day.”

      My father didn’t say anything and I tuned them out.

      Drizelda was like a yapping dog, annoying the living hell out of my mother and was starting to annoy my father too.

      How could he force my hand to marry that.

      She was so cruel to the staff. Made them clean stupid things and do stupid errands that were wasting their time. She humiliated them for her own pleasure.

      Soon she would try to order me around like that too.

      But my father still didn’t cancel the wedding.
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      On the day of the wedding, I got dressed in my prince’s robes. I felt numb. He didn’t even let me say goodbye to Katherine. Goran probably got what he wanted as he wasn’t here either.

      Helmut came.

      He was happy since Maggy was still at his side.

      “He’s not here, is he?”

      Helmut shook his head.

      “Is he with her.”

      “Albert don’t.”

      “I need to know.”

      “It’s hard on her, okay. Maggy saw her yesterday. The fact that my father budged and yours didn’t, she is taking it hard.”

      “Goran?”

      “He’s there for her. You know Goran. Always wants what you have.”

      Tears glistened in my eyes.

      “You have the essence she has it too.”

      “Oh and what am I going to do if your brother gets it, huh? I’ll never be with her, Helmut. You know that.”

      He closed his eyes. “He won’t. I promise you, he won’t. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “This is not how I foresaw things.” I sniffed.

      “Seriously Albert, you didn’t? We all knew that your marriage to her wouldn’t last. At least you had her while it did.”

      “Why does he hate me so much?”

      “He doesn’t hate you, he just shows it in a fucked up way. I really wish there was another way. Maggy absolutely loathes Drizelda.”

      “She’s here.”

      “Of course she is. It’s not that you didn’t fight hard, Albert. She was just too damn perfect right up until the end. She would be the perfect queen, one day.”

      “Let’s just do this and get it over with.” I walked to the door. My heart was breaking as she would be with Goran now. He knew how to reel vulnerable women in and she would marry him which would be the biggest mistake of her life.

      I waited at the front. My father and mother were on their thrones.

      The wedding march played and tears filled my eyes as I just stared at the carpet.

      Drizelda stood right next to me. Not saying a word. The priest started with the ceremony. I drowned out his words.

      “Stop.” My father said and my gaze shifted to his. “I need a word, Albert.”

      “Seriously now.” Drizelda asked.

      My father glared at her and she lowered her head.

      “Please son.”

      I got up and walked to my father. He led me out of the church to where the candles were lit.

      He closed the door as the guests started to twitter.

      He rested against the closed doors and sighed. “I can’t let you marry that wretched girl.”

      Was I hearing right? “Excuse me.”

      He turned around and for the first time in a long time, he looked at me with compassion. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I love you son, more than I should and I know that I haven’t been showing it to you the right way. Your mother begged me not to tell you, but I can’t keep this secret anymore.”

      “Tell me what.”

      “I didn’t do anything when they executed my first love. They gave me a choice.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “A choice no one should ever have to make.”

      “You choose your crown.”

      “No,” he yelled and a tear rolled down his cheek. All these years and he still loved her. He looked at me.

      “I chose my son. She chose you without thinking about it. It was her or you.”

      What was my father saying?

      “I couldn’t look at you because you look just like her.”

      “What are you saying.”

      “My brother was the crown prince. He was married to the woman you called mother. I was married to Gwendolyn. We had you, but my stupid brother was badly injured in a hunting accident and I didn’t want my father to discover what your mother was, so I let him die.”

      “You knew what she was.”

      “Of course I knew. I always knew. The heart can’t choose who you are going to love. But then you got sick. You didn’t have a dragon form, and she healed you when no physician could. His right hand saw it, he loathed dragons. He told him what she could do.

      They immediately arrested her, and he knew how to save the treaty he had with Magdel’s family. She was supposed to be queen, but with me already married and my brother dead, the crown would go to me. The treaty was lost.”

      “He did this for a fucking alliance.” I was so angry all of a sudden.

      My father nodded as his shoulders shook. I went to hug him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know. What happened after he took her into custody?”

      “He gave her a potion which made her change. The question was simple, her or you. The answer wasn’t.” He sniffed. “I was forced to marry my brother’s wife after they erased Gwen out of our history.” For the first time he spoke freely about her to me. He touched my face. “You are a lot like her. Always wanted dragons to be free. I’m sorry. It was just so hard to look at you. I do not want to be like my father, Albert. If this girl is who you love, then marry her.”

      I grabbed my father again. “Thank you father. What about the wedding that is busy taking place.”

      “It’s my doing. I’ll sort it out. Go get her.”

      Bob appeared in the hallway.

      I looked at my father.

      “And your dragon is pretty cool too.”

      I smiled at him and then ran to Robert.

      “Please tell me you know where she is?”

      “I have kept taps on her. Tried to speak to her a few times but what good would that have done. We need to hurry, Al. She is about to marry Goran.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll just carry you in my paw. Don’t want to ruin the royal attire.” He shifted and grabbed me with his claws.

      Her father’s ring was around my neck on a chain and I plucked it off.

      I put it back on my ring finger as Bob flew me toward wherever Goran and Katherine were.

      Please let me be on time. That’s all I ask.

      

      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      

      I kept hearing Al’s voice calling for me to wait. How long was I going to have to wait for him.

      I was standing for a second time in front of a priest. I told Goran not to do the vows part, I had nothing to vow to him, but he wouldn’t listen. I had given my vow to Albert, who was marrying Drizelda today.

      “If there is anyone present that has any reason these two should not to be wed, speak up now.”

      “Wait,” Albert’s voice was loud and clear.

      I closed my eyes as guests all gasped.

      “Kate,” he said and I turned around. Everyone was bowing to him.

      “Albert?” Goran said, sounding upset as he walked up to Albert.

      Al’s fist came out of nowhere and he punched Goran in the face. He went down and covered his nose.

      “I love you like a brother, but she is not yours.” He said.

      “Albert.” I sounded shocked.

      He looked at me. “It’s over. I told you to fight woman.” He grabbed me tight against his chest.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Stopping you from making the worst mistake of your life.”

      “Dammit, Al. Seriously.” Goran yelled again.

      Robert kicked Goran and he was on his back.

      “Could you stop punching your best friend?” I yelled at Albert.

      “He’s not my best friend. You are.” He went on one knee and started to laugh.

      “I don’t have a ring.” He looked at me. “But I have a heart, and a soul and my body and it’s all yours. Marry me Kate, this time, forever.”

      My lower lip started to vibrate.

      “For real.”

      “Forever.”

      I nodded and he grabbed me tight and twirled me around. He kissed me hard and long.

      I broke the kiss. “Wait what about your father.”

      He chuckled. “He finally came to his senses.”

      “He did?” I smiled.

      Albert smiled too, sighed and nodded. “He wants to meet you, and this time he promises not to use the word ‘commoner’.”

      I laughed as I kissed him again.

      He put me down and Tanya slapped him in the face.

      “Can you all just stop, please?” I looked at all of them.

      “If you ever break her heart again, I’ll kill you.” She said and walked toward the clearing. She changed into a dragon and flew away.

      “Still the same Tanya.”

      “Different. She has feelings now. Deep ones.” I said.

      Albert laughed. “As long as she knows I don’t share.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KATIE

      

      

      

      Albert took me to the castle. The king wanted to see me again.

      But this time it was different.

      We flew in Robert’s palm as Al didn’t want to mess up his clothes or my beautiful dress.

      His claw was big, and I was leaning against his one talon as Al covered my body, standing on two of his dragon talons.

      “Will Goran be okay?” I spoke a bit louder as the wind howled in my ears.

      “You care about Goran?” Al sounded upset.

      “He is still a good friend, Al. It wasn’t like that. I thought it would take centuries before I would see you again.”

      “He’ll be okay,” was all he said. “He always comes back after he cools down.”

      The castle came into view and Robert started to descend.

      He was very careful with us in his paw. Lifted it up high, landing only on three paws.

      A real professional.

      Albert jumped out first and then he caught me.

      “See you soon.” Al said and we went inside.

      I clung to Albert’s arm.

      I was so nervous as the first time hadn’t been a good experience with his parents.

      We walked into the gates and toward the castle’s front door.

      I took a deep breath.

      “This isn’t fair,” Drizelda’s voice overpowered the hallways and Al chuckled.

      “Don’t laugh.” I slapped him softly.

      “She is horrible. Don’t go feeling sorry for her Katie.”

      “Seriously Albert,” she saw him. “How could you do this to me?” She stormed toward him.

      “I don’t love you, that is how. I told you that Drizelda.”

      Her eyes shifted to me.

      “Cindersoot.” She asked and looked confused at Albert and back at me.

      “It’s your lady, Drizelda. And she will be your queen one day, so next time you will treat her with more respect.”

      She gasped as it dawned on her who I really was to him.

      “If you would excuse us, the king would like to have a word.”

      We left Drizelda dazed and finally speechless in the hallway as he opened the throne room door.

      We walked in and he went down on his one knee in front of his father and mother’s thrones. I did the same.

      “Albert get up.” His father said, “both of you.”

      He got up pulling me up with him.

      “Father, mother, I would like to introduce you to the love of my life. The bravest and fiercest woman I ever met. Katherine Squires.”

      I curtsied.

      They both smiled.

      The king got off his throne and came to stand in front of me.

      “I’m so sorry for my behavior at our first meeting.” He said.

      I looked at Albert and he smiled. “Kings can be asses sometimes too. It’s an apology.”

      I smiled. “Apology accepted your majesty.”

      “So, you really are the fifth woman out of the Sacred Cavern?”

      “Father she isn’t going to tell you what is inside. I think we both know that none of the survivors will tell anyone what is in that Cavern.”

      His face fell. “Really disappointed my lady.” He said and I laughed.

      “The price is just too high.” I bowed again.

      “So there is a price for all of your silence?”

      “Nothing comes without a price. Especially taking a peek into your future.”

      “She has really good answers, Albert. She will make a fine queen one day.” He touched Al’s face.

      “Thank you Father.”

      The queen appeared next to her husband.

      “Mom, don’t.” He said and a small smile tugged at her lips as he hugged her. “I loved you like you were my own Albert. I’m sorry that I didn’t want to tell you the truth.” She whispered in his ear. I wouldn’t have heard it if I hadn’t received the gift of Tanya’s hearing.

      I didn’t look at Albert but I was dying to know what she meant by that.

      He kissed her softly on her head.

      Their embrace broke and she looked at me. She touched my face softly. “You sure are beautiful. I’m glad he found you. Please stay with us. We would like to get to know you better and I would be honored to teach you your role as princess and future queen one day.”

      “Thank you, your majesty. I would be honored.”

      “They are just cleaning the east wing. Bring your family too, Katherine.”

      I looked dazed at Albert and he laughed. He raised his hands.

      “They will be comfortable here, won’t they,” the queen asked.

      “Mom, stop worrying about your home. Anyone would be comfortable here.” Albert teased.

      “Al,” she shook her head.

      “Thank you, my queen.” I felt my throat choking up.

      “We will send a carriage for them.”

      “Let me show you around, in your new home.” Albert said and I didn’t know what to say anymore. The throne room was almost as big as the street we lived in.

      We walked out the throne room and down the hall.

      “Pinch me. I’m afraid I’m dreaming.”

      Al laughed. “I’m not going to pinch you love, I’m afraid this is a dream too. If it is, I never want to wake up. But I will kiss you.” He pushed me against the wall and kissed me fiercely.

      My head was spinning again.

      “What did your mother mean?”

      “You heard that.”

      I nodded.

      “You can’t tell a soul Katie. Out of respect for the queen.”

      “Of course.”

      “She’s not my mother. It turns out that Gwendolyn, my father’s first love was written out of Paegiea’s history.”

      “What?”

      “She was going to become queen. She was my father’s first wife and they had me.”

      I gasped. “Your mother was a dragon.”

      “I guess she was. And that was the reason he has treated me the way he has, because his father gave him a choice too. A horrible one. That it was either me or my mother. They both chose me.”

      Tears welled up in his eyes.

      “King Alexander was so cruel.”

      “That he was. He rewrote my mother out of history and made my father marry my uncle’s wife. My uncle that was supposed to become the crown prince but died in a hunting accident.”

      “He couldn’t have a dragon on the throne.”

      “My thoughts exactly. But one day, I know a dragon will be king. We are going to change the future Katie.”

      “With your school.”

      “Laugh it up. We will live in mutual respect along side them. Dragons and humans will become friends, grow up together, side by side and find their bonds. Their riders.”

      I touched his face. “You have such beautiful dreams, Albert. That’s what I love about you the most.”

      “And I know I will attain all of them with you by my side.”

      He bent down and kissed me again.

      Our lives could finally start. Our forever after.

      The girl in the pond was going to be in our lives and after seeing his father with his blue eyes, the boy might be too.

      

      
        
        TWO HUNDRED AND FORTY YEARS LATER

      

      

      

      “Kate,” Al said. “I’m trying okay.” He sighed. “It’s not good for you to be cooped up in this room all day.”

      “It’s been almost a year, Al. You don’t even have a clue who is going to betray us. I need her back home with me. You promised me.”

      “I want her back too, but you know we can’t.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes.

      “I’m trying.”

      “Not hard enough! Find the bastard who is threatening us. Force Irene.”

      “That’s not how her ability works. She was down for almost two weeks when she had the foretelling warning us. I know you miss her. I do too.”

      “She isn’t going to even know who I am. A baby's first year is crucial. I might as well give her to Tanya and Jako. She is never going to accept us Al.”

      “Elena will. As soon as I know. I promise you.”

      “They’re just words. I need to be alone. Leave.” I snapped at him.

      He had promised me it would only be a few months. It’d been almost twelve months for crying out loud.

      It had worked. That was all I knew. She had gotten word to me about that at eight months Cara got her body and it was Elena.

      I wanted her back.

      I shook with silent sobs. I needed my child as much as she needed her mother.

      Al had made way too many promises. Promises he never should have made. I was so angry with him because he was swearing on his life that it wasn’t Bob.

      Irene said it was close, bond close and the only one that had that close bond to Albert was his dragon.

      That Night Villain couldn’t do anything wrong in his eyes. He was a Night Villain for crying out loud.

      I got up and went to my door.

      He was right. It had been days since I’d been out of this room.

      I took a stroll down to the garden.

      I saw him. The Rubicon. He would be her dragon one day.

      I hated him so much for that.

      He was so innocent now, but he too would get a human body and now doubt he would look like his father.

      Bob was handsome, Issy was just as beautiful.

      Their daughter must be inside. She was young, a little Fire-Tail that was Elena’s age.

      I sat down in the garden on a bench.

      Albert’s dreams of a better world came true. He had his school in the sky, Dragonia Academy. Open for the past 120 years.

      He had gotten everything and I had to give her up. It was so unfair.

      I always had to make sacrifices.

      The Rubicon dashed past me, chasing a butterfly. Pouncing like a cat after it. He didn’t see me sitting here.

      And then he stumped on the butterfly. It was dead and he made that horrible wailing sound.

      But his gaze snapped to me.

      We stared at one another. Take care of her please.

      I reached out my hand. “Come.” I said in Latin softly and to my surprise he came.

      I touched his face softly and then just like that he ran away.

      I sighed.

      For the alpha of all dragons he sure was a wuss.

      I sighed. It wasn’t his fault that he was linked to Elena.

      I just wanted her back.

      I got up and went back to my room.

      Tonight it was back to moving the vault to Elm.

      The underground tunnels would be closed off tonight.

      Al and I did so many things in secret these past few months. Nobody even knew that she existed.

      The vault was placed underground. I persuaded the old workers every month and got new ones.

      We enchanted a tree with our blood line, that would be the key to open our vault.

      Al said it was just for back up.

      I took my third journal. The journal of my life. Also a back up. Detailing my entire life.

      I couldn’t even remember all the things that happened during the war, and I made some events up. Hoping that she would one day hear it from me and Tanya and not have to read it from this journal.

      What were Al and Tanya thinking, to take her to the other side?

      I couldn’t follow. I wanted to so many times, but the wall would kill me.

      She was unreachable and I just wanted to hold her. That’s all I wanted to do. Hold her tight and never let her go.

      I had waited so long for her.
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      “It’s done. I’ve given Burgendorf the documentation. He wanted more information about what it’s linked to. Kate. I’m sorry that I can’t find who it is. Goran is trying his best too.”

      “We should tell him about Elena.”

      “Tell Goran and not Bob.”

      “It’s Goran Al.”

      “No, if he knows, Bob needs to know too.”

      “You are so sure it’s not him.”

      “It’s not. He is worried about Blake. Without an heir from us, what do you think is going through his mind, Kate? He would never do that. We might not share the bond you and Tanya have, but our bond is strong.”

      “It’s a strong bond that is going to betray us.”

      “It’s not Bob.”

      “Then who else.”

      “I don’t know. But we made a choice. No one knows about Elena. Jako and Tanya will tell them if anything happens to us.”

      “I have a bad feeling, Al. Those letters.”

      “They’re just for backup.”

      “There shouldn’t be a backup.”

      “What do you want me to do. Bring her back. Let her life be in danger too. She is my daughter too, Kate. I want her here with us but we can’t.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “I’m sorry I am disappointing you. That’s the last thing I want to do.”

      I shook my head and Al got up, kissed me on my temple and left.

      We hadn’t shared a bed in the past six months.

      I was so angry with him.

      I went to bed just thinking about it.

      A knock came at the door. I opened it and Goran stood in the doorway.

      “Your elixir, Kate.”

      I took it from him.

      “Please, just call her back. Al can’t do that to you.”

      I frowned. “You know?”

      “He told me. I can’t believe he made you choose between him and her.”

      I frowned again. Al told me tonight not to tell him.

      “It’s not fair that he can keep his dragon but you can’t keep yours.”

      He was talking about Tanya. He didn’t know.

      He hugged me tight. “You should’ve never married him Kate. His love for you isn’t as strong as mine.”

      “Don’t, please.” I begged him.

      “We can still be together. I’ll treat you like the queen you are. You will be happier with me, Katie.”

      He looked lovingly in my eyes. I wanted to tell him so badly that it wasn’t Tanya I was aching for, it was my daughter but I couldn’t.

      “Drink the elixir please, and just try to get some rest. I promise, tomorrow will be better.”

      I nodded and he left.

      I wondered so many times how our lives would’ve been if I had married Goran and not Al. But then Elena wouldn't have been here. Andrew would.

      I took the elixir. It tasted different tonight and a heavy tiredness overpowered me.

      Everything became numb. I made it to the bed and barely crawled in.

      A bond. It was Goran. Everything went black.

      

      
        
        ALBERT

      

      

      I missed my wife in my bed, and my daughter. I wanted her back home just as much as Kate.

      I cried for her too at night, just as Kate did.

      She was punishing me because I couldn’t find who was going to betray us.

      It couldn’t be Robert. He was searching just as hard as anyone.

      I dozed off and then the alarm went off.

      The siren. There was trouble.

      I put on my robe and boots.

      Bob was staying over tonight while Issy and the kids visited his mother.

      I opened the door at the same time as him.

      “What is going on?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We need to get Kate.”

      We both stopped as the walls and castle started to shudder. I looked at him and he went to the nearest window “Al, the castle is under attack.”

      “What?” I rushed to the window and saw an army of dragons and soldiers attacking my guards.

      What did this mean? Why were the dragons attacking each other?

      Footsteps came from the distance, and acid was already dripping from Robert’s palm, ready to attack if it wasn’t a familiar face.

      Caleb rushed around the corner with Etienne at his side.

      “What is going on?” I asked Caleb.

      “It’s war of the world outside. We need to get you out of here.”

      Tonight was it. It wasn’t my dragon.

      I looked at Bob as we all struggled to keep our balance as another explosion shook the castle.

      “They are tearing down the castle.”

      This was it. Whoever was behind all of this was the one who was betraying me. Caleb was here, Robert too.

      I looked at Robert. “You need to go.”

      “What, are you insane?”

      “Bob, Blake needs you more than I do. Whatever happens, you need to make sure he is protected.”

      I cupped his neck.

      “No, I vowed to protect you, Al. You will get out of this. Alive, you and Katie both.”

      “We won’t. Go.”

      “I can’t.” He roared.

      “Yes, you can.” My forehead touched his and I took his vow upon myself. If I die, nothing will happen to him.

      A strong force flips him so fast in the air before I could utter the existence of my daughter to him.

      “I’m sorry,” I yelled as I watch his dragon figure trying to fight against the force. He wanted to stay, but it was busy taking him back to his family in Tith. Elena needs him more, and Blake too.

      “What are you doing?” Caleb said.

      “I need to get to Kate.”

      We turned the corner and had to go back as the enemies were waiting for us.

      “I have my lightning. Etienne.” Cheng Lee Longwei said. He was the general of Etan’s army and Chong Longwei, the headmaster of Dragonia’s son.

      “I can help. Al go get Kate,” Caleb said. “And get the hell out of here.”

      I ran in the opposite direction, close to the wall toward the hidden compartment that would take me to Kate’s wing.

      Around the corner, I ran into Helmut, with a few of his men.

      He was in shock and tears welled up in his eyes.

      Goran? Something happened to him.

      “Al, we need to go.” He was relieved to see me.

      “What happened?”

      “It’s Goran.” He said, but it was anger that poured from his lips not sadness.

      What?

      “Goran is the one with the bond, Al. It’s the wyverns. He didn’t go to find mutual ground with them. He wants to rule them.”

      “That’s blasphemous Helmut. No. I can’t believe that.”

      “It’s the truth. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. He always wanted what you had.”

      Kate, he was doing this for Kate.

      “No, don’t.”

      “We need to get you and Kate out of here, he has lost it. My father was right. He is destined for evil. I’m sorry Al. If I had known.”

      Tears showed in my own eyes as it sunk in. I thought he was over Kate. I thought that he had forgiven me for what I had done, stopping their wedding. How long had he been holding this grudge, pretending to be my brother. He was my right hand for crying out loud. I looked at Helmut. He was clearly shaken by this revelation. “It’s not your fault.” It barely came out.

      More footsteps came and the men with Helmut took their stand. He pulled me in the direction of the compartment in the wall.

      I followed him and the wall opened as he pushed the chandelier.

      We entered and it closed with a lever on the other side.

      Kate would be in here too, if she didn’t take her elixir tonight. I would run into her.

      She wasn’t going to take any of this easy either. We hadn’t even suspected Goran to be the one that would do this to us.

      The walls kept on vibrating and pieces of small rocks, fell on our heads.

      “We need to get out of here, Helmut.”

      “Agree,” he yelled and we moved to the closest exit.

      It was about ten feet to the west wing’s bridge.

      He pulled the lever. His fire already in his hands.

      The coast was clear.

      Wyverns showed up, and we had to fight.

      Helmut doused one soldier with his fire, and I took his sword.

      I sliced through many bodies.

      As they all fell, we carried on, making our way to the bridge.

      A huge explosion went off close by, pieces of the castle fell all around us, covering up the entrance to the west wing.

      “No!” I yelled.

      “She would’ve gotten out. She isn’t stupid.”

      “Goran has been  giving her elixirs for a month now. To sleep. She couldn’t.”

      An explosion went off as I wanted to yell at her, to get out.

      I watch in horror how her tower exploded and was engulfed in flames.

      “No,” I yelled again as tears shook me. “No, no.”

      “Albert we need to get out of here.”

      “I can’t.” I cried.

      “You are the king. I’m sorry about Kate, but we need to go otherwise we will die.”

      “Then go. I’m not going with you. I’m nothing without her.”

      “Paegeia needs you. Please. I’m begging.” I went down on my haunches against the wall as the castle trembled again.

      My love was dead. She was dead.

      “She could’ve made it out. Don’t lose hope. Just come with me. Please.”

      I didn’t move, just sobbed.

      “It’s Kate for crying out loud.”

      I got what he was saying and I got up as more explosions went off. They were tearing the castle to pieces.

      We made it to the elevator.

      Caleb wasn’t there, but a few others were.

      We all got in. I was nothing without Kate. Why would Goran kill her. He loved her.

      The door struggled to close, but they managed to force it. Then it still wouldn’t move. It was too full.

      I had to take my chances. I wasn’t leaving without her. I got out and shoved Helmut back in as he tried to follow. I tried to shut the door. Our daughter was going to come home.

      Kate was still here. I would find her.

      I ripped the chain that held Katherine’s ring from my neck. She had thrown it in my face one night and never asked for it back. I had kept it save. I pulled mine off and put them together in Helmut’s hand even as he begged me to get back into the elevator.

      “You will know what to do with them when the time comes.” Tears welled up in my eyes. He looked at the rings confused.

      “Don’t do this, please.”

      “I can’t live without her. Go, and I’m sorry, Helmut.”

      I closed the door, pushed the lever and the elevator shot down.

      I cried and went on my haunches.

      Just as I was about to make my way to the compartment in the wall, I felt the heat and saw a huge ball of fire in front of me.

      The noise drowned out my hearing and everything tumbled in from underneath me.
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      When I woke up screams were all around.

      I couldn’t move. My face ached and I coughed as my lungs were filled with smoke. I was lying at the edge of the indoor swimming pool. I must have fallen five storeys and was still alive.

      Rocks and debris were all around me. Screaming was coming from outside.

      My people were going to suffer under Goran. He was pure evil.

      I prayed to a higher power and saw a small tiny root that was protruding from the ground. I dropped some of my blood on it, and did a spell with love, my love, Kate’s love.

      The earth started to shake and it didn’t stop.

      Exhaustion consumed me as the magic took all my strength. My dragon blood was gone. Depleted through the sacrifice I made for my people. They would be saved.
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      I woke up and found Goran standing next to me.

      “Why can’t you just die?”

      Angry tears filled my eyes. “I should’ve known that it was you. Why, why did you kill Kate?”

      He chuckled but tears rolled down his cheeks. “She wasn’t supposed to die, you were. Why couldn’t you just let her be that day, Albert? I knew your love for her wasn’t enough. You have only brought her misery for the past twelve months.”

      “She is dead, Goran. The love of my life is dead, and you know nothing.” I chuckled with angry tears in my eyes too.

      “I could’ve made her happier.” He screamed down at me.

      I spit in his face. “She chose me. She will always choose me.”

      Goran hit me hard in the face and I spit out blood. “That was for stopping our wedding.”

      Two hundred and forty years he had been waiting for this chance to betray me. I should’ve known that he wouldn’t let Katherine go.

      “The wyverns that killed her paid. They are all dead.”

      “She is too. That is on you. You killed Kate.”

      “I didn’t kill her, I loved her.”

      I chuckled. “You have a funny way of showing your love. Your father was right. He should’ve killed you when he discovered that you could speak their language.”

      He hit me again and crouched next to me. He picked up my face, and held it against his.

      “I knew one day all of you would leave me and so you have. Your little magic won’t work Al. I will get through whatever you wielded and I will take what was yours, what you owe me.” He screamed and then he laughed. “You know I’m right. You don’t have enough power to make it last.”

      I laughed at him as I knew what he meant. I needed dragon blood to make it last.

      “Wrong again, Goran. Magdel wasn’t my mother.”

      His smile disappeared.

      “I gave it up to trap you in this hell whole for as long as you live. The Rubicon will never be yours.”

      He grunted and kicked me full in the face.

      Light’s out.

      It was up to Elena and Blake to save our world. I just hoped Kate didn’t tell him about her. That was all I could do now.
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