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        ALBERT

      

      

      The icy floor and the stench of filthy air sunk deep into my lungs as the hunger pangs cramped in my stomach. My skin tightened around the one side of my face and reality rushed back.

      The bars on the gate of my prison welcomed me home, but I held on tight to Elena’s ascension. A tired laugh escaped through my lips before they wobbled. Never in a million years could I imagine seeing her. It felt so real.

      “How is she?” Catherine asked.

      “Beautiful, just like her mother,” I whispered, and turned around. My bride sat against the wall. I stared at her with all the longing I possessed.

      Kate huffed as her lips quirked. It wasn’t long lived. “Did you tell her?”

      “She discovered it. I didn’t say a thing.”

      “Al,” Beaumond said. He must have crawled closer to the beams when he heard me sob. “You okay?”

      Kate disappeared into a billow of smoke.

      I sniffed. “Help is coming soon.”

      “Would you stop with that? There is no way through the creepers. Help isn’t coming. This is our lot.”

      “It’s not. I know it’s coming.”

      I didn’t tell anyone about Elena. Afraid that Goran might hear. I could only imagine what he would tell his wyverns. Her life would be in danger. At least she had the Rubicon to protect her. That he had submitted, showed her mercy, brought another smile to my lips. Catherine was so wrong about the boy. He was totally under her spell. I was under her spell. The daughter I’d only held a few times as a baby. What could I possibly offer her?

      

      
        
        ELENA

      

      

      The queen took a deep breath, staring at the wall with her hand fanned open over her breastbone.

      The mountains covered in snow stared back at us. On top of the mountains, the trees looked real, but my imperfections still slipped through. The orange and pink sky with the sun on the horizon gave the artwork a glow. Dragons fought in the sky. Some had fire, others had ice. On the ground, soldiers fought, they looked like knights and I had used the McKenzie’s emblem design for the bottom.

      “I have no words, sweetheart. It’s simply… breathtaking.”

      Heat spread to my cheeks. I’d never done great with compliments with my art, but I knew I had talent. She gushed about Mom’s dad again, my grandfather. I loved her stories, but I still struggled with the timeline. It was over 200 years ago.

      Footsteps rushing into the room reached my ears and King Helmut whistled. “Jako, she sure has talent.”

      “I’m afraid she doesn’t get it from me.” That caused some laughter, as he wasn’t my real dad, but he was my father. “Elena, you need to get ready for the interview. Blake said he would meet us there.”

      “He told you and not me?”

      “Check your Cammy. He was quite grumpy, mumbling something about not reaching you,” Dad said as he exited the room.

      Crap! I picked up my Cammy and there were like 5 messages. The silent button flashed in the screen’s corner. I opened his first message, relaying what Dad had told me, and typed my text fast.

      
        
        Sorry, was busy with the wall. It’s finally done now, yay.

      

      

      He’d sent nothing back, and I hated that he was grumpy because of me. His emotions usually transferred, and I didn’t know yet if it was a dragon thing or a bond thing.
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      An irritating introduction tune played while we hid backstage. I hated the sweating palms and galloping heart. Dad sat in the audience and I thanked my lucky stars that Blake was going to do this interview with me.

      The crowd cheered as I wiped my palms on my trousers.

      Queen Maggie’s scolding tone droned in my mind to not get the suit pants dirty and my eyes searched for any dirty marks. It was my first formal introduction to Paegeia.

      A hand rubbed my shoulder, and the tension in my muscles eased. There was something about Blake’s touches that calmed my soul.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about the ancients and the new bogus they had come up with. Well, not all of them. Papi was the only one not agreeing, but to keep our relationship a secret, he didn’t object this time like he had that first time, either.

      “Blake Leaf and King Albert and Queen Catherine’s lost daughter, Princess Elena Malone.”

      Blake took my hand and led me onto the stage. He lifted his hand to the audience and a smidge of a smile dangled at the corner of his lips when he shook the host, Kevin’s, hand.

      White pants and cardigan hugged an enormous figure. His brown hair was in a comb over and there was something eerie to his smile, like it was fake, or it had an agenda behind it. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

      Blake plopped on the white sofa, and I sat down beside him. Kevin sat on a white leather chair close to us. Three mugs sat on top of the round marble coffee table in front of us.

      “Welcome to both of you. I’m sure getting used to Paegeia and getting a dragon for your sixteenth birthday wasn’t something that you planned on, Princess.”

      “Elena is fine,” I said, clearing my throat.

      Kevin nodded with a smile on his face. My gaze head jumped over the crowd, hoping I would see Dad.

      “No, it was definitely not her sixteenth birthday wish,” Blake answered and my gaze flickered back to Kevin, completely forgetting to answer the question.

      “So what do you think about Paegeia, Elena?”

      “Plenty of dragons.” My heart stammered as Blake’s lips quirked, eliciting a chuckle from the audience.

      “She’s nervous,” Blake said, as he leaned more back into the couch and pulled me back with him to become more comfortable.

      “So tell us about the other side, Blake?”

      “It’s very primitive compared to Paegeia, but blending in wasn’t as hard as I originally thought it would be.”

      “Did you know who Elena was the second you saw her?”

      The second he saw me? My mind went back to that day in the school cafeteria. He looked at me for longer than I wanted to as Blake answered yes to Kevin’s comment.

      My gaze flickered to Blake and then to Kevin again as Blake told him the story of how they had to get me back safely to Paegeia.

      A part of me felt naked as everyone kept staring at me. I wished I was great at this the way Blake was, but I sucked at public speaking.

      “So what happened in the ring, Blake? We all thought that we were going to get the claiming of a lifetime, and then you just submitted.”

      “It’s harder to submit than to give into my true nature, Kevin.” It came out as a warning.

      “I don’t doubt that for a second. But why with Elena?”

      “She was ready, but I didn’t need to fight. I knew who she was, and with the rough start she had, not only finding out that magic and dragons were real, but getting her back to Paegeia, and what followed, she never got a break. If I can’t give her one, then no one would be able to.”

      The crowd melted at his words as my lips curved into a smile. That was why he submitted.

      “Are the ancients taking it as a legit claim?”

      “They try their best to annul it, but it’s something I doubt even the ancients can void. Elena is what she is to me. Their decision won’t change anything.”

      “So, is the verdict out yet?”

      “No, they are still deciding on that part.”

      I wanted to reclaim him, but Blake said we had to stand our ground, as that decision for him to submit was the hardest thing he had to do. He was proud of it and he wouldn’t change anything if they put me in that ring with him again. He would keep on submitting.

      “Elena, tell us about your ascension?”

      “Nerve-racking and strange.” The words slipped through my lips before I could stop them, and it elicited a couple of laughs. “Sorry, I meant to say, it was the opposite of what logic tells me is real. Time froze, everything came to a standstill. At first I was alone, staring at something that resembled a paused scene.

      “Everyone in the crowd was stuck with confused expressions on their faces. I did not know what was going on, and then movement caught my eyes. It was so fast that I doubted anyone could have seen it. Eventually, a person wearing a cloak appeared inside the ring. It reminded me of Death with the scythe, but there wasn’t one visible.

      “Then he removed the hood and the man that I only saw in pictures and in recordings stood in front of me. He was extremely kind, and it felt as if I’d known him all my life. It was hard to say goodbye.”

      “King Albert had that tendency to make you feel really special when he was alive.”

      “That he did,” Blake said. “Well, he used to give me a couple of warning glares among the smiles, but now we know why.”

      His answer brought on more laughter.

      “How many of your foretellings have changed, Blake?”

      “Kevin, I hadn’t had a break to go find out. It’s weird when you go through this process. It’s like the things that you once deemed top priority seem so small now. But thanks for reminding me, it might be time to take Elena to the museum so she can learn more about her world and her place inside of it.”

      Kevin asked a couple of tedious questions about the weekend he protected me at the palace that Blake answered, and then the interview was finally over. He ended off with kind wishes with the ancients and that their decision would fall in our favor.

      Blake got up as the audience applauded and shook Kevin’s hand. He reached out for mine next. Kevin brought my hand closer to his lips and kissed the top of my hand.

      A deep growl escaped Blake’s lips, which sounded like rumble over the microphone the staff had attached to his shirt and elicited a couple of laughs at the speed Kevin dropped my hand.

      “Very possessive, that one.”

      The audience chuckled, and we walked off the podium, clipping the microphones from our clothes.

      “Seriously?”

      “I’m a dragon.”

      “You don’t have to act like one all the time. It was innocent.”

      “Oh, please, nothing with Kevin is innocent.”

      We reached backstage and found Emanual waiting for us. “Great growl.”

      “Shut up. I’m so glad that this interview is over,” Blake said as we walked with Emanual to the exit.

      “There are reporters waiting outside, so how do you want to address them?”

      “Fuck.” Blake combed his fingers through his hair.

      “You know it’s bound to happen. It’s the first time that Elena’s actually showing her face. They are curious about her.”

      Blake’s gaze flickered to mine. “Are you up for more questions or are we going to slip out the back?”

      “I’m sure there are reporters staking out every corner of this place.” My heart pounded again as heat waves rolled off my body.

      “It’s up to you, Elena.”

      “Just give them what they want, get it over with.” I took a deep breath to calm my heart.

      “That is the problem. They will never get enough of you.”

      “You should growl again. Maybe they will back off,” Emanual said.

      “I’ll rip them to pieces if I have my way.” Blake grabbed my hand tighter. “Let’s just get this over with. Which exit has the least cockroaches?”

      “I’m afraid they will come running like patsies no matter which exit you choose.”

      I remembered how Dad had yelled at the football players playing like patsies. “Patsies are something on this side?”

      They both nodded.

      “What is it?”

      “How do you know about patsies but not about dragons?” Blake asked.

      “Because my dad kept yelling at football players at what patsies they were.”

      Blake thought it was funny. “Yeah, they kind of are. I’ll show you later.”

      We followed Emanual to one of the side entrances. The door opened and flashes bounced off my face.

      Blake wrapped his arm around my body and pulled me tighter into him as we walked.

      Questions came from around us. Some shouted about the ancient’s verdict, others carried the word submit in them, which could only be about the claiming or what was supposed to be a claiming. My mom’s and dad’s names popped in between them, too.

      My gaze stared at the ground as guards of King Helmut’s court led us to the SUV that Emanual always seemed to drive. Blake nudged me inside and then slipped in behind me. He shut the door. The flashing of cameras didn’t stop, and neither did their questions. The thumping on the windows made my heart gallop in quick beats.

      “I give you ten pagoleans for every cockroach you hit,” the guy next to Emanual said. He had a neat beard and was a kind of big like Emanual and Blake.

      “Don’t tempt me, Raymond.” Emanual maneuvered his way out of the sea of reporters.

      “Is it always going to be like this?”

      “I wish I could say it would die out after a while, but you are Malone, Elena. It was like this for your parents, too. Your father and mother only had a keen ability to force order when there were none. They were masters with the media.” Emanual press the horn. “Come on!”

      “Something I’m not.”

      “You have me. You don’t need to be a master at this. When the time comes, you’ll learn how to deal with them, too.”

      I knew Blake referred to after we rescued my father, when that was going to be. I did not know.
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      We still lived with the royals of Tith. The king and queen were so accommodating, even if Dad ached to get a small place of our own.

      King Helmut advised against that, as the reporters would never leave us alone and it would lead to putting my life in potential danger that might make the Rubicon act in ways the king didn’t want to clean up or explain.

      I sometimes felt as if I were Blake’s property now. Not that he treated me like that. It came from everyone around us. When I was with him, he treated me with kindness and respect.

      “So, how was Just Kev?” Lucian asked when we stepped into the foyer.

      “The same old. He insinuated a lot, but I’d set him straight a few times.”

      “Wouldn’t be Kev if there weren’t assumptions.”

      “True.” Blake’s stomach growled. He was always hungry.

      “I’m just glad it’s over,” I said.

      “Over? Your crap just started. If I were you, I would’ve kept hiding under the rock, aka the palace, as long as I can.”

      “Lucian!” Queen Maggie sauntered into the foyer and wrapped her arms around me. “The media are not that bad. Elena will learn to deal with them too, just like you.”

      “Mom, I was born in front of cameras.”

      “Oh, you can be so dramatic. You weren’t born in front of the cameras.”

      “Fine, a few hours old then.”

      “You are the prince of Tith. What did you want me to do? Hide you up in a tower like Rapunzel?”

      Laughter filled the foyer at that analogy.

      “How was the interview?” She looked at both of us.

      “I did most of the talking, but she was her gracious self when asked questions. The public loves her.”

      “She is a Malone, of course they will. They serve lunch on the patio,” Lucian said.

      “Awesome, I’m starving.” Blake walked to the patio with huge strides.

      “We should really give him a room, Mom.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      “Apart from Elena’s. Jeez, woman.”

      “He is a Dent, sweetheart. Dents don’t think about anything else but their riders.”

      Lucian rolled his eyes as he walked through the door leading to the patio.

      Blake had a plate in his hand, already scooping heaps of food onto it as my father and King Helmut huddled together to discuss something..

      “You are back already?”

      “I didn’t have an ocean of people to get through, Bear. It was in and out.”

      “It’s so wrong.” I gave Dad a hug from behind.

      “I was just watching your interview you had with Just Kev,” the king said. “Next time, give her more time to speak, Blake.”

      Blake’s eyebrow raised. “With that weasel, heck no.”

      I plopped on the chair next to Dad, opposite Blake.

      “Which reminds me, we really need to take Elena to the museum of Etan.” Blake reached out for a freshly baked roll.

      “It’s already arranged. They need all three of you there tomorrow morning for measurements,” the king said.

      Blake grunted and leaned back in his chair, looking up at the ceiling. “Why, just so they can mess it up again? Maybe they should give the artistic part to Elena. I’m sure she would do a twenty times greater job than their artist.”

      “What are you talking about? They get everything perfect.”

      “No offense, Queen Maggie, you have human eyes. Everything looks perfect through a pair of human eyes.”
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      After lunch, we took a stroll to the royal zoo and slipped into the monkey’s cage. Peanut made the most horrible screeching sounds, jumping up and down on a branch and swung from branch to branch until he landed on Blake’s shoulder. The monkey wrapped his tiny arms around Blake’s neck and pressed his entire body against the side of his face.

      “Hey, Peanut. Did you miss me that much?”

      The monkey made the weirdest sounds as Lucian smiled at it.

      “Okay, now you make me feel like shit. Sorry, bud,” Blake cooed.

      He melted my heart the way he spoke to Peanut.

      “How does Peanut even know you?” I asked.

      “I told you Blake is my blood brother. I tried to claim him twice. Believe me, he put up quite a fight with me in the ring.”

      “Yeah, you weren’t the royal they prophesied about.”

      “I was a royal. It would’ve been for your own good.”

      “Ru-bi-con, not any of the other lame metallic ones out there.”

      “Don’t let your sister hear you say that,” Lucian said.

      Blake rubbed his nose against Peanut’s fur as I stared at them.

      We spent the entire afternoon with the monkeys. There were a couple of babies as two of the mommies had given birth during the time I stayed here. The babies were so cute, but the moms were extremely protective and only let Lucian near them.

      After spending some time with all the animals, we went to the lake and laid on the grass. They still teased me about how I did not know Blake was the Rubicon. I was so over it, but something told me I would never hear the end of this one. How was I supposed to know he was a friggin dragon?

      Around nine in the evening, Blake said goodbye. It was the hardest part of my day, but I knew he would be back tomorrow for our trip to the museum.

      The way they spoke about a book that carried foretellings inside piqued my interest the most. I couldn’t wait to visit this museum that carried my entire ancestors.
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      My eyes fluttered open to dark roast filling my nose. Blake crouched in front of my bed with a cup of steaming coffee in his hands.

      “You really know how to wake up a girl.”

      A chuckle stuttered its way out of his lips before he planted them on my head. “Morning, Princess.”

      A grunt puffed from me.

      “What? You are my princess, and the entire Paegeia’s,” he whispered the last part.

      I shuffled up into a sitting position and took my cup of coffee from him.

      “You need to get ready. We have to be at the museum around nine.”

      “Why that early?”

      “I want to take you through the museum first, before our fitting.”

      “Fitting?”

      “They are going to measure you, scan you, print you. It’s very boring.”

      “Why?”

      “To put you in that museum forever. You are a Malone. It needs to sink in.”

      “About that?”

      His shoulders dropped. “Not yet, please?”

      “Then when?”

      “I’ll tell you when.”

      “Is it your dad?”

      “No, it’s something else. Trust me, please?”

      I nodded. He never disappointed me. The previous times weren’t on him, they were my mistakes.

      He got up and rushed to the door. “Get ready.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      His chuckle followed him as he closed the door. I sipped my coffee and got dressed to grab something to eat before the museum. When I got downstairs, Blake was nowhere to be seen.

      “He left. Don’t like the elevators,” King Helmut said, as my gaze searched for Blake.

      “We’re taking an elevator?”

      Dad laughed at my whiny tone.

      “I hate how it makes me feel.”

      “Your dragon feels like that for days. It’s why he flies,” Lucian said.

      “Where is the museum?”

      “Etan.” Lucian stuffed his mouth with eggs.

      “Are you coming with me?”

      “You bet we are coming with you.” Sammy’s voice came from the doorway. I got up and gave her and Isabel—that must have just arrived—a hug.

      “Blake left already?” his mother asked.

      “Yes.” Lucian took a bite of his toast.

      “He is such a baby.”

      “Yeah, don’t let your brother hear you say that, Sammy,” Lucian said.

      My lips quirked, remembering him saying the same thing to Blake yesterday.

      “Let me guess, the elevator doesn’t make you feel like crap?” Sammy asked.

      “No, it’s fun. Like a big rollercoaster ride.”

      “From hell.” I mouthed.

      Dad winked. “You’ll get used to it, Bear.”

      I doubted that. Reporters and ancients were one thing, but an elevator that went against the law of science was another thing. After breakfast, we took the ghastly elevator to Etan.

      Reporters waited for us on the other side, too. For the love of blueberries, how did they know we were going to be here?

      Dad led me out to another SUV that waited for us, as there was no sign of Blake anywhere.

      The drive to the museum was a short one.

      “You gotta be kidding me,” Dad said as a throng of reporters waited outside the building which carried huge embossed letters on gray stone announcing the museum.

      My heart galloped at once as my eyes reverted to the sky, hoping that I would see the outline of a massive dragon, but there were none.

      Emanual stopped next to the sidewalk, guided by one worker from the museum. When he maneuvered the SUV into the parking spot, the reporters throng toward the SUV.

      “Sit in the car, Elena,” Emanual said and climbed out of the SUV.

      He spoke a few words, but they sounded muffled through the closed door.

      “You okay, Bear?”

      “This is crazy, Dad. I’m one person.”

      “Wrong, you are the daughter of their beloved king and queen. I’m afraid Lucian’s words were not wrong. Your life will never be the same after this. You need to learn how to deal with them, the sooner the better.”

      “Please, not more tutors.”

      His lips curved upwards. “I’m afraid the only one that can help you with this is a royal herself. This news will delight her, Elena.”

      Queen Maggie. I loved her to bits, and the woman was kind, but with this subject, everything had to be perfect and it drained the joy out of me.

      The door opened, and Emanual left out his hand for me. I took it and flashes blinded me as they bounced all over my body. Dad climbed out after me, and the questions started. They called him Jako on this side. He waved at them, held his chin high and grabbed me, leading me toward the large brick building that had two huge stone dragons framing a gilded door.

      We slipped through to a dimmed light area. The first thing that popped up was the vast warning written in big bold letters on the wall. A warning to not touch any of the exhibitions and to keep your tone hush.

      We waited while Emanual followed the staff member.

      Sammy walked close to me. “It’s the first time that I’ve seen the museum empty.”

      “Our royals have our perks.” Lucian walked past with his hands in his pockets.

      “So unfair.” Sammy rolled her eyes and traipsed toward him.

      The reporters yelled once more when a thud reverberated through the doors.

      “The big guy is here.” Lucian glanced at his watch. “Not bad timing. Wonder how fast he flew?”

      “Something tells me it is his precious waiting for him.”

      “Sammy,” I said. “That’s mean.”

      “What? Elena, you are his precious.”

      This was the time I felt like I was his property, like Smiggle in Lord of the Rings with his precious. I wasn’t a stupid ring.

      Dad laughed at something, and Lucian wanted to know why he laughed.

      “He’s growling.”

      I shook my head as a smile sprawled on my lips. He was always growling. The door opened, and Blake came running in wearing a dark robe and his bag dangling over his shoulder.

      He planted his lips on my temple before slipping through another door.

      Dad, Lucian and Sammy just stared at me.

      “What?”

      “He is so different. I sometimes don’t know who my brother is.”

      “No, that is your brother,” Lucian said. “I did not know who the idiot of the past six years was.”

      The door opened, and Blake walked out, pulling down a baby blue color sweater. Heat flushed over my body at the defined lines of his stomach.

      “You couldn’t finish dressing before joining us?” Dad said.

      Blake pushed the sleeves up to his elbows. “I’m dressed, chill.”

      Emanual came back with a woman wearing suit pants. She had taken her red hair up in an elegant bun. She rushed over and shook Dad’s hand. “Jako, so nice to have you back in Paegeia.”

      “It’s great to be back home.”

      “You must be Princess Elena.”

      “Just Elena.” I shook her hand. She was friendly, but then again, everyone was friendly when they met me for the first time.

      “I believe you want to go through the museum first?”

      “Yes,” Blake said.

      “Great, we will arrange lunch for you. Anything in particular?”

      “Burgers, please?” I asked.

      Her cherry lips curved upward. “Burgers it is. We will see you later for the fitting session.”

      “Awesome.” I couldn’t believe they were going to put me in this museum somewhere.

      I wondered why my dad was here?

      Emanual didn’t come with us as we walked on the thick red carpet that lined the path. A strong antique smell caressed my nose.

      “Come, this is the starting point.” Blake took the path closest to the entrance. The brass plate hanging from the ceiling read VIKINGS in big letters. It reminded me a lot of the Madame Tussauds museum Dad had taken me to once.

      They showcased Vikings carrying enormous weapons behind glass, frozen in time. Most of them were big ogres with long beards and messed-up hair. Pantene would have done wonders in those days. A small description on another brass plate explained the era and the people who lived during the time as Dad launched into a tale of this time. The activities they did mostly comprised gathering food and making weapons to slay dragons.

      “The Viking era is quite boring. The only thing they did was drink, eat, sleep, slay dragons, and have plenty of sex.”

      Heat warmed my entire body at Lucian’s words as Blake’s fist connected with his shoulder.

      “What? She knows what sex is.”

      Dad growled, which made Sammy suppressed her laughter.

      “Sorry, what do you want me to say? Make love. I doubt they had a thing for that. Probably used a more vulgar word.”

      “Enough!” Blake said before Lucian could say more. My cheeks were on fire. The next exhibit made me laugh, as it was Blake.

      “What?”

      “This is you?”

      “No, it’s Quito.”

      My gaze flickered back to the dragon. He looked just like Blake, was dark, a mixture between a red and a purple-black. His eyes were red, and I remembered the dream I had about Blake in the beginning. His eyes were the same red color. They set deep in its sockets with huge nostrils that I imagined emitted fire. Thick catfish whiskers covered its entire head like fur, which really made it look pure evil. Its tail resembled a big tree stump that whittled down into a spear end. Webbed feet and enormous claws told me it was a swimmer, and wings that looked as if someone had put them through a shredder machine protruded from its back. Pointy, vicious talons ran on the edges of each wing, and I couldn’t decide if it was beautiful, ugly, or just plain deadly.

      “He was the Rubicon before me.”

      Right next to the dragon, a tiny figure reached up to his knee. The sign read that it was an average human male. Goosebumps made my skin crawl as I realized it was the human-dragon ratio. I looked at Blake. “You’re still growing?”

      “Yeah?”

      “How the hell am I going to stay on your back?”

      “Have you seen the size of my paws? We can make you a comfy nest I can pick up and fly with you.”

      “A nest, like I’m some bird.”

      “You are my bird,” he flirted, and Dad’s scowling gaze flickered to Blake.

      “Oh, hell no. Not you too. I endured plenty of those looks from the woman who gave birth to her, thank you.”

      “They are not here anymore, Blake. Watch it.”

      One was. My gaze flickered to Blake, but he didn’t look at me.

      We entered the next corridor with knights holding jousting sticks and wearing heavy armor. They even had Yorkshire and some of the Eastern Europe countries on display, with model dragons soaring through the air breathing fire down on unsuspecting villages.

      “The Sun-Blast and Moon-Bolt made it really difficult for dragons in the old world,” Dad said, as I couldn’t keep my eyes off the detail in the scene.

      “Do you remember that time?”

      “Before my time, I’m afraid. But I remember the stories our elders used to tell us. Teach us about the old world.”

      “You mean the world before the wall?”

      Dad nodded.

      “How long has the wall been up now?”

      “Oh, for the last nine hundred years,” Dad said.

      We moved to the next exhibition. It was some sort of obstacle course that reminded me of First Knight, a movie featuring Richard Gere and Sean Connery. Richard’s character had to complete an obstacle course just to get a kiss from the lovely Guinevere. They scaled the obstacles down to a smaller size. The fine detail of the hammers sliding past one another and enormous boulders crashing down had my attention. Logs with swinging balls attached to them rotated at top speeds. Even the surface where the contestant walked to get through the obstacle was moving.

      “It was entertainment in the old days,” Dad said.

      “This is so wicked. I wish they would bring it back.”

      “You would see your ass so fast, Lu,” Sammy said.

      “No, I won’t. My reflexes are fast. I’m sure your brother will set fire to it if he fails.”

      “Haha, funny,” Blake said, using a dry tone. “Did clowns swim in your breakfast this morning?”

      My lips fanned into a grin at the three bickering.

      I imagined myself, super tiny, trying to get through in one piece. The two rocks colliding on top of each other smashed me.

      We kept on walking, and we reached the next exhibition. “The Sacred Cavern.” The detail they used to display the cave was amazing. “What is this?”

      “A cavern only the brave or the desperate will enter,” Dad said.

      My gaze flickered to him. “To do what?”

      “To retrieve the most prized possession in all of Paegeia—a millpond so magical that it can show you anything you wish to know. Whether it’s past, present, or future, it will reveal all to whomever gazes into its surface.”

      I gaped at the tiny stairs leading to a monstrous cave.

      “It’s not that easy, though,” Blake said. “The price is high. If you can’t face whatever the cave is hiding, then it claims your life.”

      “Has anyone ever made it out alive?” I couldn’t take my eyes off the detail. The million steps made me think of a Chinese temple. The steps led to huge doors molded into a cave surrounded by a forest.

      “Look.” Dad tapped on a brass plate with five names. Lucian, Sammy and Blake’s lips curved into smiles as my eyes looked through the names.

      There were five of them, and the title of the brass plate read, the Sacred Cavern’s survivors.

      I froze as I saw the last name. Catherine Squires.

      “My mom?”

      Dad nodded. “She was about your age when she went inside. She told no one what was inside the cave. Not even Tanya.”

      “If it was before Tanya, I’m sure…” Blake whispered.

      “Sure of what?” Lucian asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Were you going to slip up on something there, Blake?” Lu said.

      “Shut up.”

      Sammy thought everything was hilarious as her hyena laughter vibrated through the hallways.

      “Shh,” Lucian said through chuckles.

      “What’s inside?”

      “Besides the millpond, no one knows. The five women that made it out never revealed what they saw or did. No one knows why. It’s very mysterious.”

      “Wow.” The story behind the cave fascinated me, but we had to keep moving.

      As we moved further into the exhibition, we came to a room that explained the sports that the knights used to compete in. Some were jousting on horses and the others were battling one on one. The last one looked like some sort of team battle.

      “They forced the soldiers to compete to keep them fit for war. In those times, the war was between humans and dragons,” Dad said.

      Humans can be so terrible. “Was it any different after the wall?”

      “No. The only time things changed was when your grandfather took over. He fell in love with a dragon, but never knew that she was one. They killed her in the end, but it also revealed one of our secrets, that we could take a human form. King Louie knew from then on that Metallic dragons posed no threat. When he became king, he studied the Metallic dragons and learned a lot from us. He discovered another secret, that they could ride us. Those were exciting times and where my roads crossed with the Malones. We learned a lot from each other. He still killed a lot of Chromatic dragons, Bear. He refused to believe that they are just like us, only angrier. Your father changed that. He was such a brave lad. It’s horrible that we lost them the way we had. He didn’t deserve to die at the hands of someone he treasured as a dear friend.”

      I could just imagine the blow, discovering that your best friend wanted to kill you. My eyes found Blake again, but he wasn’t looking at me. I knew that the revelation of my father still alive behind the creepers weighed heavily on him. If worrying about his father wasn’t the reason he didn’t tell anyone, then what was?

      We went through a few more individual exhibits. The first one was a blond guy with the most beautiful green eyes with a shade of blue around the iris. The era was right after the Vikings. I thought they were a bit more civilized, but still needed Pantene.

      “Meet your great, great grandfather, Bear,” Dad said.

      “What?”

      “King William,” he announced. “He was the first bloodline of the royals. The sword he carries is none other than the King of Lion’s sword.” Dad smiled. “A formidable weapon.”

      “I know about the sword. We learned about it during orientation week. That is the sword.”

      “Yup, your father let the sword go when he came into ruling. Said he wouldn’t need it. He was so wrong. It could’ve saved his life, but his kind act saved Paegeia that night. Just imagine what Goran would’ve done if he had that sword.”

      Silence lingered as I stared at the sword. The King of Lion Sword.

      “Does it really have all those magic abilities?”

      “It does,” Dad said. “His queen was the fourth daughter of one of our French rulers.”

      I looked at the woman standing next to him with dark hair.

      We kept walking and moved past a room featuring all the important figures that had been a part of King William’s council. Surnames like McKenzie, Abbott, Johnson, and Smith had been there since the beginning.

      “Your ancestors?” I pointed at the McKenzie figure that almost resembled the guy in the portrait at the castle.

      “Yeah,” Lucian said. “My great, great, grandfather.”

      We exited King William’s era and moved to a section that had to do with famous foretellings. The first figure was a beautiful woman with black hair and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen.

      “Her name is Irene. She lives in Dragonia. She still gives many foretelling to this day. Gave all of mine and I wanted to kill her with every single one back then,” Blake said.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      He huffed.

      “Blake was dark before you. You wouldn’t even like him if you met his cocky side,” Lucian said.

      “I got news for you. He is still cocky.”

      Dad laughed.

      “That is mean.” All fun and games disappeared out of Blake’s tone.

      “What? You are. Should I tell them about Chloe?”

      A chuckle bubbled out of him as he covered my lips with the palm of his hand as the other two wanted to know about Chloe.

      “She was irritating the crap out of me, and that is all you are going to get, so let it go.”

      I laughed as he took his hand away from my lips.

      His foot brushed against my bum as he walked past me. I headed over to Dad paging through the book as Lucian and Sammy teamed up to tease Blake about Chloe.

      “What is this?”

      “Irene’s foretelling.”

      “So what? They copy everything she says.”

      Dad’s lips curved upwards. “It’s a magical book, Bear. Whatever she sees, appears magically here.”

      On the first page was a single paragraph.

      
        
        The leaves of change will come at last, when the fate of two hearts’ bond is cast. Souls intertwined and hearts no longer torn. Through their love, Paegeia will once again be reborn.

      

      

      “This is beautiful,” I said after reading the paragraph.

      “It’s still black, which is a problem for me.”

      “Why?”

      “It means it hasn’t come yet.”

      “Why is it a problem for you?”

      “I can only imagine whose foretelling this is.” Dad looked at me.

      “Who?”

      “The alpha of the dragons, Elena.”

      My gaze skidded through the words again.

      “You think this is Blake’s?”

      “And yours. Only a dragon’s love can change a world. You are a new Dent. He is the alpha. I can only imagine the depth his love goes, as he is the improved version of a dragon.”

      “When he commands, do you have to listen too?”

      Dad huffed. “It’s called a Dragon’s call. I felt it only once, and no matter how young he still is, it’s powerful.”

      “When?”

      “Back home, when he told us not to tell you what he is. He wanted you to get used to the dragons first.”

      “That’s why you didn’t tell me?”

      “I couldn’t. He said that he would tell you, but I doubted he bargained on the ancients ruling the other way to keep him and you apart. I guess it only became harder for him to tell you what he was.”

      My eyes skidded over to Blake. He had Lucian’s head under his arm, and the two of them were struggling with each other playfully.

      “Was that the reason you spoke in Latin?”

      “No, it was when you went to your room and he came back. Robert told me you already had a bond. I didn’t know. I could’ve easily damaged that bond, Elena…”

      “What bond?”

      “Yours started naturally. You fell in love the way a bond should start. It rarely happens before the claim, but then again, he is the Rubicon. Remember when you told him to leave, you will sort it out?”

      “Yeah, he has a weird way—”

      “That is not coming from Blake. If you truly mean it, he has to do it.”

      I froze as I stared at my father. “What?”

      “Never show him away when you fear for his life or yours. He is there to protect you, Elena. They call it a true order. Only the riders that are part of a Dent have that power over their dragons. Some who share bonds close to a dent also experience it. Like Robert and your dad. They had that bond, but they weren’t a dent. Tanya and your mother also had that. Your mother ordered Tanya to go to the other side with you and raised you until it was safe to come home. Only a rider can break a true order. They have to take the words back. You have that effect over Blake way before you claimed him, Elena, which isn’t natural. That is why this foretelling bothers me, as no human had that effect on a dragon before they claimed them.”

      I looked through the paragraph again.

      
        
        The leaves of change will come at last, when the fate of two hearts’ bond is cast. Souls intertwined and hearts no longer torn. Through their love, Paegeia will once again be reborn.

      

      

      “The leaves part is also a dead giveaway.”

      I crossed my eyes at Dad, and he laughed. We paged through the book.

      “Why are some sentences red and others blue?”

      “The ones in red have already been fulfilled. Those blue ones have expired without being fulfilled. The black ones like the one on the front page, well, they still haven’t come to light.”

      Wow!

      My eye caught a black one as I flipped toward the middle. It belonged to a dragon and said that his Dragonian would be struck by lightning.

      “Someone is going to be struck by lightning?” My eyes grew as I looked up at Dad.

      “Relax, Bear. It’s probably a rider that belongs to a Moonbolt. It won’t be in your time.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because the riders that come into their abilities like this belong to a dent. You and Blake are this generation’s dent. So it will be in another generation.”

      We found a foretelling about Blake. It was about his Dragonian. Although the text didn’t use the exact words, spawn of King Albert and Queen Catherine sure implied it. I frowned. It was red.

      “This one was linked to me, wasn’t it?”

      Dad nodded. “Blake?”

      Blake came rushing over to us and looked over my shoulder.

      “Hey, it’s red. I think that is the only one, though.”

      We laughed as Dad closed the book and we moved on to the next exhibit.

      It was about Master Longwei. The museum had both his forms on display—the human form as I knew him, and his dragon form. His scales were gold, and he had whiskers sprouting from his nose. If dragons smiled, Master Longwei definitely did the day they made this model. He looked beautiful and majestic. It must be a metallic thing.

      The Renaissance era was boring.

      My grandad ruled Paegeia with the same cruelty toward dragons.

      As I passed another display case, two axes caught my eye. They belonged to my mom. She had fought with them in three separate wars. She entered her first war at fifteen, and my grandfather led the crusade. I scrolled through the boring stuff. She fought the second war at eighteen for the rights of the dragons. The information on the brass plate said that it was the most important battle in the history of Paegeia. The war meant that all the dragons, Chromatic and Metallic, were to be seen as equals.

      My favorite exhibition was the one that displayed all the dragons and their signs. The last sign belonged to the Rubicon. It looked complicated and in a league of its own.

      Blake took his arm out of his sleeve and showed me the sign on a well defined and muscular arm. It almost looked like they burned it into his skin.

      “You were born with this?” My hands brushed over the tattoo.

      “Okay, enough showing off, put on your sweater,” Dad said.

      Blake raised his eyebrows as my lips shut tight on each other. He pulled his arm back into his sleeve.

      “His sign is all the dragon signs combined,” Sammy said. “Come look. They break it down for you.” I followed her around the corner. “Here is mine. The Copper-horn goes in this way. There’s the Fin-Tail, and the Swallow Annex.” She showed me where everything fit, like a puzzle. Blake carried them all inside of him, even the Night Villain. I grabbed a leaflet that broke it down.

      He really was an unbelievable dragon, and he was all mine.

      We moved on and found all the different species of the dragons displayed in smaller size models behind glass. Dragon eggs came first, and they varied in size. Some looked like egg-shaped rocks that needed to be baked to hot temperatures, like the Sun-Blast and Fire-Tail. Some had little spotted dents that reminded me of a huge egg-shaped golf ball. Then there were eggs of different colors. One was a soft green. Another had a mixture of the rainbow melting into each other. They were all amazing.

      As we left the egg room, a model of a full Snow dragon confronted me. It was the purest white I had ever seen. The tail reminded me of a crocodile’s tail with muscular hind legs, and small, white, triangle-shaped scales covered its torso. The front legs were not as big as the back legs, and the claws reminded me of an eagle’s. Two wings sprouted from the back, and the neck arched a little, with big scales covering it completely. The face looked like a dinosaur’s, with long teeth and a sharp pointy nose.

      The Night Villain was the last dragon. It looked skeletal with webbed feet like the Rubicon. Its face and wings were skinny, and the flesh looked like someone pulled too small skin over the skeleton-like features. Its overall appearance made me shiver right down to my core. It almost looked like it was busy decomposing.

      Around another corner, the Metallic dragons were simply magnificent. They all carried a posture with puffed-up chests and raised heads, and shimmery gold, silver, bronze, copper, and brass scales.

      The section that explained what their skin could be used for brought a shiver up my spine. Humans harvested most of the Metallic dragons for armor, where they slaughtered the Chromatic ones for their blood, guts, toes, and scales—the key ingredients for almost all the important potions. They used their dragon teeth to make weapons, but ever since they discovered metal, the only purpose they held was as trophies.

      A more civilized era greeted us in the next room. It began with large paintings of hulking castles. The one in Etan was the most enchanted. It looked as if fireflies made homes on the edges of the walls and rooftops. I stared at it for at least ten minutes, completely entranced.

      “That is your home, bear. Was mine too?” Dad said.

      Home. “Does it still exist?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Such a pity,” I whispered.

      We moved on to another Night Villain. This one had a human figure right next to it and I gasped. I looked at Blake. “This is your father?”

      “Yeah, horrible job.”

      “It looks just like him.”

      “Okay, if you say so.”

      “It looks just like him.” The brass plate next to it read that he was King Albert’s dragon.

      We reached a temple. Dad lit one of the thousand candles that were outside the two doors. The others toed off their shoes and stood in their socks. I followed their lead.

      “It’s paying respect. Some people come here to pray. Although they know the dead are in the spirit world, they still believe God is always present where there are people that live by His Son’s example,” Lucian said.

      Blake held out his hand for mine and I took it. I followed him into the room and I gasped as I saw the two figures sitting on the thrones. It was my mom and dad. Blake smiled as the tears in my eyes pricked. I wished I could’ve known them the way everyone else did. The little time I got with my dad wasn’t enough.

      Blake kneeled down to them as if they were still alive. I did the same, and Dad chuckled behind me as he pulled me up.

      “They are your parents, bear. You don’t need to bow down to them. They would’ve loved you so much, especially your mother. She wanted you so badly.”

      I wiped a tear as I kept staring at them. It put me at ease to know they were somewhere on this side, even if it was as a wax doll.

      A golden rope was the barrier between them and us. They both sat on their thrones, tall and proud, as if they waited for something, probably me, to come home. Mom sat upright, graceful, and Dad’s pride shone in his erect posture. They didn’t smile, though, which didn’t feel natural at all.

      We carried on walking and I froze as I found a statue of Blake. He grunted. “It looks nothing like me.”

      “I don’t know. He is handsome, Blake.”

      “It’s a wax figure, Elena.”

      “It’s you.” I laughed. He really was possessive. More wax figures of kings and queens greeted us in the next room.

      We passed King Caleb and his wife with their daughter. I hadn’t met her yet. My grandfather made their family rulers, as it was too big for him to run alone.

      I saw a statue of Lucian standing behind the throne of his parents. “The Royal Family of Tith” stood boldly in big golden letters on a brass plate. Queen Maggie and King Helmut sat on their thrones in front of Lucian.

      “I agree with Blake. They seriously suck with some things.”

      “It looks just like you.”

      “I don’t look like that.”

      “You do, too, Lucian.”

      “Yeah, we will speak again when they are going to put you in here, Elena.”

      The last exhibit was a replica of the King of Lion sword. “The blade of Aegis” was on the brass plate in front of the glass box that protected the sword. I had seen it in my Mysteries book on my very first day. Many of the kings and queens posed with it and Dad had mentioned that King William had killed the first Rubicon with it. After that, he had carried it everywhere he went and so had King Alexander, Louie, and Albert. The sword was always close to them.

      “Why isn’t there a model of Goran?”

      “He doesn’t belong in the museum, Elena. He gave up that right when he slaughtered your parents,” Blake answered.

      “Why do you think he did it?”

      “Envy, who knows? He had no reason to be jealous, but he was anyway. I think it was his power that turned him evil. Before Sarafina, his dragon, died, she gave him a part of her essence. I think if a dragon gives you too much of their essence, the human body changes. Maybe that was what led him to do what he had done.”

      “I like your theories,” I complimented him.

      “Well, I am a tenth Crown and Copper.”

      We spent the entire morning inside the museum until our lunch was ready.

      Blake was right, I’d learned so much from this museum and I couldn’t believe they were going to put me in here too.
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      A feast of burgers waited for us at lunch. Afterward, the fitting started.

      I had to wear a beautiful cocktail dress after they had done my makeup and then stood underneath some sort of scanner, holding a pose that they wanted me to stand.

      The area looked like something had jumped out of a science fiction book. It had dark glass panels against the wall and a black and green scanner. Rows filled with computers faced the scanner. A man and a woman operated the computers.

      Phoebe, the woman that was in charge of the entire process, asked me to pose, not smiling.

      She had put a beautiful silver tiara on my head and earrings that murdered my lobes. It fit well with the dress. I kept on wondering where they were going to put this one?

      When they found the right pose, which was holding my hands in front of me, standing ramrod straight and not smiling, the scanner moved around me.

      My heart pounded as the green laser beams bounced all over my body.

      My nose itched and the worst part was that I couldn’t scratch it.

      A drone sound like the scanner shutting off filled the room.

      “Thank you, princess. Go back to the fitting room and get ready for the next one,” the operator with dark hair behind the computer said.

      I walked to the door, and it opened, almost slamming into Dad. He looked spiffy wearing the same robe he wore the day of the hearing. The copper between the black in his robe brought out the copper in his hair and eyes.

      “You look beautiful, Bear.”

      “My earlobes disagree.”

      A laughter poured out of Dad. “Perks of being a Malone.”

      I paddled past him as the dress hugged my legs.

      Blake was still in makeup, and his growls reached my ears. He didn’t like this part at all.

      “It’s not that bad. Tone down the growling part,” I said as I walked past his room.

      The make-up artist’s giggle filled the area. “Thank you, Princess.”

      “It’s Elena.”

      A hand yanked me into another fitting room and found some sort of leather outfit. “What is this?”

      “Custom rider’s outfit. Get dressed, we have little time.” The artist pulled back the curtain we hid behind and left.

      I struggled to get into the outfit as the leather clung to my body. It was warm and carried a slight weight to it, but the boots that came up to my shins awakened the must have inside my gut.

      Then it was makeup and hair after, as the riders’ gear demanded a different type of look than the princess’ dress.

      When Bianca, the girl that had done my makeup, finished. I found Blake waiting outside the door of the room where they scanned us, wearing a dark robe with a red-purple design on it.

      “This color suits you.”

      He lifted the corner of his lips.

      “C’mon, it’s not so bad.”

      “Yeah, I’ve done more than a few of these fittings. It’s not my cup of tea.”

      “Well, one last time won’t kill you. Besides, it’s with me. You will love it.”

      “If you say so?”

      The door opened, and Dad walked out. “Are you finished?”

      “Yes.”

      Blake motioned his hand at Dad. “Your father gets my irritation.”

      “Let’s go.” I grabbed his robe and pulled him behind me.

      We stepped in again. A grunt left Blake’s lips at the second station in the back. It was huge and wasn’t there before. It looked like a mirror-image of the one at the front. “Where the hell did this come from?”

      Blake leaned closer. “It’s Paegeia. Magical, remember?”

      “Okay?”

      “Blake, is it big enough?”

      “Yeah.” He yanked off his robe. Heat rushed all over my body as he wore nothing underneath the robe. I looked away.

      It elicited a couple of sniggers from the designers and operators.

      “You need to get used to my nakedness, Elena.”

      “Yeah, not going to happen in the next few months, Blake.”

      Pulling and tearing mixed with grunts filled the area as a slight rumble came from the back.

      My gaze flickered to where Blake stood and saw how giant wings unfolded. The boy was missing and in his place stood the mighty Rubicon, that was almost as big as a house.

      The operator spoke, and I understood every word he said. It was weird as I knew the dragons didn’t understand English at all, but the guy spoke English and Blake repeated.

      He took a majestic pose, pulling his one paw with talons into him, hovering in the air. His wings folded in and tight against his body. A hologram of the Rubicon standing in the same pose appeared on the platform I had to stand.

      “Elena, get on the platform.”

      I climbed on the step, and my hand glided through the hologram of the Rubicon. “Where do you want me to stand?”

      “By his paw.”

      I walked over to his paw raised in the air and stood in front of it.

      “Try to show some affection.”

      “Can’t I do it on his platform?”

      “No, improvise.”

      Gurgling sounds came from the Platform at the back.

      “Blake, hold your posture, please?” one operator asked, and he stopped making that sound.

      I didn’t know how to do this, as I kept losing my balance as I found the pose in my head. I look like I was sort of leaning against his torso.

      “Blake, lower your paw just an inch. Just keep that pose, Elena.”

      I stood as still as I could, but my stomach muscles protested all the way, as it was not a natural pose.

      The designer melted as she looked at what was on the computers.

      “3, 2, 1,” the guy counted down and then the scanner bounced over my body again and I assumed Blake’s dragon figure, too.

      It shut down, and I wanted to see what the image looked like. I rushed to the computer as Blake transformed back into his human form.

      On the screen was his dragon form. His paw lowered in such a manner that it looked as if he was holding me. I placed my hand on his upper tight and it looked as if he hugged me. You can’t get a better pose than that.

      “Not bad.” Blake’s voice came from behind me, making me jump. “Sorry.”

      “Last one. Let’s go, both of you on the podium.”

      “Both of us?” I asked.

      “Yes, in your human form, Blake.”

      We both stepped on the podium, and this one was more natural.

      We faced each other, and Blake cradled me in his arms. His strong musky scent mixed with a smokey one reached my nose.

      “Now both look this way. Don’t smile, Elena.”

      My smile disappeared as the operator started the countdown again. The scanner’s beams bounced over our bodies again, and the drone sound came.

      “Are we done now?”

      “Yes, thank you very much for giving us the time to fit you, Elena. You too, Blake. I know it’s not one of your favorite things in this world.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      We both walked to the wardrobe area and changed into our street clothes.

      Sammy kept me company as I changed and I couldn’t stop explaining the details to her of our Dragon-human pose.

      “I can’t wait to see that. He’s growly at these fittings, but I think he enjoyed it today.”

      “My dad will slaughter him if I tell him how he just yanked off his robe.”

      Sammy thought it was funny. “We are dragons, Elena. Nakedness is like breathing air on this side.”

      “Yeah, not to me. That one is going to take some time to get used to.”

      When we got out, Blake waited for me at the entrance of the museum.

      He was in a deep discussion with Lucian and my dad. They stopped when we reached them.

      “Be home for dinner.”

      “Are we going somewhere?”

      “Yes, with me. Don’t worry, she is in expert hands.”

      “I heard that one before, too.”

      “Not with me.”

      Lucian and Sammy followed us.

      “So, where are we going?” Sammy asked.

      “Do we want my sister to come with us?”

      “Yes, she is one of the few people I know at Dragonia.”

      “Blake is the only one you need to know, Elena, as he will be like your shadow,” Lucian said.

      Sammy’s hyena laugh filled the tram, thinking it was the funniest thing.

      Blake put my hoodie up. “You are famous now. If they see you, they will know I’m here too.”

      Great.

      He yanked his own hood over his head, and Lucian followed.

      We took a tram and hung around at the back underneath our hoods.

      There weren’t many people on the tram and they didn’t spare us a lot of glances either. But it didn’t stop the beating of my heart.

      Blake and Lucian got up, and Sammy and I followed.

      The tram stopped, and we got off in front of a glassy building that has music notes in their logo. DCB recording studios.

      Blake walked in and the girl behind the desk beamed up at him as he took off his hoodie.

      “The guys here?”

      “The band has been waiting for you for almost half an hour already.”

      “They’ll be okay. The three of them are with me.” He nudged over to us.

      We followed Blake to another area, and he opened the door. He slapped hands with a guy sitting in the booth behind so many buttons. The guy pulled in a quick breath as he saw Lu and got up to greet him.

      The members of his band laughed and fooled around with their instruments.

      Isaac strummed some sort of tune, singing, “Blake is here.”

      Ty hit the drums at the end, and they all cheered.

      He flipped them off. “I told you I have a fitting.”

      “Another one?”

      “Yeah, with Elena.”

      “Ooh, the princess—”

      “Which is here, Ty, so your best behavior.”

      “She came?” I think Jamie or the other guy asked and Ty left a disgusting remark that had to do with sex.

      “Ty!” Blake and Isaac said, but Sammy and Lucian tried to suppress their laughter.

      “What, I will not pretend to be a saint. Elena has to take me as I am on leave.”

      Blake looked at me. “I apologize for whatever is going to leave Ty’s lips today.”

      “It’s all good. I’ll take it with a pinch of salt.”

      “Yeah, you might want to take it with a shot of something stronger.”

      A giggle slipped through my lips as I pushed him toward the door. “Go.”

      He opened the door and walked to the podium. He grabbed the pair of earphones that were on the wooden chair and took a seat as everyone got ready for a jam session.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the summer flew by in a whizz. I spent every day with Blake as we waited for the ancients to make their decision about the claim.

      The last evening of our summer break we ended it off around a bonfire on the private beach through the forest on the east side of the palace.  

      I sat close to Blake. Near him was the safest place for me. My father behind the creepers occupied my mind more than I wanted. When was Blake going to tell his dad the truth?

      We said goodnight later that night and then Blake left. I did not know where they lived, just that it was some place in Etan. I tried to visit during the day, but a part of me got a feeling he was embarrassed. It was so silly.

      The next day, Lucian and I said goodbye to our parents over a feast of breakfast in the dining room. Breakfast was normally served on the patio, but this morning they set it up in the dining room.

      Telling Dad goodbye was harder than I thought. I wouldn’t see him for the next month because of first year rules and regulations. There was a lot of settling in and things to get used to during the first month.

      I couldn’t wait to see Blake again.

      The elevator trip was still horrible. The pain still came, no matter how big of a breath I took or how long I kept it in. My skin burned and buzzed all the way to Elm.

      It finally stopped, and the sensation disappeared. The doors opened after a few moments and Master Longwei welcomed us. I unclasped my buckle and stepped out of the seat as our luggage waited on the carpet.

      “Here is your room number, princess.” He handed me a key.

      “Elena, please, Master Longwei.”

      “Forgive me, Elena.” He bowed his head, and I looked at my dorm and schedule.

      I was starting the dual classes and did not know what that meant, but the subjects didn’t sound like Greek thanks to orientation.

      The room was on the seventh floor. I grabbed my luggage and followed Lucian to the lobby of the academy.

      “Which room are you in?”

      “704.”

      “Okay, see you later. Enjoy.”

      “Thanks,” I said as our paths split. I couldn’t believe that I had to take the steps all the way to the seventh floor. When I reached the fifth floor, an elevator stood on the left side and I pressed the button. It was quiet for the day that everyone was going to come back.

      The wooden doors opened, and I entered, dragging my luggage behind me. The pull upward came, and I rested my head against the wooden panels when the elevator ding announced the seventh floor and opened its doors. Room 701 stood right in front of me.

      I unlocked the door and found an enormous room, with a small kitchen at the back and a flatscreen TV by the couch.

      Four poster beds took the first part of the room. Two on each side of the walls, facing each other. Someone occupied one bed against the wall and I decided on the bed near the window. I took out the bedding that the queen had purchased a few days before. It was a beautiful white and lilac bedspread with all the fitting linen that went with it.

      I wondered who the other bed belonged to.

      As I made the bed, a key sounded in the door and Sammy’s shriek filled my ears as she came running through the door. “I knew when they gave me a key with 701, royalty had to be involved.”

      “You’re one roomie?”

      “Yes, I already chose my bed. I wonder where the other two girls are?”

      “How long have you been back?”

      “We came early this morning. It’s a miracle my brother isn’t here. You told your room number to Lucian?”

      I nodded.

      “Miracles happen,” she said, and a knock came at the door. “Knew it was too good to be true.”

      “Shush, I actually like your brother’s company a lot.” I rushed to the door and opened it.

      Blake leaned against the door frame.

      “You’re my roommate too?”

      “I wish,” he said and pushed himself away from the frame and stepped in. He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me into him as he lowered his head closer to mine for a kiss. His lips were soft and warm like always, with a minty sweet flavor playing on his tongue as we kissed.

      “Get a room, hopefully not this one,” Sammy said, and I couldn’t help the unexpected puff of laughter slipping up my throat.

      Blake broke the kiss and glared at his sister. “You are such a party pooper.” He looked back at me. “You need help?”

      “No, but you can keep me company as I pack away my clothes.”

      He walked over to my bed and plopped on top. “So, where are the other two?”

      “Don’t know.”

      He took out a small ball, smaller than a tennis ball, and threw it against the left pole of my bed and caught it again. He didn’t miss. “You got your schedule yet?”

      “Yes, it says dual. What does that mean?”

      “It means that you are on a rider-dragon curriculum. We learn together.”

      “You are going to be in the same class as me?”

      Blake kept focusing on the ball he threw. “So much fun, right?”

      Sammy’s amusement rippled through her. “You’re starting over. That must suck.”

      Blake caught the ball and flipped his sister off.

      “You’re starting over?” I asked.

      “Another curriculum. It’s not the same syllabus.”

      “It’s not your last year?” I squinted at his figure sprawled out on my bed.

      He caught the ball and looked at me. “Never was. I still had two more years to go.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “You have to attend school longer than you should be. That must suck.”

      “I’m sure you’ll make it worth my time.”

      My body flamed up. Blake chuckled as I turned around, packing away the clothes that were in my hands and the thud against the pole of my posted bed reached my ears as he carried on playing with his ball.

      The key sounded in the door and a girl with short dark hair walked in. She froze mid-step as her eyes landed on Blake, laying on my bed.

      “Hey.” Sammy jumped from her bed.

      I waved.

      “I think she’s broken,” Blake said, and the girl snapped out of it as Sammy grabbed her around her shoulders.

      I remembered her from orientation. She was in the class where we learned about the sword and I thought her answer was funny.

      “I’m Sammy.”

      “Leaf.” The words slipped out fast.

      “Yeah, the idiot is my brother and also Elena’s dragon, so I hope he will not become like our fifth roommate.”

      “You wish,” Blake said.

      The girl blushed, and I had to suppress my smile as my gaze flickered to Blake, who beamed. He loved all the attention he was getting. I didn’t care what he said.

      “Rebecca Johnson, but everyone calls me Becky,” she squeaked, and Sammy told her to take any of the two remaining beds.

      She took the one next to mine and plopped her bag on top of it.

      Becky looked in every direction, trying to ignore Blake.

      “Maybe you should just go until she settles in.”

      “You serious now?” he whispered.

      “You are like the guy at this school. Just for the first few days.”

      A grunt left his lips as he launched himself off my bed. “Fine. See you later, I guess.”

      “Are you leaving?” Sammy said.

      “Yes, I don’t want to break your new roommate with my presence.”

      “Oh, please.” Sammy rolled her eyes, and Becky kept staring at her bed.

      “You better get used to me fast, Rebecca Johnson.”

      She froze as he said her name, closing the door behind him.

      “Sorry about that. He is like my shadow. I’m used to it, but the others aren’t. My name is Elena.” I held out my hand to her.

      “Is this like the royal dorm or something?”

      “I’m with her. So tell her thanks.” Sammy pointed her thumb toward me.

      She took my hand. “Becky. Nice meeting you, princess.”

      “Elena, please. The p word still sounds awkward.” I walked back to my side and unpacked the rest of my clothes.

      “Blake is seriously going to be in this room a lot?”

      Giggles filled the room.

      “They are a dent and inseparable. It’s puke worthy,” Sammy said.

      “Stop being mean. I would like to see you when you meet your human or rider or whatever you call them.”

      “I can bet you it won’t be part of a dent, so I won’t be as pathetic as the two of you.”

      “You know how hot he is, right?” Becky asked.

      My lips fanned into a grin as I looked at her. “Yeah, I struggled with that part in the beginning, too. You get used to it fast. Believe me.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Make you a deal. He won’t be in this room until you are okay with it. It’s not just my sanctuary, it’s all of ours.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” She smiled and Sammy started asking her about where she lived and so forth.

      She lived in Tith, close to the palace. Her mom was the only one raising her as she had lost her father the night of the creepers. “My dad was part of your dad’s royal fleet.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “It’s okay. I don’t remember him. I was too little.”

      “So you are a Dragonian?”

      “Yes,” Becky said, lifting her sleeve to show us her mark on her arm. It was quite dark.

      Keys in the door sounded once more and a girl with red hair waltz in. She had a sleeve of some sugary candy dangling between her lips. Her piercing blue eyes enhanced the dark brown tones of her skin. “Oh, my word. I must have won the Dragonian lottery or something. Look at this room. Hi,” she held out her hand at Becky, “I’m Victoria Button, yeah, like the button on your jeans. Lame, I know. Everyone calls me Vicky.”

      Becky shook her hand. “Rebecca Johnson, everyone calls me Becky.”

      “Samantha Leaf.” Sammy jumped up and took Vicky’s hand.

      “Oh fuck, Blake’s your brother?”

      Chuckles filled the room.

      “Yes, the idiot is my brother.”

      “Elena,” I said and waved.

      “Hi, okay, so spill. How did we end up in this room? I thought we were on the first to fourth floor.” The girl put her two bags on the only open bed next to Sammy.

      “Royalty?” Sammy said.

      “Royalty? Who the hell is royalty here?”

      “That would be me.” I lifted my hand.

      “She is King Albert and Queen Catherine’s daughter.”

      “Crap, you’re the girl that claimed the Rubicon?”

      “Yeah, well, if you call that attempt a claim, that would be me.”

      “Pfft, submitting is harder than yielding. Believe me. They had tried to claim me once. It didn’t go so well for the other guy.”

      “You’re a dragon?” Becky asked.

      “Sun blast. The worst there is, apart from the Rubicon. He’s really your dragon?”

      “Yes, I almost got a heart attack when I entered and I found him on Elena’s bed,” Becky said with enormous eyes.

      “He was here,” Vicky asked. “Where is he now?”

      “I sent him away. I need distance.”

      “A dent. I believe that? So he is going to be here regularly?”

      “Only if that is okay with you guys. I made a deal with Becky that he won’t come until she is ready.”

      “Yeah, then he told me I had to get used to him pretty fast.”

      “What?” Vicky’s eyes grew as her lips fanned out into a smile. “He actually spoke to you.”

      “I know. My tongue was all twisted. I couldn’t even answer.”

      Vicky’s eyes flickered back to me. “You know how hot he is, right?”

      “Ewe, ewe, ewe, that is my brother, girls.”

      “Sorry, but you would’ve agreed with us if he wasn’t your brother, Sammy.”

      “Okay, I probably would’ve, but still. He is blood. I don’t see him that way.”

      “So we all have the same schedule, right?” Vicky was a blabbermouth.

      “Accept for Elena, she has to take classes with the cool kids.”

      “Haha.” I chucked a tiny pillow at Sammy, which she caught with ease.

      “Oh, right, you start on the dual schedule. That’s so awesome. Our dragons are not so lucky. We have to wait until someone claims us before we can start on that schedule.”

      “That sucks so much,” Sammy said.

      “Tell me about it.”

      Vicky started telling us about her family as she started with her first bag, packing the content of it into her closet. She lived with a dragon colony in her dragon form and I hung on the words that left her mouth. There weren’t a lot of colonies anymore, but she knew a few dragons at Dragonia that were a part of her colony. Tabitha was one of them. “She must love you now that you have taken her precious away from her.”

      “Yeah, she tried to warn me during orientation about him,” I said.

      “What? Ugh. What did she say?” Sammy asked.

      “The dragon is awesome, but the boy behind it doesn’t know what he wants.”

      “Don’t believe that for a second.” Sammy sounded upset. “She would do anything to get between the two of you. She is smart and cunning, so don’t you dare believe a single thing, Elena.”

      “Chill, I don’t. Besides, Lucian already warned me.”

      “The prince,” both Becky and Vicky yelled at the same time.

      “Yeah, we sort of live with them.”

      “You and I are going to be best friends, girl.” Vicky came over and wrapped powerful arms around me and lifted me off the ground.

      She squeezed all the air out of my lungs. I voiced it with a grunt and she let me go. “Sorry, my mom said I’m a bit too much.”

      “Don’t apologize. I like your energy.” I motioned with my hand around her.

      “You don’t seem like a princess.”

      “Oh, it’s because I’m not. The p word makes me uncomfortable, and besides, I didn’t grow up with wealth on the other side. So I won’t be your typical princess.”

      “That is great to know. I hate Arianna.”

      “I second that. She is a spoiled brat,” Sammy said. “She actually tried to claim my brother once. It was a spectacle.”

      I froze as I remembered the story that Lucian told me, how he had lost Arianna because of the Rubicon. It was Blake. I didn’t know how I felt about that one.

      They all joked about her claim as I finished packing away my clothes.

      Sammy came over and leaned against the wall. “You okay? Was it something I said?”

      I shook my head and smiled.

      “He was different back then, Elena.”

      “Sammy?”

      “No, I saw how your face changed when I mentioned that. Lucian told you what he did, didn’t he?”

      I nodded.

      “He didn’t mean for Lucian to find out about it. He did, as the brat actually believed she had a chance with my brother and told Lucian that she couldn’t be with him anymore.”

      “What?”

      “He didn’t tell you that part?”

      “No, he just said that they hurt him, really hurt him.”

      “Their actions did, but he was so different before you. A cocky ass, to be honest. He came back a different dragon, and it’s all because of you. Please don’t hold his past against him. It was pretty dark.”

      “I’m not that type of person.”

      “I’m figuring that out. Just ask if something bothers you. Don’t assume, okay?”

      “I won’t.”

      She looked at the other two roomies. “I’m starving. Who wants to go see what is for lunch?”

      I lifted my hand. “My stomach is growling at me.”

      The other two couldn’t wait either, and we all left for the cafeteria.

      Sammy locked our room and everywhere girls, older than us, huddled in groups, whispering to each other as we walked down the stairs.

      “I bet they are wondering what the first years were doing on their floor,” Vicky said.

      Laughter bubbled from me as I walked down the steps. I liked Vicky. She didn’t have a shy bone in her body.

      “I doubt they would think it’s royalty,” Sammy replied.

      “Is it true that the ancients want to cancel you and Blake’s ordeal?” Vicky asked.

      “What?” Becky said.

      “I doubt they can do it,” Sammy answered Becky.

      I nodded at Vicky’s question. “They still might. They haven’t decided yet. So I guess we will have to wait and see.”

      We reached the bottom of the stairs and Tabitha, with three of her friends, all equally beautiful, walked past us. I tried not to pay attention to her beauty.

      “Sammy.” Tabitha greeted.

      “Tabitha,” Sammy said.

      “You’ve seen your brother this summer?”

      “Yeah, we actually spend almost every day together now that you are not in the picture anymore.”

      A chuckle rolled off her lips. “It’s not over until I say it’s over.”

      I stopped with Becky and Vicky. “Excuse me,” I said.

      She laughed. “Oh, what, because the dragon in him submitted you think you own him? You do not know the needs he has, little princess, and I doubt you even know how to handle him.”

      “Do you hear yourself, Tabitha? Elena is his Dent. There is not one incident in the entire history that an opposite dent ever gave up a rider or dragon just because of the likes of a third party,” Sammy said.

      “She didn’t claim him fair and square, little mongrel, and when the ancients are going to annul it—”

      “If!” Sammy interrupted.

      “No, when. They are not stupid. Your brother is the Rubicon. He needs to yield, and not to the likes of someone that doesn’t even have the guts to tame him.”

      “Tabitha, enough!” Blake’s voice came from the stairs.

      She jumped in fright.

      “Now you did it,” Sammy said.

      “You too, Samantha.”

      I shook my head and just walked through the door.

      “Yeah, run away, little mouse,” Tabitha yelled.

      “I said enough!”

      My strides grew bigger trying to get away from them. She was never going to stop. Flashes of her, me and Blake kept occupying my thoughts.

      “Stop this, please,” Blake said from almost beside me as I walked toward the cafeteria. Tears pricked in my eyes as her words kept rolling into my mind.

      “Elena,” Blake said, but I didn’t stop. A grip clasped around my wrist and he pulled me to the side of the cafeteria. “What did she say?”

      “You know what she said. You have enhanced hearing.”

      “I know how to tune it out. What did she say?”

      “What do you think she said? That it’s not over between the two of you. She decides that. She will not back off.”

      “I don’t want her. Don’t believe the crap that she is going to spin. Because then this won’t work.”

      My lower-lip wobbled.

      “Don’t cry. Come here.” He pulled me into his grasp and I tried to pull back my tears. I sniffed and took a huge breath when I had them under control. “Look at me,” Blake said as he pushed me away and my gaze flickered to his. “You asked me to make the choice, which no other Dragonian has ever done, and I told you I want you. I don’t want anyone else.”

      I nodded. “She said when the ancients are going to annul this—”

      “They won’t. I won’t let them and neither will you.”

      “Blake?”

      “I’m the alpha. I have perks. Trust me on this, okay?”

      I remembered what Dad had said about his alpha call. That they had to obey when he used it. I nodded.

      “Now, let’s go eat something, as my stomach is protesting.”

      A giggle slipped past my lips as he took my hand and led me to the cafeteria.

      Everyone stared at us as we entered, and a lot of his friends stopped to greet him. He sure was popular. I walked on and went to the buffet area. Time would tell where the snow dragon was going to fit into our lives. But I could see a wonky road.
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      I woke up early the next morning. I’d spend some time with Lucian and Blake the night before in their room. We’d played an online game that Blake had to write a review for and it took my mind off the Tabitha situation.

      She was something else, but at least the girl knew what she wanted. A part of me didn’t look forward to this day.

      Vicky and Becky weren’t morning people. They grunted and growled their way to the bathroom.

      Sammy was her chirpy self, and I stayed quiet throughout the morning routine of getting ready for the day.

      A silver envelope slipped underneath our door. Becky rushed to get it and her gaze lingered on top of the envelope. Her eyes flickered to me. “It’s for you,” she said, walking over and handing it to me.

      I took it and opened the letter. “It’s with great honor to summon you to the Viden’s tower for your first session. Time to attend 07h30. Don’t be late.”

      I looked at my watch. It was twenty-five minutes past seven.

      Great, no breakfast for me. “It’s from the Viden. I have to go.”

      “Now?” Sammy said.

      “Yeah, do you know where she is?”

      “I’ll take you.” Sammy walked to the door, and I grabbed my book bag and slung it over my shoulder.

      “See you guys later.”

      “Good luck,” Becky said as I followed Sammy out the door.

      We rushed down the steps and Sammy pulled the wooden oak door that led to the cafeteria with no effort.

      We rushed down one hallway toward class and down another set of steps that led to a forest. Her tower was situated right next to the forest. Ivy sprawled up on the walls as Sammy opened another wooden door.

      “Just up those stairs. Good luck. Don’t freak out if she makes a foretelling, but then again, she struggled to see your family’s futures, so forget what I said. See you later. I’ll tell my dorky brother that the Viden summoned you.”

      “Thanks, Sam.” I walked up the steps, and an unsettling weight pressed hard on my stomach. What did Sammy mean? I reached the top and brought my fist to knock.

      “Enter!”

      So creepy.

      I opened the door and a cozy room with soft chairs and a huge glass orb in the middle of the table welcomed me.

      A woman with long, silky black hair stood by the window, looking out. She wore a blue and black dress similar to that of the dragon robes. This one hugged her hips and stressed her round breasts.

      “Welcome, princess. Come sit.” She turned around and the brightest blue eyes stared back at me.

      I took a seat in front of the crystal ball on a table and she came over and sat down.

      “You want some tea?” She picked up a white porcelain teapot which had like two cups and saucers waiting.

      “No thanks, I’m fine.”

      “What about a cookie?”

      I shook my head.

      She was really beautiful, with feline-shaped eyes that turned into a curve at the end. Thick eyelashes brought out the color of her sapphire blue eyes. She looked like Blake and I wondered if they were family.

      “Give me your hand and stay quiet.”

      I gave her my hand, and she took it in both of hers, covering it completely.

      My stomach spiraled and tingled at her touch. The saliva in my mouth instantly dried and got replaced with a queasy feeling and an iron taste sprawled on my tastebuds.

      She opened her eyes and touched her head. “You are remarkable, just like your parents. Not a peep. Just a headache that would stay with me for days.”

      She turned around and reached for the drawer when she sucked in a huge breath and flew ramrod straight. Her eyes opened and the blue irises disappeared, turning into a solid white.

      
        
        “A day will come when you have to make a decision. A life for another to save the greatest mission. It’s something you can’t avoid, otherwise the world of Paegeia will be destroyed.”

      

      

      She plopped back into her chair and clutched her head. “Oh, this headache is going to be the death of me. I forgot how powerful the Malone bloodline is.” She reached for the drawers and yanked it open. Took out a tablet and popped it in her mouth and swallowed it down. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t be of any help, princess.”

      What? She just said those words.

      The viden touched my hand, and my gaze flickered back to her. “Are you okay? It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I shook my head. “I have to go. Don’t worry.” I got up as something told me she did not know that she had said those words. I rushed out her door and down the steps. My heart thumbed behind my ribcage fast. What the hell did she mean by that? Important decision to save the greatest mission. I have to die in order not to get Paegeia destroyed? Was that what she was saying?

      Tears pricked my eyes as I exited the tower. I took a deep breath and walked to the nearest tree.

      My lower lip vibrated. Whose life did I need to save? Nothing made any sense. I didn’t want to die.

      

      
        
        BLAKE

      

      

      

      I couldn’t wait to see Elena again. I struggled to get her kiss of last night out of my head. The little pricks in my stomach drove me insane. I entered the cafeteria and my eyes skidded over each table.

      My sister’s laughter reached my ears, and my gaze flickered in that direction. There were two girls sitting with her, but none of them were Elena. Where is she? I walked with huge strides over to her table.

      I crouched next to the table closest to my sister. “Where is Elena?”

      “Oh, morning to you too, Sunshine. She got summoned to Irene’s tower this morning.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. “Why, it’s not like she can see her future?”

      “I don’t know. She is the princess of Paegeia, I guess.”

      I took little observation of the two roommates staring at me and the others close by as I glanced at my watch. There were twenty minutes left before the school bell was going to ring.

      My gaze landed on Lucian sitting with Dean, and I walked with huge strides toward him.

      “Blake,” Lucian said through a grin.

      “Do me a favor and grab me something to eat, please. Irene summoned Elena this morning.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Sure, go.”

      Fear of my relationship with the viden was the only thing that occupied my mind. What if she summoned Elena only to tell her that? Why would she, Blake? She knew Elena was your only salvation.

      Then again, women did the craziest things for my affection. Tabitha proved it yesterday.

      I rushed out of the cafeteria and toward Irene’s tower. I tuned in, trying to find out if she was in that tower, but it was quiet. Soft crying made me stop and my stomach turned as I realized it was Elena’s crying. I’ve heard it more than twice to know her crying.

      I walked faster. Irene and whatever she said to Elena clouded my fury. She sat against a tree, with her knees bent in front of her, and she sobbed her heart out.

      Please, don’t let it be that. I can’t be the one that hurt her again.

      I walked closer and put my bag on the floor and crouched in front of her, touching her legs.

      Her head flung up, and her eyes were extra green.

      “What happened?”

      She shook her head.

      “Elena, please? What did she tell you?”

      “It’s nothing, okay. Don’t worry about it.” She pushed me aside to get up.

      It wasn’t nothing. Irene had told her something, as Elena was hostile.

      “Hey, whatever it is, we can work through it.”

      She shook her head and picked up her bag. “I just need to process this. Don’t worry.”

      “Process what?”

      “Just let it go, please.”

      “No. I’m your dragon, Elena. It’s for life. What did she tell you?”

      “Stop asking me!”

      The pressure of the true order descended on me and locked my jaw. I couldn’t ask her. “Stop ordering me.”

      “Then stop asking.” She turned around and walked with huge strides back to the cafeteria.

      I followed. The bell rang, and a frustrated grunt pushed through her lips. She stopped, turned around, and almost slammed into me. I wrapped my arms around her, and to my surprise, she let me. I couldn’t ask her anymore, but she didn’t order me to ask anyone else, so I would find out what this morning’s session was about.
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      During class, Elena wasn’t herself. It was as if she put walls around her and I hated every brick.

      When the bell rang for lunch, my stomach growled, but I had to find out what upset Elena so much.

      After Art of War, our paths split and I rushed up the first set of stairs and tuned in as she walked up the stairs. When I heard her at the second level speaking to someone, I rushed back down, making my way in the tower's direction.

      Irene was going to own up to the truth, and then it was going to be hell to pay. It was clear what she told Elena. The facts haunted her the entire day, and this afternoon I was going to have to suck up big time to redeem myself from this one.

      I knocked on the door.

      “Enter,” she said, and I opened the door. She sat with a cold cloth on her face. She always saw me coming, which was strange. Why hadn’t she today?

      I walked with huge strides and turned her chair with her around in it. She yelped and yanked the cloth off her face, staring at me.

      “Why did you tell Elena about us this morning?”

      “What? What are you doing here?”

      “Tell me, Irene. Why? You know what she is to me. I made it clear what we were,” I said through clenched teeth as my nostrils flared.

      “You think I told her about you? Blake, I will lose my job if I tell anyone what the two of us did in this tower. I know what she is to you, and I’m glad you don’t have to fight against your darkness anymore. I’m not that selfish.”

      “Then what on earth upset her so much this morning? She didn’t even look at me today.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed. “What?”

      “Stop playing games, Irene. What did you tell her? Why did you summon her? You know she is a Malone, and you see nothing with them.”

      “Okay, fine. I just wanted to meet her. I saw nothing, said nothing, Blake.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why was she crying when I found her this morning close to your tower?”

      “What?” Her eyebrows knitted as she stared at me.

      I looked at Irene’s eyes and saw red veins mixed with her blue irises. “Did you make a foretelling this morning?”

      “With Elena. No.”

      “What happened?”

      “I saw nothing. The headache was there, and then it grew stronger…” She looked around. “She looked like she saw a ghost after it grew. I asked her if she was okay and she told me she had to go. That was it, I swear.”

      I squinted. It didn’t explain Elena’s behavior. Unless Irene made a foretelling and she didn’t know. “Summon your book.”

      “Blake.”

      “Summon your book. Something happened. I won’t let there be secrets between us, Irene. Summon the damn Book of Shadows.”

      “Okay fine.” She closed her eyes, and the book plopped magically on the table. I rushed to it and started paging through. Scanning the familiar foretellings. I turned the pages faster and faster, and then my eyes found a new one that I’d never seen before.

      “I didn’t make a fore—”

      “This one is new,” I said. “A day will come when you have to make a decision. A life for another to save the greatest mission. It’s something you can’t avoid, otherwise the world of Paegeia will be destroyed.”

      It felt as if all my muscles went into spasm. My throat dried, and tears pricked my eyes just imagining that this was what Elena heard this morning. “What did you see?”

      “Nothing?” Irene swallowed hard as her eyes scanned through the foretelling.

      “Irene!”

      Her gaze flickered to mine. “I saw nothing with the Malone’s, Blake. The last time I said anything linked to them was with your egg. I didn’t even know I predicted it until they went public. I must’ve spoken the words, not seeing anything but darkness. It’s the reason I didn’t know that I even predicted that foretelling.” She touched her head again. “It’s the same headache.”

      “What?”

      “The headache is the same. It’s not that I couldn’t predict their future, I just didn’t see when I predicted their future. It always comes with this blazing headache that lasted for days. I only wanted to meet her, Blake. To know the girl who claimed your heart and soul.” She touched my face. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

      I nodded and read over the words again. “Well, she won’t die. I won’t let it.”

      “Blake, we both know there is only one entity that can destroy Paegeia.”

      “I won’t let her die for me. I can’t live without her. So if there is one person or dragon that is going to die, it will be me. Paegeia will still be safe.”

      “Blake.”

      “Don’t tell anyone about this.”

      “It’s my job. I have to let Master Longwei know when I make a foretelling. She is the princess of Paegeia.”

      I grabbed her shoulder, and her eyes grew. “You know nothing.”

      “Don’t do this!”

      “There wasn’t a foretelling made this morning, just a headache because you tried.”

      She whimpered as I kept repeating the phrase using my alpha tone.

      “Blake,” she whispered, trying to fight it.

      “There wasn’t a foretelling made this morning,” I spoke louder. Green mixed with the sapphire for a few seconds. “I tried.”

      “I was never here.”

      “Never here.”

      Her eyes rolled back, and then her figure slumped in the chair. I placed the cold cloth on her face again and picked her up and placed her on the bed. She would think that in her drowsiness, she stumbled over to her bed.

      I meant what I said. If there was one that was going to die, it would be me.
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        ELENA

      

      

      

      The words of the Viden this morning occupied my mind as I dug into my lunch.

      Blake took his sweet time. Not that I blamed him. I was horrible to him the entire day and every second I grew distant, the worry on his face became more clear.

      “Elena!” Sammy stared at me. “Rough day?”

      I nodded.

      “It will get easier. If you don’t understand, just ask Blake.”

      I nodded again.

      “Oh fuck,” Vicky said, as everyone around us twittered.

      Hands cupped both sides of my face and forced my neck to bend backward. Blake planted warm lips on my forehead. “It will get better, I promise.”

      My lips curved, and he let go of my face, walking toward the buffet.

      Vicky leaned forward. “Girl, I do not know how you are still normal with that guy as your dragon.”

      “You’ll get used to him.” I looked at Blake speaking to the chef. My gaze flickered to all the girls checking him out. He was like a magnet.

      Why was he so different now? The entire day, he gave me my space and worried in silence, but right now, he was himself.

      Something told me that this had Lucian written all over him. Did he tell him something? Gave him advice that I would tell him once I was ready. I already made the choice that I wouldn’t tell him, as my dad told me he was the only thing that could destroy Paegeia and whatever the Viden had said had something to do with Blake. But what did my father’s mission have to do with this?

      I even wondered whether Blake didn’t get the same foretelling or something similar before my arrival. That could be the reason he didn’t want to free my father, yet. A tray plopped onto our table and Blake sat down at the end of the table and dug in.

      Vicky and Becky stared at him as Sammy glared at him. He didn’t pay her much attention. He only had eyes for his food as he took huge bites out of a burger.

      His gaze flickered to Sammy, and he pushed the food into his cheek to speak. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

      “Please don’t tell me you are going to grace us with your presence at every meal.”

      “Sammy?” I said.

      “What. I love him to death, but I’m my person here at Dragonia, Elena.”

      “Dent,” Blake said, and Sammy huffed out a chuckle. “I hope and pray the rider that is going to press your scales in a twist will not be your dent, Samantha.”

      “Thank heavens there is only one every era,” Sammy said.

      “Get used to it. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Okay, fine. What was so difficult today for Elena?”

      “Everything. It’s magic.”

      “She had tutors and the best of the best trainers trying to get her fit to claim you.”

      “So, she is still human. They forget easily.”

      “Still here.” I waved at the two of them.

      The corner of their lips curved upwards as Blake took another bite from his burger.

      I loved how he lied on my behalf, but still. Why was he lying to his sister about today? I laughed as Becky and Vicky gaped at him, and Blake’s eyes flickered to mine.

      “What?”

      I shook my head as his gaze bounced over Vicky and Becky. Becky looked at her empty plate, but Vicky still stared.

      “Hi, I’m Blake.”

      Vicky didn’t answer.

      “Ow!” Vicky’s gaze flickered to Becky and glared at her.

      “Seriously,” Becky hissed.

      “What? It’s Blake freaking Leaf. He is verauriful.”

      “What?” all four of us asked.

      “Very and beautiful mixed.”

      “Oh, man. You better get used to me, and fast,” Blake complained.

      “Yeah, I’m not Elena. I doubt that is going to be a possibility.”

      Blake closed his eyes and shook his head as he brought up whatever was left of his burger and plopped it into his mouth.

      When he was done, he took my tray with his and got up.

      “I can take my tray.”

      “Chivalry is not a sin, Elena.”

      My lips curved as I got up. I looked at Becky and Vicky. “I’m with Blake. You need to get used to him.”

      “Fine, I’ll try, but I know it’s almost going to be impossible.”

      I shook my head at Vicky and followed Blake to the drop off area.

      We slipped out the side door after he thanked the chef for the meal.

      He took my hand as we were outside and walked toward the Colosseum, but went to the forest area.

      “Thanks for not telling your sister about this morning.”

      “She doesn’t need to know. I would love to know what Irene told you. But in your time, okay? So I won’t push.”

      “You mean it?”

      He nodded. “When you are ready. I just don’t like the secrets.”

      “It was nothing.”

      He huffed. “It was something that made you cry like that. I’m wondering now if it wasn’t Irene, is it me?”

      “Now you are just crazy.”

      “No, Elena. I get it that wanting to be around you all the time might be a bit too much. It’s different for our dragons. Humans experience everything on another type of level.”

      “Don’t you dare. I’ll tell you if I need some time alone. To be honest with you, I’m glad that I can make some friends. It’s new, but I can’t imagine my life without you and Lucian. I know it does not thrill Sammy to be stuck with her brother daily, but she would just have to get used to it too if she wants to be my friend.”

      “You are my friend,” Blake said, sounding possessive again.

      I laughed as he pulled me to his side. We reached the tree, and he plopped down on the grass and laid on his back. I sat down next to him with my back facing him, leaning my arms on my knee knobs, wondering if I shouldn’t tell Blake.

      “Come here.” He tugged on the back of my shirt, and I crashed into his arms. I felt so safe. I didn’t want to die, but if I had to die for him, I wouldn’t think twice.

      The words still sounded in my head. I’d tried so many times to get to each meaning behind the words. I had to stop, as it would drive me insane.

      “Have I told you how important you are to me?”

      I closed my eyes. It felt as if he could hear my thoughts. Shit, what if he could hear my thoughts? Answer him, Elena. “No, you just kissed me. You are stingy with your feelings.”

      “I have a reputation to protect, woman. It’s hard enough that I submitted. Everyone thinks I’m a wuss. I can’t let them know I have emotions, too.” His lips brushed against mine as laughter escaped my lips at his sarcasm. I could kiss Blake Leaf forever, or until the day I die.

      

      
        
        BLAKE

      

      

      Spending time with Elena made the world and the worry stop. She could never know that I’d discovered what she hid from me. She would never trust me again.

      After dinner, she came for an hour or two back to my room.

      Thank heavens Master Longwei hadn’t found us snooping around yet or caught me last night sneaking through her window. I doubted she even knew. She must have smelled me this morning, but she didn’t word a thing.

      “Why didn’t you want to tell your father about mine?”

      My gaze stayed on the TV screen as my fingers toggled the remote with the game we were busy playing.

      I sighed and paused the game and put down the remote. Thank heavens for sound proof rooms. My fingers brushed through my hair as I looked at her.

      “Blake. He said something was coming. He didn’t know what, but he could feel it was big and dangerous.”

      “His behind creepers, Elena. Creepers nobody knows how to get through.”

      “Creepers that they said we would get through?”

      “Who told you that?”

      “One of my tutors when I learned everything about the Rubicon and how to claim him, and what we would do together.”

      Laughter gurgled up my throat as my human form flashed through my mind.

      “Stop it. They didn’t discuss the human inside the Rubicon.  I thought at a stage the Rubicon might still be a boy, as everyone called him a cocky little shit.”

      “I wasn’t the easiest to work with, either. I did some fucked up things, Elena.”

      “Messed up.”

      “No, they were fucked up.”

      Laughter passed through her lips, and she shook her head.

      “I wasn’t good. I was a little shithead. But thank heavens that had changed now.”

      “Stop diverting my question. When?”

      A sigh expelled the tension in my shoulders. “You want me to admit that I’m shit scared to find out what is on the other side of the creepers?”

      “You are the Rubicon.”

      “I don’t have all my abilities yet. It’s not safe for us to go.”

      “How long?”

      “I don’t know. I get two or three a year. There are four to go.”

      “You have the most important one.”

      “I know, but I’m not afraid for myself. I’m scared for you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if someone hits you with an ability that hasn’t been released, I don’t know what would happen.”

      “I see.”

      “Your father would understand this. He wouldn’t want you to be in danger like that. Just wait, please.” The fear must have been clear on my face or in my tone as she closed the space between us and kissed me again.

      It was dangerous kissing her in my room. I knew she wanted to wait, but my body didn’t get that memo, and her kisses riled me up with want.

      I could lose control with her, and I didn’t want to. I wanted to respect her wishes, but I also wanted this. To be this close to her, to rile her up the way she was riling me up. To enjoy every part of her, especially because of the news she got this morning. I wanted each second with her to count. To last me for the time I wouldn’t be with her in the afterlife.

      We broke the kiss when Lucian came back, and I grunted. Her laughter chimed in my ears.

      “I have to go.”

      “What?”

      “It’s late. If Master Longwei is going to catch me, there is going to be hell to pay. So I’m doing us both a favor.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow. Stop whining. You are the Rubicon, for crying out loud.”

      The room filled with Lucian’s laughter, and I flipped him off as I gave her another juicy kiss and moved to the sensitive skin on her neck, nibbling her.

      She screamed her laughter as goosebumps flushed over her skin. I let go of her. “Okay, fine. Go.”

      She got up, kissed me once more, and left.

      An emptiness descended from my gut when she closed the door behind her. I whined and fell back onto the couch.

      “You can be glad it’s me sharing a room with you and not some Chromatic dragon.”

      “What are blood-brothers for, right?”

      His lips quirked.

      “Fuck, this feeling is going to be the death of me and her, I swear.”

      “You found out what had been bugging her?”

      “Yeah, it’s fucked up, like always.”

      “What is?”

      “You can’t tell her I know.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Irene gave her a foretelling this morning.”

      “Blake, that’s impossible.”

      “It’s not. She saw someone going to betray them, Lu, and that their spawn was going to be my rider. She can. The only problem is that she doesn’t know when she predicts something with the Malones. She goes through the same process. It appears in the book of Shadows. She just doesn’t remember it.”

      “How?”

      “With normal foretellings, she sees things. It doesn’t come close to what comes out of her mouth, but she sees how it’s going to happen. It helps her to explain the riddle that comes out of her mouth. With the Malones, she doesn’t see, she only speaks. She said something to Elena this morning, which I assumed scared the living shit out of her, as I didn’t tell her about what she does when she makes a foretelling, so I could only imagine. For Irene, it was a headache, followed by a stronger one. She couldn’t remember what had caused the stronger one. Irene just told me that Elena looked as if she saw a ghost, and bolted out of there. She summoned the book when I demanded it and I found a new entry.”

      “What did it say?”

      “She needs to make a choice. One that is fatal to destroy Paegeia. A life for a life.”

      Lucian’s face slacked. “Whose life?”

      “Hers.”

      “What the fuck, Blake?”

      “It won’t happen. I won’t let it.”

      “Who does she have to save?”

      I took out a cigarette. I had cut down since Elena became a part of my life, but the worry of today’s foretelling weighed on me when she wasn’t around. The cigarette dangled from my lips.

      “Blake?”

      My fire appeared, and I lit my cigarette. I took a deep drag and blew it out. “Mine.”
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      I left Elena’s room early and sneaked through my window. Lucian paused in front of his mirror, gelling his hair. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Where do you think I was?”

      His eyes grew. “If Longwei is going to find out, I’m with Elena. Fire is going to erupt, even if he isn’t a fire-breathing dragon.”

      I lifted my shoulders. “Part of the dent. I feel off balance, worse than the elevators, when I’m not with her.”

      “Oh, man.” Lucian sounded worried.

      “Stop worrying. I’ll deal with it. Besides, stealth is my middle name.”

      “Does Elena know you sneak into her room at night?”

      I froze as I had my hand in my drawer to take out a pair of jeans and a shirt for today. “I’m sure she does, but she hasn't voiced it yet.”

      I slipped into the showers to get ready for today.

      Lucian left with me to the cafeteria. He was like my secret keeper the way a dragon was a rider’s abilities keeper.

      Elena wasn’t in the cafeteria yet, and I went to the buffet area to dish up. I found a spot at George and Jeff’s table. Brian was speaking in the third person again. He was such an idiot.

      “So, Blake is taking a break from his precious.” He fluttered his eyelashes.

      “I hope you are a dent, Brian Cooper. Then you can feel how it feels.”

      “Yeah, Brian isn’t scared about that. There is only one dent in an era, and Blake is it. So Brian is free from that spell.”

      “It’s not a spell.”

      “Whatever Blake says. Brian has eyes. He sees how Blake has changed.”

      “Shut up. Before I incinerate you.”

      Jeff thought it was funny, but George was in thought. He was acting strange since orientation.

      “You okay?” I asked, but George didn’t move. “George!”

      He jumped, making Jeff and Brian laugh.

      “Fuck off,” George said, with an irritating smirk on his lips. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just didn’t sleep so well.”

      “Dragons don’t need that much sleep. What is going on with you?”

      “It’s nothing. Drop it.”

      “Okay.” I dipped my fork into my egg and shoved it down my throat. A soft growl left George’s lips. My gaze flickered to his, and he got up. “I’ve got to go. See you, idiots, later.”

      He took his tray and walked to the drop-off area as I watched him. Why the hell did he growl?

      My eyes skidded toward the entrance, and Elena sat down at a table with my sister and her two roommates. The heaviness dissipated in my gut.

      Jeff and Brain made a couple of jokes as I stared at them without a hint of a smile on my face. “I’m with George. You are fucking idiots.”

      Arms wrapped around me, and Elena’s floral scent caressed my nose as her lips planted a kiss on my head. “Morning.”

      “Idiot one and two.” I motioned at the two.

      Brian reached out to Elena and shook her hand. “Name is Brian, and I just love your scent.”

      “Brian!”

      “What, I’m a Sun Blast. She is making me crazy.”

      Laughter came from Elena. “Don’t worry. I’m sharing a room with one. I know how direct they are.”

      “One of your roommates is a Sun Blast?”

      “Yes, the one that says you’re verauriful,” Elena said.

      I shook my head.

      “What the fuck?” Jeff said, and Brian thought it was hilarious. I kicked them both underneath the table as Elena shook her head.

      “Later.” She walked to the buffet area as I carried on eating my food. I gave her some space, even if she told me yesterday how she felt. Still, she wasn’t used to someone being her shadow twenty-four seven.

      “It’s going to hail,” Sammy said as Elena sat back in her chair, and I didn’t get up to sit with them.

      “You are so mean to your brother.”

      “No, I’m not. Isn’t it getting a bit too much to always be in his presence?”

      “You are kidding me. I’ll give my left tit to be in his presence all the time,” the Sun-Blast said.

      “Ewe,” Sammy said.

      “What?”

      “He is my brother.”

      “He is not mine.”

      More laughter followed.

      “You know he can hear you?” Sammy said.

      “So what? No filter here.”

      “I’m not that different from Vicky, Sammy. The only difference is, I get to keep my left boob, so I count myself lucky,” Elena said, and it put a smile on my face.

      Their laughter grew softer as I tuned them out and enjoyed my breakfast. I’d see her in class.

      

      
        
        ELENA

      

      

      It was weird how Blake didn’t follow me this morning. He sat at a different table enjoying his breakfast with friends and then disappeared after he was done. It was such an abrupt change that I worried.

      I went to my locker to grab the books for the first few periods. They were heavy. When I closed the locker’s door, I jumped as the snow dragon leaned against the locker next to mine. “What do you want, Tabitha?”

      “What do I want? Oh, plenty of things, spawn. Let’s start with the most important one, my boyfriend.”

      “He is not your boyfriend.”

      “He feels obligated to be with you. I have eyes. I saw how he’s retreating.”

      A slight humph left my lips as I turned around. Icy fingers clasped around my wrist, and she pulled me back. “I’m not done.”

      “I am. Take your hands off me.”

      “I told you before. He doesn’t know what he wants. A goody-good shoe like yourself does not know how to handle his needs. Needs that didn’t disappear. Let him go, set him free.”

      This was enough. “Sweetheart, I gave him a choice, and he chose me.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I swear. After he woke up, I gave him that choice. He chose me. If you don’t believe me, ask him.”

      “Bullshit!” Her eyes became a shade bluer, and coldness spread up my wrist. It burned.

      “You are hurting me. Let me go.”

      “No, you will tell him it is over! He feels obligated to be with you because he is your dragon. You didn’t even tame him. So I can’t see how he can be your dragon. Let him go.”

      The cold seeped up my arm, burning more. Little frost patterns glistened on my skin.

      “Tabitha, please.” Wisps of clouds formed with each word, leaving my lips. My muscles shivered as the cold seeped through.

      She still rambled in my face about the farce of a couple Blake and I made while my body grew colder and colder.

      “Tabitha!” her one friend said. “Her lips are turning blue.”

      “Oh, please, Blake is the Rubicon. He is the tenth snow dragon. She can handle a bit of cold.”

      I tried to push my arm out of her grip, but I couldn’t. The cold seeped through too fast, and ice started crawling up my body.

      “Tabitha, stop!” A boy with dark brown hair appeared.

      She let me go.

      “Fuck, what did you do? Go get Blake!” The guy’s eyes were enormous.

      I couldn’t speak. Was I frozen? The thoughts appeared the same time the guy said them.

      “No, she has the ability?” Tabitha said. “She is just playing around.”

      “Does it look like she is playing around?” His words came out growly.

      Her gaze flickered to me and back to the guy. “Dean, she is the Rubicon’s rider.”

      “What is going on?” Lucian’s voice filled the area and drew a deep breath,  gaping at me. His eyes grew as he looked at Tabitha.“What did you do?”

      “She is immune to my snow!”

      “Fuck! Elena, are you okay?” He touched my shoulders, and the horror knitted his eyebrows. He touched my cheek.

      “She is not okay, Lu. I think she is frozen,” Dean said.

      “She is playing. Snap out of it, you little brat!” Tabitha lifted her hand to slap me, but Dean stopped her.

      “You released your snow! Tabitha, are you insane!”

      “She is immune to it, Lucian.”

      “Blake hasn’t received this ability yet. She is not immune. We need to get her to Constance now. Get Blake!”

      Tabitha’s face turned more pallid than what it was as Lucian picked me up in the weirdest way. None of my limbs wanted to bend. I felt like a statue, cold and shivering. But the weirdest part, I could still hear and see everything. What the hell was wrong with me?

      

      
        
        BLAKE

      

      

      I walked into the classroom as the bell had just rang. I didn’t know where Elena was.

      “Blake.” Dean rushed in behind me. “You need to go to the infirmary. It’s Elena.”

      My stomach dropped as I dropped my bag. “What?”

      “Tabitha. They had a quarrel. I tried to interfere, but it was too late.”

      “What happened?” I rushed to the door and out into the hallway. Everyone twittered about the incident now.

      “She released her snow on Elena, thinking that she owned it already.”

      “Fuck!” I ran to the infirmary. I didn’t have my snow. What the hell is going to happen? Thoughts raced through my head as I rushed through the lobby and out the wooden door.

      I tuned in and Lucian rambled about what happened.

      “Where is Tabitha?” Master Longwei asked.

      Where the hell was my sister? I didn’t even feel she was in danger and I voiced it only last night how scared I was about this. I entered the infirmary and saw Elena laying on the bed. Her limbs were stuck in a position with a white layer of snow glistened from her skin.

      “I have to get word to her dad.”

      “Go,” Constance said to Lucian, as she was busy with Elena.

      He turned around and paused as he saw me at the front door.

      “Where is Tabitha?” Master Longwei asked for a second time.

      “Blake.” Lucian touched my arm. “Blake!”

      My gaze flickered to his.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I shook my head and my feet lifted from the ground and rushed to her side. “What can I do?”

      “You don’t have this ability yet,” my aunt said. “I don’t know.”

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      “I’m going to thaw her, and then we can treat the symptoms of what she is going through.”

      “Will she be fine, Constance?” My voice didn’t even sound like mine anymore.

      “I’ll try everything in my power.”

      “It’s not enough! She is my dent.”

      “I know, you need to calm down, otherwise I’m going to chase you out.”

      “Sorry!” I pulled my hands through my hair. I shouldn’t have left her. Not with Tabitha’s threat still looming over her.

      Dean stood by the door. I walked over to him. “What the hell happened?”

      “I didn’t hear everything. Tabitha was busy with Elena. I didn’t think she would do this. Susan voiced her lips, turning blue. That was when I stepped in. It happened so fast. She was speaking, and then it just stopped.

      “I told her to stop. Tabitha wasn’t herself, and she kept saying Elena was faking it. She had the ability. She didn’t stop. When Lu came, and he told her she wasn’t faking, you don’t have the ability yet. That was when she let go of her hand, but it was too late. I’m sorry, Blake.”

      My jaw muscles pumped. “Where is Tabitha?”

      “Master Longwei has summoned her. I think she is long gone. Her face spoke a lot of words when she discovered you don’t have this ability yet.”

      I growled.

      Lucian came back. “Herbert and my dad are on their way. Blake, she will be okay. She has to be okay.”

      “I need Tabitha!”

      “No, not when you are like this. You will incinerate her.”

      “She fucking deserves it, Lu.”

      “Blake, calm the fuck down. She didn’t know. Her actions might not have been the same if she knew.”

      “It’s not a fucking accident. She is my dent.” I pointed back at the door.

      “We know. Let Constance do her job and wait for my dad and Herbert.”

      I never felt so helpless, but Lucian was right.

      My sister and Vicky rushed out the door. The news must’ve spread through the entire fucking Dragonia. It would only be a matter of time before the reporters were going to show up and make a spectrum about this.

      “The bitch froze her!” Sammy shrieked.

      “Your brother doesn’t have that ability yet. She is not immune, Sammy,” Lucian said.

      She cupped her face. “What the fuck now!”

      “I don’t know.”

      Tears welled up in Sammy’s eyes. “Is she going to be okay?” Her gaze found mine sitting against the wall outside the infirmary and she rushed to me. She crouched down. “You okay?”

      My gaze flickered to her. “Do I fucking look okay?”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Where the hell were you? How could you leave her alone?”

      “Are you blaming me? Where the hell were you?” Tears glistened in Sammy’s eyes.

      “Giving her fucking space, Samantha.” The tears rolled down my cheek.

      Regret to what she said embedded in her eyebrows, eyes, mouth lines, every single feature of her face. She wrapped her arms around me. “I’m sorry. I should’ve never said those things or made fun of it. You are a dent. I don’t know how that feels.”

      Sobs shook my shoulders as I clung to my sister.

      “Constance will fix her. She is the princess of Paegeia. She has a fleet behind her.”

      I couldn’t see how, as I didn’t have this ability yet. I wasn’t immune and I couldn’t help her. Heaviness descended on my gut and shoulders. I felt so fucking helpless.

      “Son!” Helmut’s voice came from the gate, and Jaco ran to the infirmary.

      “Where is she? Where is my daughter?” He spoke at the entrance. “No!” His voice broke. “What happened?”

      “Jaco, please, let me do my job.”

      “Someone froze her. How? She is Blake’s rider.”

      “He doesn’t have this ability yet.”

      “Fuck!” The reality dawned on Jaco too, whatever this meant, and he groaned.

      “She is not dead, for crying out loud. Get out of this infirmary now if you can’t handle this.”

      “I’m her—”

      “I’m trying to save her life, out!”

      Jaco stormed out of the infirmary, and Helmut touched his shoulder while her father sobbed.

      A carriage stopped, and Queen Maggie climbed out and rushed to the infirmary. She stopped in her steps as she saw Jaco crying.

      “No, no, she can’t be—”

      “Mom, calm down. She isn’t. She got frozen. Blake doesn’t have this ability yet, and Constance is doing everything she can. Has this never happened before?”

      “No, Lucian. It never happened before as a dragon only has one fucking ability. And the riders ascend if they get hit with that ability. The rest had died.”

      “Why didn’t my fire protect her?” I asked.

      “Because you were in your human form. Elena doesn’t know how to wield her ability when you are in your human form. Hence the dual classes. You learn how to do that,” Maggie said.

      More tears pricked in my eyes. My worst fear came true, and we weren’t even close to saving her father. I could never save him without her, as I couldn’t go near the creepers. They fight like mad.

      “Who did this to her?” Jaco demanded from Lucian as he wiped his tears.

      “A snow dragon.”

      Jaco’s eyes skidded to me. “Is she a friend of yours?”

      “Yeah, it’s my fault that your daughter got frozen.”

      “Don’t do this.” Helmut stopped Jaco. “We didn’t know she existed. He is her dent. None of us know how he feels.”

      “Where were you?” Jaco asked.

      “Giving her space. It’s difficult for her to have me around every second of the bloody day. So I gave her space.”

      Jaco closed his eyes.

      I was sure that Tabitha used it to her advantage. She must have seen me sitting alone and somehow got it in her head that some spell forced me to be with Elena. That fucking bitch.

      “I want to see her. I need to speak to her,” Jaco demanded.

      “It won’t do any good now. Your daughter got hit with an ability her dragon doesn’t have. Did this girl know this, son?” Helmut asked.

      “She didn’t, Dad. I saw it on her face. She thought Elena was faking it.”

      Helmut sighed. “Where is she?”

      “We think with Master Longwei. We don’t know.”

      “Okay, let’s go,” Jaco said and walked to the entrance of the castle. The king followed as he waved at Lucian that he would speak to him later.

      I couldn’t think as I kept seeing Elena’s body frozen on that bed. I should’ve never left her. She was mine to protect, and I failed. I wiped a tear from my face. How the fuck was I going to get her through this?
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        BLAKE

      

      

      Constance got her thawed, but her vitals were low. She hadn’t woken up yet. She didn’t respond to the treatment that Constance had tried over the past four days.

      Tabitha was missing. She flew like Dean said she would. Helmut’s fleet was looking for her.

      It was a good thing that she wasn’t here.

      They begged me to send her a message for her to get her ass back, but I knew I would rip her to pieces when she showed her face. So, for her own protection, I didn’t send that message.

      Lucian sent her a message. Everyone that I knew had sent her a message.

      The media did what I thought they would. It was all over the tabloids how the princess was fighting for her life.

      I listened to the radio on my phone as I sat next to Elena’s bed. Everyone speculated on what we should do.

      “Next caller is from Salvador in Areeth. Who am I speaking to?”

      “It’s Belvedere Legrane. Why doesn’t the Rubicon just get this ability? Maybe the princess will ascend.”

      The DJ chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t think it’s that easy, Belvedere, but thanks for that piece of advice.”

      Could I force the ability, make it come faster? How?

      I plugged the earphone out of my ear and went to Constance’s office, where she was busy doing research.

      “You need to eat something, Blake. Rest.”

      “Do you think if I get my snow, she will too?”

      “Blake, we don’t know when you are going to come into this one.”

      “What if I force it?”

      Her eyes grew. “Are you insane? You can die.”

      “I’m dead if she doesn’t wake up, Constance. I can’t live without her.”

      She took a deep breath and leaned back in her chair. “How?”

      “How do dragons come into their abilities?”

      “Blake, Snow Dragons are born with this?”

      “No, something must trigger it. Anouk—”

      “Is a Sun-Blast.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Took her to the volcano. One of Lee’s friends did as neither one of us was a Sun-Blast.”

      “How old was she?”

      “A month before the creepers. You are not a normal dragon, Blake. You are much more complex. We don’t know what it will do to you.”

      “I have to try. She isn’t getting better. Please.”

      “Cold, freezing temperatures. The cold you need. It’s not that time of the year, Blake.”

      “The snow mountains aren’t the cold that I need?”

      “No.”

      “Then chef’s freezer.”

      “Blake! This is—”

      “I’ll die if she doesn’t live. What don’t you get? She is my Dent.”

      She nodded and picked up the phone.

      “Who are you calling?”

      “My sister, Blake, she needs to know, as we do not know what is going to happen to you. It might never work.”

      “I don’t have time. I’m going in that fridge and that is it.”

      “Blake, please. Just wait for your mom.”

      “She’ll find me in the freezer.”

      I got up and walked with huge strides to the academy. It was late at night and didn’t need anyone’s permission.

      I tuned in to find out where Chef was and was glad to find him still close to the cafeteria, cleaning up and prepping for tomorrow.

      I opened the door with my telekinesis and rushed to the back of the kitchen.

      “Blake.”

      “I need your fridge.” I took off my shirt.

      “For what?”

      “I need to get this fucking ability. She is not getting better.” I was busy unbuttoning my jeans.

      He put his hand on me. “Blake!”

      “She is my dent, Chef. Please. I can’t just sit and wait.”

      “The temperature that you need is ludicrous. You could die.”

      “I’m already dead if she doesn’t wake up.”

      Worried lines wrinkled his forehead, but there was compassion in his eyes.

      “I sat and waited for four days. It’s time I get my snow. Please help me.”

      He closed his eyes and walked away.

      “Please!”

      He stopped at the phone. “I need to take out the food in the fridge first and put it in another. I need hands.”

      I nodded. “I’ll get you the hands you need.”

      I dialed Lu’s number, and he picked up. “Is she awake?”

      “No, I need many hands, many to clear out a fridge.”

      “Blake, what are you—”

      “Lu, please. Fast too.” I cut the call before he asked too many questions.

      I started helping the chef and we unload the first few crates when Lucian showed up with Dean, George, Brian, Jeff, and a couple of other guys.

      “What is the plan?” Lu asked.

      “To ascend in my snow.”

      “Blake, you don’t know—”

      “I have no choice. She is not responding, Lu. It’s the only thing that will help now. She will ascend and will get better.”

      He nodded.

      The extra hands made the task go fast. Chef turned up the freezer to what I needed when my mother’s voice filled the kitchen. “Are you insane!”

      “She is my dent, Mom. I’ll give my life to save her. Don’t. Please.”

      Her lower-lip trembled, and I went over to her and wrapped my arms around her. “I’m the Rubicon. It will work.”

      “Blake, you don’t know—”

      “It will work.” I kissed her on top of her head.

      “I’d set the fridge to the right temperature, Blake. Piece of advice, keep your other abilities dormant if the cold gets too much. It would feel as if you were going to die. It’s when a snow dragon comes into their ability.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “My time for when I lived in the colony. I was one of them that watched over the little ones. I hated the snow dragons, how cruel they were to their young. Some didn’t make it.”

      I swallowed hard.

      He tapped my face. “You are the Rubicon. You are the princess’s only hope.”

      I nodded. “Don’t tell my mom that, please.”

      He winked.

      I shook Lucian’s hand. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime. Go get your snow, Blake.”

      I said thanks to all of them and then walked into the fridge.
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      It took a day for the freezer to reach the temperature. I shouldn’t have taken off my clothes, as my fingers and toes were turning blue from the frostbite, but nothing happened. My fire begged to be released to get some warmth back, but I heeded Chef’s warning.

      I needed this ability.

      On the second day, my mind sort of shut down from the cold and I dreamed about my Neverbreath again. She didn’t have red hair anymore. It was Elena.

      We were probably busy dying, but I didn’t care. We were together.

      “I’m so sorry that she did this to you?”

      “Would you calm down? I’m okay.”

      “You are not okay, Elena.”

      “I’m okay. As long as I’m with you, I’ll be okay.”

      A chuckle escaped my lips, and she grabbed my face. “As long as I’m with you, I’ll be okay?”

      I frowned as her lips curved into a smile.

      The cold seeped into my being, back into my lungs, my entire body burned, but it wasn’t from my fire. I didn’t feel my fire. This was cold. It was the frost.

      Sight seeped through the blur, and solid ice covered my legs and arm. I was beyond shivering. I went through the horrible shivering. This wasn’t that. It was something else.

      The darkness came back, and I found myself in the black pool of nothing. Elena didn’t come again.

      She wasn’t wrong when she said as long as she was with me, she’ll be okay. I wasn’t with her that day. Was it regret, my guilt that made me think about those things? It had to be. I would never forgive myself or Tabitha for what she had done.

      Light seeped through my eyes again. It was bright. I was busy dying, but the light looked wrong.

      “Pete, it doesn’t look good,” my aunt said.

      “It’s what happens. He is trying the impossible. In his human form, as my fridge isn’t too big for the dragon.” A sigh came from Pete’s direction. “Their eyes become that glassy, too. It’s almost over, Constance. The change will come. I’ve seen it.”

      “Elena’s vitals are going backward. Not that she showed much to begin with. I’m holding her together with spells. What did this girl think?”

      “She didn’t know, Constance.”

      “It doesn’t matter. She broke one of the school’s rules. Cheng’s thinking of expelling her for real. The board wants her head. Jaco wants her head.”

      “Calm down. We will see in a few days.”

      “He is going to die.” Her voice faltered.

      “Then they both die, Connie. He is her Dent. They can’t survive without their riders, you know that.”

      She sniffed, and it became dark again. I kept focusing on Elena’s words. I wish I could see her again.

      The image in my head changed once more to a field of snow. I was on top of a mountain. The wind howled in my ears, and my body shivered from the cold. My hands and feet were black.

      A dragon’s figure walked toward me, and the feeling dipped. I know what this was. I was always in my dragon form when this happened, but right now, I was a human.

      The figure came closer.

      “This was not wise, Rubicon.”

      “I had no choice. It’s my rider. She got hit by your kind’s ability. I don’t have it yet. I need it now.”

      “Don’t yell at me.”

      “She is my Dent. I’m the alpha.”

      “You are not my alpha.”

      “I’m still the fucking alpha. Give it to me, now!”

      “You forgot the magic word.”

      “Please.” The stuttering from the cold didn’t help.

      “Your kind is impossible, and yet we can’t function without you. Never leave her alone like that again.”

      “I promise, I won’t.”

      “You are on the brink of death. You shouldn’t be in your human form.”

      “The freezer was too small for my dragon form.”

      “Freezer.”

      “It’s summer.”

      “Fine.” She lowered her head and released her breath on me. “Make sure she is close, otherwise she will never ascend. Do it now!”

      I gasped and ice broke away from the abrupt movement and fell on the snow. “Chef!” A raspy cough rumbled through my throat as my lungs opened and took in the cold.

      The door opened. Chef had a huge smile sprawled on his face. “You did it, Blake, you did it.”

      “Bring her now!”

      “Elena?”

      I nodded, and he closed the fridge. It was quiet, and then my aunt’s voice yelled.

      “This is insane. She is holding on by a threat.”

      “Trust me. He has the ability. She needs to ascend. It needs cold, Constance.”

      “Pete.”

      “Blake demanded it. You did your part. Now let’s do ours.”

      The fridge opened and Lucian walked in with Elena’s thawed body.

      “Bud, you look like Jack Frost.”

      “I’m fine. Give her here.” The shiver was still clear in my voice. I wish I could just shake it off.

      “Blake.”

      “I know what I’m doing. Close the door behind you and don’t open until I tell you, please, Lu.”

      He nodded as I took Elena. More ice fell on the ground as my arm reached out for her. She looked like a sleeping doll, limp and feverish as the white drops on her head froze. She was still asleep as Lucian closed the door.

      I wrapped my stiff arms around her and pulled her closer to my chest.

      “C’mon, sweetheart. You need to ascend. That’s all you have to do.”

      I blew on her, and her body shivered. My lips curved. “Finally showing some sort of life.” The stutter was still there. Why was I stuttering? The snow dragon released her gift. She breathed on me.

      I pushed it harder and further into Elena and the bright light came again. Warmth seeped through me. It was not like the burn. It was a soothing warmth of the heat coming from a fireplace.

      Elena gasped, and laughter bubbled out of me.

      “You are okay.” I kissed her all over her face as she coughed. She turned her head.

      “Where are we? Why is it so dark? What is wrong with you?” A terrifying tone asked as she touched me.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine. Where is your shirt, Blake? What is this?”

      “Ice. We are fine.”

      “Ice? You got the ability?”

      “Sort of. I’m sorry that I wasn’t there to protect you. Never again, okay. I promise.”

      “I have ice?”

      Joyous laughter seeped through me. “You have ice.” I pressed my lips on her forehead as the tear froze, rolling down my cheek. She was alive, and that was all that mattered. This nightmare was over.
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      We stayed in this darkness for a while. The last thing I remembered was Tabitha and her ability. It was horrible as my body froze. “Where are we?”

      “We are in Chef’s freezer.”

      “Are we going to stay here forever?”

      “No, I just need to make sure that you are one hundred percent.”

      “What happened?”

      “Tabitha released her gift. You get why I’m so terrified now?”

      She nodded. “Still, we weren’t close to the creepers.”

      A chuckle vibrated in my ear.

      “Blake, we need to get out of here.”

      “Okay. Lu!”

      The door opened, and Lucian gasped. “What the hell, Elena? Give us a heart attack, won’t you?”

      Dad appeared behind him and his lower-lip vibrated as he crouched down in front of me. “You are ice cold. Get me a blanket.”

      “Dad, I’m fine. Just hungry.”

      “You weren’t fine.” He looked at Blake and my gaze flickered to his. Tears filled my eyes as ice crystals hung from him and made him look like some snow monster.

      “I’m fine, Elena. Just need to get the ice off me, but I’m fine.”

      “I’ll turn off the freezer to get you out of the ice, Blake,” Chef said.

      The corner of his lips quirked as my eyes grew as big as saucers.

      Dad grabbed his neck. Crystals fell to the ground. “Thank you for doing this?”

      “She is my dent. It’s we both live or we both die.”

      The strings around my heart pulled in all directions. He did this to him for me?

      “Get her out of here. I’ll see you soon, promise.”

      Dad wrapped a blanket around me and helped me up. My body trembled, but it wasn’t from the cold, it was from fear and probably fatigue.

      He took me to my room and Sammy was the first to get off her bed, and rushed over to us.

      “You okay? My brother?” Her gaze flickered to Dad.

      “He is fine. Just going to take a while to get out of the fridge, but Chef will get him out of there in no time.”

      “Thank heavens it worked.”

      “I need a shower and something to eat.”

      “I’ll grab something to eat,” Vicky said, and grabbed me around my neck. “Never do that to us again.”

      I nodded.

      She pulled away to look at me. “You have ice now?”

      “Yeah, I think I do.”

      “So awesome.” She let go of me and rushed out of the room.

      Becky came over and hugged me. “I’ve never been this scared my entire life.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “You are the princess of Paegeia. You didn’t see what we saw.”

      “Okay, we can talk later.”

      She nodded, and Sammy walked with me to the bathroom. She closed the door and helped me to get rid of my clothes, as I had hardly the strength to stand.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Weird. I’m not tired, but I have no strength.”

      “Yeah, it’s because you were for eight days in the infirmary, giving us all the biggest scare of our lives.”

      “Eight days?”

      “On day four, my brother got this crazy idea of forcing the ability. It’s not cold enough yet…” Tears glistened in her eyes.

      “That was why I woke up in the freezer?”

      She nodded and took a huge breath and burst into tears.

      “Hey, it’s okay?” I wrapped my arm around her.

      “He didn’t care if he was going to live or die, Elena. Nobody can force this, and you have to be in your dragon form for it to happen. He did the fucking impossible.”

      I got her meaning.

      “You weren’t getting better. He was so scared, all of us were so scared.”

      “I’m okay, thanks to your brother. I’m okay.”

      “You both could’ve died.”

      “Guess I owe him big.”

      She sniffed, and a giggle slipped past her lips, wiping her tears from her eyes, and nodded. She opened the shower as I stood in my underwear. “You need my help, or will you be okay?”

      “I’ll be okay. Thanks, Sammy.”

      “You are welcome.” She walked out and closed the door behind her.

      I took a long shower and just let the water ease the knots in my body. Tabitha plagued my thoughts, and that chilly feeling seeped into my body again. I couldn’t move. She had awakened an old fear. A fear I thought I dealt with. Dragons were vicious.

      I get why Blake didn’t tell anyone about my father. I was shit scared and wished I could get the girl back before this event. All those months of training, out the window.

      I sobbed softly as the fear grew.
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      After the shower, I ate the mountain of food that Vicky had brought. I couldn’t finish the plate and Constance came after and did a full check on me. “It’s a miracle.”

      “That is my brother for you,” Sammy said with a puffed out chest.

      “Thank heavens for that?” Constance put her stethoscope around her neck.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Sweetheart, nothing I did worked. You should thank your dragon.”

      “I know.” My lips fanned into a smile. “Still, someone kept me alive for four days, or so I’ve been told.”

      A faint smile curved at the corner of her lips. “It’s my pleasure, and my job.” Her eyes grew bigger at that last part. “I’m so glad that you are okay because what left my nephew’s lips scared me to death.”

      My eyebrows knitted together. “What left his lips?”

      “That is something I won’t repeat.”

      She got up from her haunches. “Sleep. I’m sure when you wake up, Blake would be out of that freezer.”

      I nodded.

      Dad was still here, looking like a lost puppy.

      “You should go too.”

      “Elena!”

      “Dad, I’m where I need to be. The threat is over. Blake knows how to take care of me. I’ll be okay.”

      “Yeah, it’s just the aftermath that is waiting for you.”

      “Which is?”

      “An interview to show everyone in Paegeia that you are okay?”

      “Great.”

      Dad pulled me in and kissed me on top of my head. “He is a remarkable dragon, Bear. Your parents would’ve been so proud of him.”

      Warmth filled my core.

      “Don’t let her out of your sight, girls.”

      “Never,” Vicky said. “Unless she is with Blake.”

      My dad’s eyes grew at that statement, and I shook my head. “Love you, Bear. I’m so glad that you are okay. I need to phone Tanya. She begged to send word. She wanted to come, but where she is, it’s a lot of formalities to get here, unless the ancients summon you.”

      “Tell her, I say hi.”

      “I will.”

      He left, and I plopped down on my bed.

      “You should rest. Take it easy.”

      “I will, as soon as my father is gone.”

      I went over to the couch and plopped down, switching on the TV. On every channel, reporters are showcasing the news that I was okay, that Blake was okay.

      Dad spoke to a few reporters that were on the grounds of Paegeia, and his face was on almost every channel. I gaped as I looked at Sammy.

      “It was a nightmare.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      Silence lingered as we watched what my father said. He begged them to give us both time to rest. It was a stressful eight days, and they all needed time to process. He ended it off with Blake being a remarkable dragon and that he would always be grateful for what he’d given me.

      I grinned like an idiot, but it wasn’t long when it faded as the snow dragon popped into my head. “What happened to Tabitha?”

      “She got expelled. For how long, I don’t know.”

      A cuss escaped my lips.

      “I doubt that Master Longwei or the board members will ever allow her back on school grounds. I mean, she fled. It took king Helmut’s fleet almost five days to track her down.”

      “That is typical snow dragon for you,” Vicky said. “I guess I know why Blake didn’t have that ability yet. It belongs to a coward dragon’s ability.”

      “Vicky?” Becky said, sitting on the single chair.

      “What? If you think this through, you will agree with me.”

      “You’re right,” Sammy said. “My brother is a lot of things, but a coward.”

      

      
        
        BLAKE

      

      

      A lot of hot water melted the ice accumulated over four days. Four days?

      When I got out, my aunt did a full checkup. She shook her head as tears glistened in her eyes.

      I touched her hand. “I’m fine.”

      “It could’ve gone so differently, Blake. I saw you yesterday, and you were close to death.”

      “It’s when the ability comes.”

      “Your limbs were black.”

      “They are not anymore.” I wiggled my fingers, that still carried a tinge of blue. “Stop worrying about me. I’m the Rubicon.”

      “You are still a breathing being. You have a heart that can stop.”

      “Not with this. My abilities are a part of me. So stop stressing. I’m okay.”

      She nodded.

      I went to my room and needed a shower to get some of the ice out of my hair. When I opened the door, Lucian and Dean sat in front of the TV as sounds of war racketed from the speakers. My eyes found Elena in my bed. My lips curved. I needed sleep too.

      “You are back?” Lu paused the game and got up.

      I kept staring at Elena’s figure.

      “Yeah, she came about half an hour ago. Didn’t say a word and just crawled into your bed.”

      “I’m so tired, so I hope she doesn’t mind sharing.”

      A chuckle came from Lu’s direction, but didn’t voice what he wanted to say in front of Dean. That I sneaked out every night to sleep next to her.

      The warm shower melted all the ice that was stuck in my hair. Afterward I shaved. I felt clean again and closed the taps. The heaviness that overpowered me the past few days vanished as I pulled on my gray knee-length short and shirt. I could sleep for a day.

      When I got out, Lu and Dean had left. I crawled into bed and pulled Elena closer to me.

      I tuned into the beating of her heart and just listened to it as I fell asleep.

      

      
        
        ELENA

      

      

      I woke up as my stomach grumbled. The musky and earthy tones of Blake’s scent, mixed with a new winter smell, caressed my nose.

      My lids fluttered open and sleeping beauty laid flat on his back with an arm around me. His beauty took my breath away as his dark slants covered closed eyes and the slight hook on the bridge of his nose held my attention. It was funny. I wasn’t even a nose type of person, but I guess I was a Blake person. Everything about him drew me in, pulled me in like a magnet. I didn’t want to be apart from him.

      The viden’s words plummeted into my mind again. He was going to die for me. I knew the greatest mission was my father, and I knew it was going to happen then.

      What was the past fifteen years for him like?

      I kept thinking about my ascending. Seeing the man who fathered me, being there with him as if he was really there. He was so friendly, so kind, just like on all the recordings I’d watch about him and my mother.

      My stomach pulled me out of my mental reunion, and my eyes flickered to Blake. His lips curved slightly. Crap! My hunger woke him up.

      He opened his eyes and stared at me.

      “Sorry, my hunger woke you.”

      “It’s the best damn sound in the world.” He pulled me in tighter and put his lips on my head. “What time is it? And what are you doing in my room?”

      “Yeah, you are not the only pathetic one with this relationship.”

      He chuckled. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there with Tabitha.”

      I sighed. “Where were you?”

      “Trying to give you space.”

      “Blake? I never complained. Believe me, seeing you is the highlight of my day.”

      “Thank heavens, as I will not leave your sight again.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “She left right after she realized you don’t have the ability, that you are not immune to it. Scared of who you are, and terrified of what I would do to her. Helmut apparently found her when I was inside the fridge. Her hearing would be in a few days. But Master Longwei expelled her.”

      “What are they going to do to her?” I didn’t know why I was worried or where it came from. I shouldn’t worry a second over that Snow Dragon.

      “I do not know, Elena. She tried to hurt you. Some say she would’ve even killed you if she could.”

      “Blake, I don’t think she knew.”

      “Elena, every fucking person can see when someone is not immune to something. It’s against the rules of Paegeia to unleash your ability on someone that doesn’t share your ability.”

      “Blake, I’m different. She didn’t know.”

      “Still, she had no right to corner you like that, to even touch you, you could’ve died.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Yeah, because I had to force this ability to open. It didn’t come natural and nobody knows the consequences as I’m the first Rubicon that they know anything about. The others were all dark.”

      “You did that for me?”

      “I’ll fetch the moon and the stars if your life depends on it, woman. She’ll never hurt you like that again. You have my word.”

      “I doubt she can hurt me like that again. I have ice now.”

      His lips curved. “I’m glad that you are okay.”

      My stomach growled again and we both laugh.

      “Let’s get up and get something in your system before I have to take you to Constance again.”

      We got up, and I waited for Blake to get dressed after I put on my shoes.

      The time on my watch told me it was past six. The sun hadn’t descended yet as I peeked through the windows.

      When Blake was done, we left his room and walked hand in hand into the lift.

      The lift opened on the fifth floor, and the boy that entered gasped when he saw us. He had green hair with light green eyes. “They are alive,” he sang playfully with his hands moving dramatically with joy in front of his face.

      I giggled as Blake stared at him. “Elena, Jeff.”

      “Nice meeting you, Jeff.”

      “Oh, the pleasure is mine, Princess.”

      “Easy on the p word.”

      He chuckled.

      “So you are a Green Vapor?”

      “Brilliant observation. What gave it away?”

      Blake chuckled and shook his head.

      “Haha,” I said, the sarcasm dripped off my tone.

      The elevator opened on the fourth floor and we got out. I couldn’t believe how lazy Jeff was and voiced it.

      Blake laughed. “Jeff would drive to the bathroom if he could.”

      We all walked together toward the cafeteria and had to endure an applause as we entered.

      Blake bowed as the crowd cheered and then he waved it away as everyone chuckled.

      We went to dish up and Blake shook the Chef’s hand.

      “Welcome back, Elena.”

      “It’s good to be back.”

      Something told me the chef had a lot to do with helping him to gain this ability.

      I wondered what Blake had meant with consequences. What sort of consequences?

      
        
        BLAKE

      

      

      

      Later that night, I had no choice but to say goodnight to Elena.

      It was getting harder to part with her, even if she was safe in her room.

      Everyone kept shaking my hand as I climbed up the stairs back to my room, and congratulate me I’ve gained my snow ability.

      My phone vibrated once I was inside, and I dug it out of my pocket.

      It was Isaac with a gig. A couple of bands were going to rock out at the new nightclub and I told him my opinion about that.

      Isaac laughed. “So at Jimmy’s?”

      “Yup, tell whoever arranged it to move it to Jimmy’s. It’s the only place I will play.”

      “The owner of the nightclub is going to love that?”

      “I don’t care. It will teach whoever they are not to mess with Jimmy.”

      “Speak later.”

      His holograph disappeared, and I put the phone back on my nightstand.

      “Another gig?” Lu asked.

      “Yeah. It might just be the distraction we both need. Elena is all knots. She is so tense.”

      “Do you blame her? She almost died, Blake.”

      “Yeah, so your dad had found the bitch.”

      “It was an accident, Blake. Tabitha might be plenty of things, but I doubt she would ever kill someone, especially a royal.”

      I rubbed my hand through my hair. He had a point. “The Ancients won’t see it like that.”

      “There are no ancients on this one, I’m afraid.”

      “What? So Caleb is finally standing with your dad on a hearing with just the two of them. That bastard is unbelievable.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. I think he actually fears for the Snow Dragon’s life because it’s Elena.”

      “Well, she’ll never set her foot on Dragonia soil. So thanks for miracles.”

      “That is the silver lining around this cloud. I didn’t think she loved you like that.”

      “It was never love, Lu. You, of all people, know that.”

      “Maybe not from you, but she loved you, Blake. I think she still does.”

      “Well, she needs to find someone else. I’m not available anymore. Do you know what she even told Elena?”

      “No idea. Elena didn’t tell you?”

      “She didn’t even tell me about her foretelling. Why would she tell me about Tabitha?”

      “Chicks. You can’t live with them, and you can’t live without them either, or that is what my father keeps telling me.”

      I laughed. “That is true for me. I’m basically screwed.”
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      I snuck into her room around one and crawled into her bed. She always slept so deep. I struggled to fall asleep, as I had my quota for the next four days. The incident of what happened roamed my thoughts, and I hated the feeling that emerged, imagining this world without her.

      I didn’t care what Irene had said. There was no way that I was going to let Elena die.

      I released all the other abilities on her. I didn’t care anymore about leverage. Her life was more important than anything else in this world. Without her, I’ll be no more.
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      The past week was rough. Elena jumped at every little sound and transformations and incantations were difficult on her. She dabbled into the pink kiss easily, but with her snow, her fear would show whenever the cold seeped into her hands and spread up her arms.

      “I can’t!” she yelled when I pushed. She needed to make peace with this. She stormed out of the colosseum, and I tried to follow, but Professor Heathcliff kept me behind.

      “Blake, she will try when she is ready. You can’t force your bravery on her.”

      “You know how hard it was for her to get over her fear? Now we are back there.” I kicked the first step.

      “Give her time. She went through a lot. You both have.”

      I nodded.

      I didn’t push after the incident.

      Tonight was definitely something we both needed. I hoped she would relax and enjoy the evening.

      Isaac got us fitting outfits again. We looked like toy soldiers wearing jackets over white tank tops and jeans.

      At Jimmy’s, the band all greeted Elena with a hug. I loved how welcoming they made her feel, as if she was one of us.

      “Princess,” Ty said.

      “Ty?” I scolded.

      “What, I’m just saying hi, Blake.” He wrapped her arm around Elena and pulled her into his chest as I stared at him.

      The rest of them laughed.

      “Does this make you crazy?” Ty teased as he rested his cheek on top of her head and stroked her back.

      “Yes, let her go.” I pulled her back to me.

      A few other bands showed up, and I introduced Elena to Mitsy, the lead singer of one of our rival bands, not that they were rivals. We actually recorded a few songs together, as she had a killer voice.

      “I don’t know if I envy or feel sorry for you to end up with the beast.”

      “He is tamed now,” Elena said, and the guys chuckled as Mitsy smiled.

      “Yeah, I’m not speaking about the dragon, Elena.”

      Elena’s cheeks reddened as everyone teased.

      The announcements started, and Mitsy and her band left.

      I sat with Elena on the couch.

      “Are you nervous?”

      “No,” I said. “Music is like breathing air.”

      Lu entered with another disguise, and Elena laughed. “Seriously.”

      “What, if you waited for me, I wouldn’t have to come in a disguise.”

      “I was with Blake. He had to get here.”

      “She is my rider, not yours.”

      “Whatever.” Lu pulled off the wig, ruffled his hair and plopped the wig and glasses on the table. He pulled off some artificial skin that he added on his nose and chin, and the real Lucian welcomed us with his presence.

      He left toward the bar and bought all of us drinks, including Elena.

      “I’m sixteen,” she hissed at me when I offered her one of the shot glasses.

      “Pfft, live a little.” I put it in her hand and push her finger around the glass so that she has a tight grip on it.

      “You are such a bad influence, Blake.”

      I laughed as I chucked my shot glass down my throat, and the band followed.

      Elena smelled the content first, and then she took a sip before downing it.

      “That wasn’t so bad, now was it?” I pulled her closer and pushed my lips on hers. I loved kissing her. The tingling was still there, and the buzzing feeling erupted all over my body as the sweetness of the shot lingered on both our lips.

      I could kiss her forever.
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      Tonight was fun. I couldn’t remember the last time I laughed so much.

      When Mitsy’s band finished with their selection of songs, it was the Shifter’s chance to perform.

      Blake kissed me a few times, as if he would leave for weeks.

      “Go, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Okay fine.”

      “Break a leg, Blake,” Mitsy yelled as they passed each other at the door and the band came straight to us.

      “Hey, Lucian,” she flirted and Lucian waved at her.

      They would make a great couple, but then I remembered the arrangement he had. It sucked to have an arranged marriage over your head.

      Arianna was a real drama queen at school, too, and it was hard to see her with Lucian like a romantic couple.

      The two didn’t fit at all.

      We had a few more shots, and I enjoyed speaking to Mitsy, while Blake’s voice entertained everyone in the background.

      “What are you doing here?” Lucian’s tone of his voice went hostile, and my eyes flickered to him when they landed on Tabitha.

      “I need to speak to Elena, please, Lucian?”

      She looked like shit. No evidence of makeup was on her face. She wore a pair of jeans and a way too big sweater.

      “No, you should’ve listened.”

      “Please, it was an accident.” Her voice faltered.

      “Go, before Blake comes back.”

      “No, I need to speak to her.”

      My heart galloped inside my chest as I kept staring at her. What was she even doing here, after what she’d put me and Blake through? We still have to face consequences. I didn’t know what type of consequences.

      Lucian was speaking softly with her, as Mitsy wanted to know what was going on with her. She looked like crap.

      I shook my head as I refused to go back to that day at the lockers.

      “She is the only one that can vouch for me!” Tabitha spoke through clench teeth.

      “Vouch for you, are you insane? You almost killed her.”

      “She is fine. I lost everything.. I can’t go back to Dragonia. What future do I have?”

      “Not Elena’s fault. You broke Dragonia’s rule.”

      “She is the Rubicon’s rider. I didn’t know that he didn’t have his fucking snow. It was an accident.”

      I jumped up. “Accident. I told you, over and over, to stop. You didn’t care and just carried on. You didn’t think about any of the consequences and now you want me to vouch for you?”

      “You are the Rubicon’s rider.”

      “I’m the princess of Paegeia, too. Not all of this has to do with Blake. You better go before he comes back. He is not happy with you.”

      “No! You are alive—”

      “Thanks to Blake. Not you!” She made me crazy.

      “You little bitch.” Tabitha’s hands glowed with ice and she released solid slants.

      I shrieked and tried to duck as ice daggers left her palms.

      A grunt and plenty of yelps and shrieks filled the area as Tabitha got contained by another Snow Dragon from Mitsy’s band. My eyes flickered to the body that was lying in front of me and a scream escaped my lips as my body went ice cold.

      Lucian laid on the carpet, with blood soaking his shirt. An ice dagger stuck from his chest.

      “No, no!” I crawled fast to him as someone already dialed for help.

      “Why? Why did you do this?”

      His eyes are wild. Blood lingered on his lips as the tears pricked my eyes.

      “I’m immune to her fucking ice. Blake…” Blake could heal. “Get Blake, now!”

      One of the band members left and rushed down as Tabitha fought off the guy that held her in his grasp, and the coward fled again. What was her agenda, to kill all the royals? She was a loose cannon.

      I took off my jacket and pushed it around the wound as the background music halted.

      A few seconds later, Blake yelled my name as I tried to help Lucian in any way I could.

      “You are going to be okay?” I said, as his eyes started closing.

      “Lucian, no! Open your eyes.”

      “Elena.”

      “Heal him,” I cried, as he gaped in shock at the image in front of him. His gaze landed on the ice dagger.

      “Tabitha!” he said through a tight jaw.

      “Blake, please. Heal him!”

      He shook his head as tears filled his eyes. “This one is all backwards. I can make it worse, Elena.”

      “No, please, Blake, please.” He came over and hugged me as his band members try everything in their ability to save Lucian’s life until help came.

      During my sobbing in Blake’s chest, the METs rushed through the door and worked on Lucian’s fast. They pulled him on the gurney and I had to phone the queen.

      “I want to go with you,” I said at the EMT’s back.

      “We will all go, Elena.” Isaac said.

      He had blood all over him, the same with Ty, and I looked at my hands that were covered in Lu’s blood.

      My lower lip vibrated as the tears blurred my sight. Blake yelled for a bottle of water and grabbed his bag as he pulled me after the band members to the hospital.

      In Ty’s car, Blake poured out the water on his shirt and cleaned my face and then my hands.

      “Your shirt?”

      “It’s just a shirt,” he said, sounding as worried as I was.

      Lu couldn’t die, he just couldn’t die.
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      Ty just got off the phone with the queen as Isaac pulled into the parking lot. King Helmut was going to lose it, as this time, his son got the full blow of Tabitha’s wrath. What was she thinking? To blow like that just because I didn’t want to vouch for her.

      If I said yes, Lucian wouldn’t have gotten hurt. I sat with Blake as Isaac paced. “She is so fucked to unleash her snow on Lucian like that.”

      “This is my fault,” I said and rubbed my face.

      “None of this is your fault. What the hell did she want, anyway?” Blake asked.

      “She wanted me to vouch for her. She said she didn’t know and technically didn’t break a rule. I should’ve—”

      “Elena, she almost killed you.”

      I looked at Blake. “I’m still alive.”

      “Yes, because of me. Don’t you dare say this is your fault? None of this is your fault, you hear?”

      I nodded, even though I didn’t want to nod. What sort of ruler was I going to be if I couldn’t even show her mercy?

      The doors opened and reporters yelling streamed through. Emanual, the queen and Dad rushed in. Where was King Helmut? Him searching for Tabitha filled my gaze, but Emanual was here. He wouldn’t leave the king alone in a search.

      Dad’s eyes searched everywhere until they landed on Blake and me. I got up from the chair as my lower lip wobbled and ran into Dad’s arms.

      “It’s okay, Bear. You are okay.”

      “Lucian isn’t, Dad. Why did he even do that?”

      “What happened?”

      I wiped my tears away. “Tabitha asked for help and I...” I sniffed as another tear rolled down my cheek.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “If I just—”

      “Elena, stop it. Lucian is going to be fine—”

      “Dad, you didn’t see him. There was so much blood.”

      My father’s lips curved. “He is going to be fine.”

      “What?” Blake and Isaac said as they spoke to the queen and Emanual.

      “He ascended,” Dad answered.

      Goosebumps sprawled on my skin. “Lucian ascended?”

      My father nodded. “Meaning that the Snow Dragon is his dragon.”

      “Tabitha is his dragon?” My gaze skidded to the queen, and she opened her arms. I rushed to her. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Can you relax? He is going to be fine.”

      “But he—”

      “He ascended, Elena. That is why?”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because one minute Helmut was having a discussion with me, and the next he fell asleep. I mean, he was always a fast sleeper, but not that fast. I didn’t know what was wrong until he started speaking, laughing. It sounded like he was with Lucian, and I quickly put two and two together. It was the weirdest thing I’ve ever experienced.”

      “Wait? Was King Helmut really there?”

      “Yes,” the queen said and laughed. Not looking worried for a split second.

      “But the ice?” Blake said.

      “He will get stitches, if there will be any. Lucian is going to be fine. Oh, thank heavens.” It was as if her words only sunk in and she looked with closed eyes at the ceiling with her hand fanned out over her chest.

      “Thank heavens! It means that Tabitha is his dragon,” Blake said.

      “We can deal with her—”

      “She is his dent.”

      Everyone gasped, and the queen just stared at Emanual, who looked at the floor. Another dent?

      “I didn’t think about that one.” Her gaze flickered to Dad.

      “Two dents? Why?” Emanual asked.

      The queen shook her head in thought. The reporters went crazy again outside, and I saw the outline of King Helmut as Emanual rushed to the exit.

      King Helmut entered the area with a smile as the doors closed and walked with wide strides toward us. “Oh, what an experience.” He looked at his wife and hugged her.

      “I heard. It sounded like the two of you had a ball.”

      “He was so scared and then when he saw me, it just dawned on him what was happening. That type of relief.”

      “I can’t imagine.”

      “Is he okay?” he asked.

      “We are waiting for the doctors,” I said.

      “Elena, it’s going to be okay,” the king said and came over and gave me a hug.

      “He is a dent, Helmut,” Queen Maggie said. “The Snow dragon is nothing like Lucian, love.”

      “Yeah, I know. She is going to learn the hard way what it means to gain some back bone with our son as her rider. Where is she?”

      “I’m afraid she fled again.” My tone sounded so tired.

      “What happened?” the king asked.

      I retold what had happened and felt terrible now that I didn’t show her any mercy. I wasn’t a royalty’s ass worth.

      “We’ll find her,” Emanual said.

      “Thanks, Emanual,” King Helmut said to his retreating figure.

      Emanual lifted his hand, walking back to the entrance. Everyone made themselves comfortable again.

      “You really were with him?” I asked the king, and he nodded.

      “It felt so real. Like we were really at Barnaby’s, which is a secluded bar. We always made this joke that Bernaby’s would be the place to meet up when he ascended. I always thought it would be a hunt. Guess words truly have that much power.”

      “So, you experienced everything with him?” Tears blurred my sight, and King Helmut just looked at me.

      “Your father was really there, Elena. It was as real to him as it was to you.”

      “Thank you.” I wiped my face. “I wasn’t sure, even though they said that it’s real.”

      “I’m happy that he got that with you. They sacrificed everything that night. I wish he had more. He would’ve been an amazing dad.”

      I wished I could’ve told him he still could be. He was alive. Hopefully.

      Blake came over and sat on his haunches in front of me. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

      “Stop. You have a life too. You can’t be everywhere.”

      “I just feel as if I’m failing you, big time.”

      “Lucian was there. She wouldn’t even have listened to you. She was out of control. I should’ve just tried to calm her down and not fuel her anger. She really hates me.”

      “Don’t. Her quarrel is with me, not with you. I’ll speak to her.”

      “If they can find her.”

      “It’s Helmut’s fleet. Believe me, she’ll hear the truth about what she is to Lucian and skunk back.” He brushed his hand through his hair.

      “Skunk back?”

      His lips curved. “Yeah, she has that demeanor to skunk back.”

      I huffed. “The guy she almost killed turned out to be her only hope.”

      “She is a royal dragon now, like me and a dent. They will forget everything after Lucian claims her. I feel sorry for her, to be honest.”

      A giggle slipped out of my lips. I covered my mouth. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t. Laughter is good during a time like this. I’m so glad that it’s his dragon. Who knows what would’ve happened…” His eyebrows knitted as he looked past me.

      There was only a white wall behind me. “What is it?”

      “The little bitch, she always knew and said nothing.”

      “She had you, so why would she?”

      “He is her only hope of staying good. I took so much away from him, and now that too.”

      “Blake, you didn’t know. Stop, and from what I’ve seen, Lucian already forgave you.” I gasped. “He is part of a dent.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Which is the opposite. Meaning he won’t have to marry Arianna anymore.”

      “Oh, crap.”

      I laughed at the look on Blake’s face. “No, it’s good. He told me so many times how he didn’t want to marry her. He got his wish.”

      “With Tabitha? Yeah, I’m not so sure about that one.”

      “Don’t say that. They will find their way. We have to hope for her sake.”

      He laughed. “Oh, she is going to protest like crazy.”

      “The way you had?”

      “I was a different matter. A few months later, I’m sure you would’ve met a completely different dragon, Elena. I found out about you in a nick of time.”

      “That is what you say now.”

      “No, that is what I know. I was going downhill, especially after what I was doing on Samuel’s behalf.”

      “The guy that…” I couldn’t finish that sentence.

      “Yup.”

      “What did you do for him?”

      “Yeah, no.”

      My lips curved at the corner of my lips. “C’mon, it can’t be that bad.”

      “Oh, it is. It was a place your dad and mine tried so hard to shut down and I ended up there.”

      I remembered what Sammy said, not to assume, especially with his past. I touched his face. “It’s in the past.”

      He came in for a kiss and his lips brushed against mine. From the corner of my eyes, I could see Dad’s eyes lingering on us and I broke away, laughing.

      I looked at my father. “It’s just a kiss.”

      “I said nothing?”

      “That look spoke pages.”

      “She is more mine, than she is yours.”

      “Blake,” the queen and I said together as King Helmut laughed.

      Blake shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

      “I’m not property.”

      “I didn’t say you were.”

      “Your majesties.” A voice came from the left and we all stood up. The queen and king walked to the doctor, and he spoke in a tone that we all could hear. “He is out of surgery. We patched him up as well as we could. During the surgery, we had thought we had lost him, but then his heartbeat just came back—”

      “He ascended. Turns out the dragon that unleashed her ability is actually his.”

      “Oh, then he will make a wonderful recovery.” The doctor smiled. “Glad to hear that our prince had ascended. You can see him.”

      A weight expelled from my gut as we walked behind the king and queen to where they kept Lucian.

      The band stayed with Dad. I had to see with my own eyes if he was okay. We followed the doctor into a room, and Lucian was already awake.

      “I ascended?” He was high on either drugs or the revelation that his mark wasn’t just a birth defect but one that belonged to the riders.

      “And a dent at that?” His mother sounded just as relieved. “What is this?” She looked at the wrapping around Lucian’s stomach. Her joyous tone vanished.

      “I still bleed, Mom. I’m not immune to sharp objects.”

      We all chuckled as Blake held out his hand for a slap shake. “Not the only dent anymore.”

      “I’m not happy that it’s the snow queen.” Lucian laughed and grabbed his stomach as the laugh turned into a grunt. “Words are so powerful.”

      “Reason she didn’t like that name. I should’ve known it meant more to her than she led on.”

      “Don’t. It pissed me off just a little, but get now why she wasn’t always that happy to see me? She hid it pretty well, if you ask me.”

      “Too well. One thing you will learn about her soon. She can harbor a secret like no other,” Blake said.

      “A second dent?” Lucian asked as he looked at his dad.

      “I told you at Barnaby’s. It’s something we can discuss in the war room.”

      “You think something major is coming, Dad?”

      “I don’t know, son. Now that Elena is here, we have access to the people of Etan. Anything might happen that needs a dent or two. They usually pop up during hard times.”

      My eyes found Blake’s, but he looked away.

      It was as if he knew more than what he was telling any of us. I sighed. I would not fret about that now. Lucian was okay, and that was all that mattered.
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      The next few days sped by fast. Lucian was going to come back to Dragonia soon. His recovery was spectacularly fast. He carried the same breezy scent that Blake had after he gained his extra ability.

      They had found Tabitha again, but I didn’t take any note of what was going to happen. The only thing I knew for a fact was that the snow dragon was going to grace us with her presence soon, as she was part of a dent and belonged with the other royalty.

      Blake was right about his ‘oh crap’ statement. When he had said that, I did not know what that meant, but when news came out that Lucian was part of a dent and that he had ascended, news spread like wildfire and the royals of Areeth wasn’t happy that the dragon law annulled the arrangement of their daughter marrying the prince of Tith.

      I had little interaction after her horrible introduction of us royals’ need to stay together and not mixed with the peasants. I heard her bitching and moaning about the arrangement. A tantrum I almost walked into if it wasn’t for Blake’s crazy fast reflexes that steered us to the safety of not to be seen.

      The princess of Areeth had lost it completely.

      Blake was happy that Lucian didn’t have to marry her anymore, and I’d pushed him, wanting to know what had happened. What had he done to break it up between them?

      He stared at me as if I didn’t get the picture.

      “C’mon, Blake, just tell me.”

      “I slept with her to find her biggest fear, Elena.”

      I gaped. “While she was still with Lu.”

      “I cared about nothing that time. I just didn’t want to be claimed by her.”

      “Arianna, claiming you.”

      “She is well advanced with spells, Elena. She even knows a few forbidden ones.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t forget who her father is.”

      “How can he be a royal if he dabs into the forbidden spells?”

      “He wasn’t always like that, to be honest. He was quite the opposite. He always made jokes, was the first one to back your father up, the rest usually follows.”

      “What changed?”

      “That night, your mother died. He didn’t just lose your dad. He lost his dragon, Yvonne, too. The two of them were inseparable. Not a dent, but close, like my dad and your father. They said he went bat shit crazy. Lost it for good.”

      I huffed. I couldn’t imagine Caleb laughing. He was always so serious.

      “I’m not proud of what I have done now. I even told Lu I did him a favor. He felt like an idiot when he told me he had no choice. He had to marry her and which could’ve been something that had a smidge of love, it was going to be a lifelong sentence.”

      “Well, it’s not. So you don’t have to feel bad anymore.”

      He chuckled.

      “But I swear, if you ever do that to me.”

      He gasped. “You insane, what don’t you get? I’m your Dent.”

      I kissed him, laughing against his lips. “A friendly warning.”

      “I’ll die before thinking of doing that to you.”

      “You are right about the dying part.”

      He chuckled and hugged me tighter. “I’m so glad I’m not the only jealous idiot in this relationship.”

      “We are both pathetic and messed up.”

      He kissed me against the cheek and his stubbles tickled my skin which brought on a full tickle fight. I hated laughing like that, as I couldn’t breathe.

      “What is a blood brother? I mean, we learn about it in class as a dragon and rider bond, but Lu isn’t your rider.”

      “At a stage we thought he would be, so he made a blood promise to me. We were about thirteen when my darkness showed itself. I got the beating of my life and cried my eyes out afterward. Lu made a blood promise to me that he would claim me.

      He showed me his palm. “My scar healed a long time ago, but Lucian still had his.”

      “It’s barbaric that they hit the chromatic dragons.”

      “Not all of them can’t be a Dent. Be glad that you don’t have to beat me.”

      “I could never do that.”

      He chuckled as we kissed again.

      On Thursday after Art of War, I went to my room to take a shower. One of the plus points, not having the same schedule as my roommates, was having the shower to myself after Art of War.

      During the next class, Lucian showed up, and he won himself an applause from all the teachers. He handed Professor Gregory his schedule and got a congratulatory slap from the professor as he walked to the open seat next to Blake and plopped into the seat.

      “Not the way I always thought we would have Dual classes together, but here I am.”

      “Starting all over again,” Blake said.

      “It’s fine.”

      “So, when is your dragon going to grace us with her presence?”

      Lucian shrugged. “She is apparently not happy with this arrangement, but who cares? I got a dragon.”

      Blake snorted as I had to keep my laughter at bay.

      Tabitha was lucky that the prince of Tith was her rider. If anyone else, she would never set foot on Dragonia soil again.
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      The days progressed, and the snow queen made her appearance.

      I stayed away from her, but not that easy now that she had the same schedule as us. Lucian didn’t give her much of his time too, and finally they hung the banners of when Lucian was going to claim her.

      Everywhere in the hallways, flags of the snow dragon and the prince of Tith reminded us what was coming.

      They couldn’t stop talking about it either.

      The tabloids were filled with the second royal claiming. Lu had to do a couple of interviews, and he was just as gracious in front of the cameras as Blake.

      On Thursday afternoon, everyone came to school to watch. They did not hold it at Tith the way they held mine. I guessed because my dragon was the alpha of all the dragons.

      Reporters were there, and my heart galloped as we neared the colosseum.

      Blake squeezed my hand that was inside his.

      “Blake, Blake.” Every single one of them wanted our attention as they spurted out a string of questions.

      He walked slower as cameras clicking noises reached my ears. Blake lifted his hand, lips quirked, and said, “What I can say, the prince of Tith will walk away with his dragon today. But good luck is still in order. Snow Dragons are brilliant, and he has to watch his back.”

      Chuckles filled the air as he pushed through all of them, dragging me along as they kept screaming their questions. We went through the gate.

      “The day Master Longwei is going to stop letting them in here is the day Dragonia might fall from the sky.”

      “Why does he?”

      “It’s not him, it’s the royals. It’s a cosmic event because Lucian refused to hold it in the colosseum of Tith.”

      “He had a choice?”

      “Always. I had one too, but thought you deserve the chaos.”

      I shook my head with lips fanned into a smile as we walked through a hallway that led to the colosseum.

      Everywhere, gold and blood red flags flapped in the breeze. Every second flag carried the snow dragon.

      Students either rooted for the dragon or the rider and plenty painted their faces either white or red and gold.

      I followed Blake up steps toward an open seat and sat down next to the aisle.

      “Today you might actually experience what it could’ve been like if my dragon part wasn’t that crazy about you.”

      I squinted at him and looked at the fighting area again.

      There wasn’t anyone in sight.

      “That snow dragon has fled a long time ago,” Brian yelled. Everyone laughed.

      “So he can speak in first person too?”

      Blake laughed.

      “Are they really that scared?”

      “They are not your typical fighting dragon, but Tabitha can be scary if she wants to be.”

      “You don’t have to remind me.”

      He planted a kiss on my cheek and rubbed my back.

      Loud music played from the speakers and I laughed as Taylor Swift’s Bad blood played. “You know Taylor Swift?”

      “We get merchandise from the other side. I used to have a huge crush on her.”

      “On Taylor Swift?”

      “She can be glad the ancients didn’t allow me behind the wall back then.”

      Lucian appeared wearing long leather pants, boots that came to his calves, and a black shirt hugging his biceps. A black vest hugged his chest as he lifted his arms in the air. Everyone yelled their approval and whooped.

      Then the metal gate opened and the Snow Dragon trudged out. She had a swagger to her steps and the crowd with the white faces went crazy.

      “You think he is scared?”

      “Who, Lucian?” Blake asked, not taking his eyes away from the two of them. He shook his head. “I think Tabitha is.”

      “He is only human.”

      “One who owns her ability.”

      I got what he was saying. “Is he allowed to use it?”

      “Yeah, how do you think a dragon gets claimed if the riders don’t have their abilities yet?”

      “I had to claim you without my abilities.”

      “Oh, did you now?”

      “You know what I mean. They forced me and I was barely sixteen.”

      “We were a different situation. Tabitha isn’t nearly as lenient as me.”

      I punched him playfully. “I was ready.”

      His smile reached his eyes, and his vertical dimples dented. “No, you weren’t.”

      “Well, we could still face each other soon.”

      “Over my dead body. We showed him your fire and now, with the snow incident, they cannot question that anymore.”

      The crowd went ballistic when the colosseum’s walls vanished. Mountains and snow replaced the colosseum, and a couple of snowflakes landed on me.

      “It’s snowing?” I rubbed my arms.

      “No, this is Tabitha’s doing. She is excellent in snow, and she can change this entire arena to make it look like snow.”

      I knew this, and I looked around. “You want to tell me that everyone is seeing this, not just Lucian?”

      “You learned about this? I’m impressed.”

      “Oh, it’s a bitch to change it back.”

      His eyebrow raised. “Did you actually change it back?”

      “I’m the Rubicon’s rider. You bet your sweet butt I can change it back.”

      “Ouch!” Blake’s head lifted, yelling it at the crowds.

      All I saw was a meadow covered with snow. “Where is Tabitha, anyway?”

      “Oh, she is there. Why do you think she chose snow? Snow Dragon’s blend in perfectly.”

      I tried to see where Tabitha was as I kept rubbing my arms and Blake passed me a hoodie. “Knew you would forget one.”

      “I didn’t think it would be this real.” I pushed my arms through the sleeves and felt better as the warmth spread around my arms. It helped too that Blake’s arm curled around me.

      The colosseum changed back at once and no hint of snow. Tabitha was ready to prance on Lucian. He got out of the way with seconds to spare.

      Lucian maneuvered so fast that it was hard to see what he was going to do, and in two ticks, he was on her back.

      The crowd cheered as Lucian grabbed her ears, and the fight started.

      Tabitha tried everything to get him off. Spears of ice racketed off an invisible wall that protected us from their fight, and it missed Lucian by mere inches. Her aiming was spot on.

      “Told you she was smart,” Blake said.

      He blasted one away that he knew he wouldn’t be able to duck with his snow.

      She growled and the snow scene appeared again just as I tried to unzip my jacket. I zipped it up pretty fast as the cold slipped through and made me shudder. A few seconds later, we were back in the colosseum.

      She threw Lucian off and then she trampled on the ground, trying to crush him when the snow scene appeared again. He disappeared into the chunk of snow and my heart almost stopped.

      We couldn’t see anything. Lucian was gone, Tabitha wasn’t visible, and everyone held their breath.

      Twittering started, voicing where the prince of Tith was.

      “Is Lucian okay?”

      “Shh, he is there somewhere, waiting.”

      I kept watching. A stir gave one of them away and Tabitha plow through the snow. At once, Lucian appeared, skidding on a slope of ice that he created with his ability, and the crowd cheered like mad.

      He froze every part he could of her, and seeing that stiffness entering Tabitha put back that feeling of what it felt like that day she used it on me.

      Blake wrapped his arm around me, as if he could sense it, and I wished something else other than fighting could happen.

      It was a struggle again as more ice thumbed off the wall, the way Tabitha tried to gain the upper hand.

      I closed my eyes. This ability was plain scary.

      The crowd cheered like crazy, including the surrounding guys. Even Blake cheered and hollered a laugh. I opened my eyes as Tabitha was on the ground.

      Lucian had his hands in the air, and I assumed she yielded. Everyone jumped from their seats and cheered with fists pumping the air. If that was how a snow dragon fought, I couldn’t imagine how the alpha of the dragons would fight. I mean, I saw his recordings, and it gave me nightmares at the beginning. There was even that one incident when I peed in my pants the first time I faced him inside the simulator.

      I was understanding why the ancients were putting up such a fight against our claim.

      Lucian dropped to the ground, and I gasped.

      “Relax, the same thing happened to you. You gave me the biggest scare of my life that day.”

      I remembered that pain that came from my stomach. I screamed the roof off. Lucian didn’t even voice it.

      “Let’s go.” Blake got up, and I followed. We rushed down the stairs as everything about a claim poured through my head. It was hard to process it.

      I didn’t know if I should thank my lucky stars or felt as if I got my dragon by default.

      If that was what I had to do, then why was Blake against it?

      Still, everything happened the same as it would’ve happened if I had claimed him.

      The one thing I knew, if Blake would have fought, I wouldn’t have had a dragon now. Not if Lucian had struggled like that with a snow dragon. Blake was already half her size bigger, and not to mention the abilities he could’ve used on me.

      We rushed to the infirmary just as they carried Lucian inside. His body was lifeless.

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “You are here. He’ll be more than okay. I promise.”

      My throat tightened as I saw how Constance placed a brace around his neck.

      “Can a Dragonian die from this?” I asked, biting my nails while staring at his still body. He just went through a tremendous ordeal, and now he was going through another one.

      “Constance was close. Besides, Tabitha is his dragon. There are those occasions when you try to claim a dragon that isn’t yours, then things go haywire.”

      I remembered the one recording where the Rubicon actually killed someone that tried to claim him. I felt so bad for asking this question now. It wasn’t cool, Elena. You know they can die.

      I felt like crying again.

      “Stop doing that,” Blake said, and my gaze flickered to his.

      “What?”

      “Worry about everything.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry about that stupid question.”

      His lips curved. “You have nothing to be sorry about. I wanted to ask how that was possible for you not to know that. I’m sure they drilled all my past claiming in your head.”

      “Yeah, they had, and every single one scared the living crap out of me. Especially the one where the Dragonian didn’t get up. Who was he?”

      “Someone that shouldn’t ever think of getting into that ring with me. It was before I had any hope of having a rider. Thought that my only destiny was to be slain or either belong to Goran.”

      “Do you remember him?” I asked as we walked out of the coliseum, trying to ditch the reporters.

      “I do, and I know it’s easy to hate him when you didn’t know him. Everyone of them was constantly in my life because of my father being your father’s dragon and the prophecy that linked me to them. It was a tremendous shock that it was him that betrayed them. For months, I refused to believe it. He wasn’t as bad as everyone thinks. But he is evil. To hide your true nature like that is difficult. I’ve fought that war, and I’m truly grateful that I don’t have to anymore. So please, when they rule against our claim, just fight with me.”

      I nodded. “After seeing that, I’ll fight to my last breath.”

      A chuckle escaped his lips. “Oh, so you were scared.”

      “I’ve watched your claiming. It gave me nightmares.”

      “Cool to know that you perceived me as a vicious beast.”

      “Oh, believe me, you were the scariest of them all. It had to take the queen to force me on top of my dad’s back in order to see a different side to dragons. Not to mention that weekend you spent at the castle in your dragon form.”

      “Yeah, I should’ve shown you it was me. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Your submission made up for all of it.” I grabbed his arm and gave him a side hug as we rushed up the boy’s stairs before the professors were going to come back.

      “I would like to hear what you are going to spin the day Master Longwei is going to catch us,” I said as we reached the fourth floor where the elevators were situated.

      “They have to catch us first. In my experience, that is difficult to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      The fear of what had happened to Lucian hit me like a wave. I couldn’t help thinking that if Blake didn’t submit that day, I would still be dragon-less.

      “I don’t get it,” I said as I laid next to Blake on the girl’s roof.

      “What don’t you get?”

      “They had to carry Lucian out of that ring, but Tabitha is up and flying around as if nothing had happened?”

      “And?”

      “You were almost out for two weeks?”

      His lips curved. “Because I submitted and started with the dent process right after I submitted.”

      “So, Tabitha hasn’t gone through the Dent process yet?”

      “No, it’s a different type of process. To be honest, we don’t know what sets it off. I have a theory, though?”

      “Oh, I’m all ears.” I loved his theories.

      “Remember our first kiss?”

      Heat rushed through my cheeks. “Yes.”

      “My hand shook after that. It was like my entire body was buzzing. The trembling never stopped, only after I woke up. It was a bitch to learn how to control that.”

      “That was because of the kiss?”

      “I think it’s a kiss that starts the dent process for dragons. Or something like an act of kindness or I don’t know. But because you didn’t claim me yet, or face me in that ring, as I submitted, you didn’t claim me. It couldn’t start yet. So I had to wait for that process before I could dent. Dragons have a name for the stage between a claim and the dent process. They call it the impasse stage, as most of the Chromatics rebel against the dent as they think it’s an unnatural bond. But it’s not.”

      “What is it?”

      “Nice try.”

      “Don’t be like that?”

      “I can’t tell you, Elena. Believe me, I have more enemies out there than friends.”

      “Fine, be like that.”

      “You won’t find a dragon out there that will tell you what the dent is. There is a reason for that. It’s sacred. And I’m the alpha. What type of Alpha would I be if I broke that rule?”

      A chuckle escaped my lips, and he rolled closer to me and brushed his lips against mine. His kisses drove me insane and the fear of what the Viden had said that day made this feeling inside of me twenty times worse. I couldn’t lose him. I wouldn’t make it in this world if he wasn’t there.

      The kiss turned steamy as he pulled me underneath him and he kept pinching my butt cheek as the tingling sensation vibrated through my entire body.

      The kiss broke as the buzzing turned into a swirling in my head.

      “You okay?” Blake asked.

      “You literally make my head spin.”

      His lips adorned into a cocky grin. “Yeah, it’s addictive.” He rolled back on his back and soaked up the sun’s rays.

      Silence followed, but it wasn’t an awkward silence. There were so many things I wanted to know. “What did you do when your dad told you about me?”

      “Stared at the motel ceiling for a long time.”

      “Okay, what were you thinking while staring at the motel fan?”

      “Many things. Scared that there wouldn’t be anything to build the bond on.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that I won’t be attracted to you. Those sorts of things.”

      “Wow, that sounds pfft.”

      A chuckle rumbled in his throat. “It does, but our dragons are vain. I also did not know what the dent process was. I don’t think it would’ve mattered in the end if I found you attractive or not.”

      “So I take it you found me attractive?”

      “Hell yeah. I remembered how my ears sort of popped and my scales rattled a bit when you entered the cafeteria that day. I looked around like an idiot and when I saw you, everything just settled and jumped into place. It’s hard to explain, but it was as if I just knew who you were. They say a dragon always knows, and I thought it was bullshit. But turns out it wasn’t. It didn’t even matter if you had the same eyes as your dad.”

      “I do have the same color eyes as him.”

      “Not just his eyes, but all his stares and glares. He had a look that could make you feel as big as a house or as small as an ant. The one he gave when something disappointed him was the worst look. It’s something you two share.”

      “If I ever gave it to you, just know I don’t mean it.”

      “Yeah, you do. That day in the kitchen, I knew how you felt. I wanted to rip my dad and your dad’s heads off for the way they approach all of it. I mean, I was going to tell you everything that afternoon.”

      A sigh left my lips. “I sort of realized later in the afternoon. I should’ve just spoken to you, but I was terrified that I meant nothing to you.”

      “Are you kidding me?” He pulled me into him and kissed me on top of my head. “I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to rip Lucian’s head off. Especially that night when you came to Jimmy’s and didn’t tell me. I was so pissed off with him.”

      “Yeah, well, you looked pretty relaxed to me, and not to mention having a great time.”

      “I smoked a joint that night. One reason I couldn’t smell your scent.”

      My eyes grew as I drew breath. “You what?”

      “Believe me, joint smoking is not the worst thing I’d done, Elena.”

      “Oh my word, I’m dating the ultimate bad boy.”

      Laughter rolled off him. “You better get used to it, as you are going to marry this ultimate bad boy.”

      “You’d be so lucky.”

      “It’s written in the stars, and in the book of Shadows, Elena.”

      “That first foretelling, you believe it’s ours?”

      “Of course I do. It’s in the riddle itself who the foretelling belongs to. I might not have been born when the Viden made it, but the second I saw it, I growled. I knew it was mine. It should’ve told me you were out there, but I was a bit of a dumb ass back then.”

      “What if it’s not ours? What if it’s the Rubicon and their rider after us?”

      “It’s not.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I love you like that.”

      I didn’t know what to say, other than flaring up again. “You love me.”

      “With all my heart. But if you tell anyone, I’ll have to…. no, I can’t.”

      I planted my lips on his. He could be so sweet when we were alone.
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      The next day in history, we learn about all the dragon clans. Most of them were the people that were half and half. Meaning that somewhere in their blood was a dragon. Their tradition sounded a lot like the Highlanders’ traditions on the other side of the wall. They had their colors and each clan leader handled their group of people.

      They also had a Vastech, which was like a handfest tradition.

      “War was responsible for most Vastech traditions,” Sir Edward said in his brisk Irish accent. “If I remember correctly, your mother and father went through a Vastech ceremony during the Great War, Elena.”

      “They what now?”

      Most of the students sniggered.

      “Yes, something your grandfather didn’t like so much after the war. I think he got it annulled, but then later he told your father to choose with his heart and they got married in front of their family and friends.”

      “So they had to get married again?”

      “Yes, because your grandfather voided their first marriage.”

      “Could he do that?”

      “He was the king, Blake. What he said was pretty much law.”

      “That much power.”

      “Yes, so one day, use it wisely.”

      The class sniggered again as I raised my left eyebrow.

      “Elena, it’s your destiny. Sorry that you can’t choose.” Sir Edward shrugged as teasing rolled off him.

      “Haha,” Blake said. “For your information, I’m a great dragon.”

      “Yes, you are, Blake.”

      More sniggers came as it sounded like Sir Edward’s comment had an underlying meaning underneath the praise.

      “For a Vastech to be legal, it had to be performed in front of a priest, and two witnesses had to be present. At one stage, they used to say that the ancients used the most power performing one. The priest, or ancient, represents the holy that had a path straight to God. So some deemed this ceremony even bigger than a wedding. It was a sacred ritual and one to be believed once you do it. No one can undo it. Well, not in a dragon’s eyes. So ladies, as romantic as this suggestion sounds, there is no such thing as a divorce with this one.”

      The girls snickered. Whether they were dragon or human. The only one that didn’t laugh was Tabitha. She was still sulking about the fact that Lucian had claimed her.

      What she didn’t realize was that he was her ticket back to Dragonia again. She had to be here in order to learn further with him. The girl was pretty damn lucky to have him as her rider. She could’ve ended up with someone that wasn’t her dent and that had to beat her to stay good.

      It was still such a repulsive process, and I wished there was another way for the Chromatics to stay good.

      Luckily for me, I didn’t have to beat Blake. I wondered how I even would’ve done that. He was so big. I doubted he would’ve let me beat him.

      The bell rang, and we packed our books and made our way to the door.

      “Don’t forget about the essay on the Vastech that needs to be in by Monday.”

      “Some of us have to go to the revealing this weekend,” one student said. I didn’t know him from a bar of chocolate.

      “Then I suggest you do it tonight.”

      Great, now we have to do homework this weekend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      I said goodbye to Blake when the last bell rang. I couldn’t believe I was going to take the elevator trip alone, since Lucian was still in recovery. The queen had moved him to the castle a few hours after Constance took him to the infirmary and she deemed him stable.

      I hoped he was awake.

      Blake came with me to Master Longwei’s office.

      My expression must have told him how much I looked forward to this fantastic ride. Even my thoughts had a snide feel to it.

      He rubbed my back. “You will be okay. Just remember to take a deep breath.”

      “Why can’t I fly with you?”

      “One, I’m not going back. The museum is in Etan. It’s a waste of time.”

      “I hate how I feel after this ride.”

      “You’ll be okay. Just take a deep breath when it stops.” He cupped my face and brushed his lips against my head.

      The door opened and Master Longwei stared at both of us.

      Blake’s lips disappeared from my head and turned his head to look at Master Longwei. “Just saying goodbye.”

      “You will see her tonight.”

      “Hours feel like days.”

      Master Longwei’s eyes flickered to me when Blake walked with my bag into his office.

      I traipsed behind Master Longwei. I hated this ride.

      Blake helped to strap me in and my heart pounded like crazy. “I’ll hit the library tonight to find out everything I can about the Vastech.”

      “I’ll do the same, and then on Monday we can just check all our facts.”

      He kissed me quickly. “Remember, take a deep breath.”

      “The breath doesn’t help.”

      “Stop sulking. Princesses don’t sulk.” He tipped the top of my nose and stepped aside as the doors closed.

      It took a few seconds before the drop came and it felt as if I was going to throw up my stomach.

      When it stopped, I took an extra deep breath and the force of pulling forward brought on that crushing feeling that seared through my body. The elevator slowed down and finally ended as I edged forward. The pounding in my heart and my clammy skin was a reminder of what a horror this ride was. I left out the breath, breaking deeply into the darkness. The elevator opened and Dad waited for me. My bag sat on the ground close to him and he strapped me out of the seat.

      “You are getting better and better at this.”

      “It doesn’t feel right.”

      He chuckled as he strapped me out of the chair and helped me out of it.

      “Is Lucian okay?”

      “He’ll be fine. He woke up yesterday and wants to go back to Dragonia with all his might.”

      “Already?”

      “That is apparently the Prince of Tith for you. Don’t even give himself a proper chance to recoup.”

      It sounded like Lucian. “Can I go see him?”

      “He is on the porch.”

      “Thanks.” I rushed out with my bag and quickly dropped it off at my room. I rushed through to the porch, greeting the staff I passed while texting Blake.

      “He lives.” My hands shook dramatically in the air, like Jeff that day in the elevator.

      “Some of us actually have to tame them.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like I’ve fought with a dragon.”

      A chuckle escaped my lips. “No, but seriously, you okay?”

      “I breathe, and it’s only the side of my torso that is stiff. Constance healed most of it, and Ben healed the rest daily. So I’m okay. How is the snow dragon?”

      “Sulking big time.”

      “Of all of them, I get stuck with Tabitha.”

      “Hey, she is your dent, relax.”

      “That is even worse, Elena. I’m not even in love with her.”

      “She is your dragon. Things can change. Thank heavens you don’t have to marry Arianna anymore.”

      “Yeah, when I prayed for anything other than that, I didn’t imagine they would replace it with another hopeless situation.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Elena, she is more hard-up on Blake than what you are.”

      “No, I’m pretty hard up on him.”

      “Multiply by a thousand, and you know how she feels.”

      “Why? Because I’m human and she is a dragon. We feel and love just as deeply, Lucian.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “You are her dent. She will come to her senses quickly,” I said, thinking that I would make her come to her senses somehow if she didn’t.

      Lucian’s lips quirked.

      “Just give her time. She still irritates the crap out of me, as she appears ungrateful.”

      “Of course she does. All of them do after a claim.”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “Elena.” Queen Maggie’s voice came from the door and I got up to hug the only mother figure I had behind the wall. Okay, Tanya was one too, but I hardly saw her.

      She’d said she would try her best to be at the revealing. I hoped she could make it.

      I loved her stories, and how close I felt to my mother whenever she was here. Tanya had the most amazing stories about my birth mother. Even though Dad still struggled to say more than a paragraph to her.

      Their daughter still rushed through my thoughts now and then. How did she die? I was too small to remember her and Dad didn’t like it very much to talk about her. I guess a part of him still misses her.

      Of course he misses her, Elena. She was his daughter.

      Queen Maggie laughed as she stared at me. “You share the same fading away into the distance look as your mother had. Where were you just now?”

      “Sorry, I just had a lot of things on my plate. The revealing.”

      “It’s going to be flawless.”

      My lips fanned out into a smile as I sat back down on my chair where the staff was busy bringing out lunch.

      Dad, King Helmut and Emanual strolled out of the door.

      “Elena, welcome back.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So, when is Blake going to join us?”

      “He’s not. Said it’s a waste of time to fly all the way to Tith and back to Etan. He hates the elevators more than I do.”

      “Great, you need a bit of distance.”

      “He is my dragon, Dad, and a dent. Soon you’ll have a snow dragon practically living here.”

      “Over my dead body,” Lucian mumbled.

      “Snow dragons are mighty dragons, son.”

      “It’s Tabitha, Dad. I’m not protesting because it’s a snow dragon, I’m protesting because it’s Tabitha.”

      “The girl is gorgeous, Lucian,” the queen said.

      “And hung up on the Rubicon. Do I have to remind you she tried to kill Elena twice because of him?”

      “She is your Dent. It’s going to change once she goes through the process,” I said, not knowing what would make it sunk into that thick skull of his.

      “I doubt that.”

      “We will speak again,” Emanual said his first word since I got here.

      “Shut up.” Lucian chucked a napkin at Emanual.

      “I agree with Blake. Sulking does not look good on royalty,” I said.

      Everyone laughed at my comment.

      Lucian’s lips curved into a smile as he shook his head.

      ***

      That night, Lu helped me to find everything we could on the Vastech.

      “Sir Edward taught you this.”

      “The class was actually about the Dragon clans and the Vastech popped up. Did you know my mom and dad had one?”

      “A Vastech.”

      I nodded and told him how my grandfather annulled it, as she was a commoner.

      “They were so snobbish back then.”

      I laughed. “I saw the recordings. My dad wasn’t snobbish.”

      “I’m not speaking about our dads, I’m speaking about our grandfathers.”

      The facts were quite interesting. You need either the king or an Ancient to perform this one. Some priests could, but it was rare, as they did not see the Vastech as a traditional wedding. It sounded more sacred, and there were formalities.

      We finished in now time with Lu’s help and he gave me his sleeve of written facts I put with mine. With Blake’s sleeve, it would be enough for this essay due on Monday.

      I spoke for more than an hour with Blake that night as he told me how romantic the Vastech sounded.

      I gasped, making a joke that the Rubicon said romantic, which he found funny.

      We said goodnight around eleven and he couldn’t wait to see me tomorrow.

      When we ended the call, this utter loneliness spread through my body and I hated being away from him. I was so pathetic, feeling that I couldn’t function without him. I didn’t like this feeling as if they attached us to the hip.

      The viden’s words slipped through my mind again. I wanted to cry every time I thought about it. Blake wouldn’t rescue my dad if he found out about what she had said to me. I had no choice but to take it to my grave.
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      The next morning, I slept late, and we had brunch around eleven.

      A team of specialists came and queen Maggie insisted they should eat with us.

      They were part of the top in their league of make-up artists and know the best of the best designers.

      They all looked smart, wearing suit pants or beautiful knee length dresses, as if it was an invitation to high tea with the queen and not to get the royals ready for tonight.

      When I finished eating, the blonde woman in her thirties ordered me to go take a shower in the nicest way.

      I took a fifteen minute shower, washed my hair and felt refreshed as I walked out of the bathroom.

      A beautiful golden satin dress waited for me on the bed.

      “The best of the best. Ralph Drench made it especially for you tonight, Elena,” Sukie said. She really knew how to do her makeup and I found her really beautiful with her thick eyelashes and dark eyeliner on her smokey eyes.

      “As long as it’s not a magical dress that is going to make me fly.” I plopped on the chair in front of the dressing table with the enormous mirror.

      She didn’t use any appliances to dry my hair, but her lips worked overtime with the enchantments that left them.

      My hair instantly dried as each slant of hair curled. They bounced on my shoulders and then bounced into some sort of bun. Half the curls hung loose on my shoulders. The only thing other than the magic being spoken was adding a beautiful flower diamond hairband to my head.

      The make up was even faster. Her fingers slid over my eyes, face and lips, and when she finished, she smiled. “Perfect.”

      I glanced in the mirror and didn’t even look like me. My eyelashes that were non-existent for my taste were thick and long and I had the same smokey eye with perfect eyeliner shaping my eyes.

      My lips were darker and had a gloss to it, and the foundation was flawless, with a smidge of a rosy blush to my cheeks.

      I didn’t even recognize the woman in the mirror and couldn’t stop staring at how something as significant as eyelashes changed my entire look. Blake wasn’t even going to recognize me.

      I got undressed behind the divider in my room and put on the golden dress. It almost had a copper glint to it. It was stunning.

      She helped me zip it up.

      It hugged my boobs perfectly, and the straps sat on my shoulders. Nowhere did it nip at skin.

      She showed me the heels, and my eyes grew. They were gold and had a dust-glint effect, but the heel was way too high. I was going to fall tonight trying to parade in them. “You want the tabloids to reveal the color of my underwear tomorrow?”

      Laughter poured out of her, getting my meaning. “Put that dragon of you to use for once.”

      “These heels are way too high.”

      “They come with the dress, I’m afraid.”

      I took them from her. “Fine, but I’m wearing my pumps until I’m in public.”

      “Anything as long as eyes see them.”

      “Thanks, Aliana. I look stunning.”

      “Of course you do. It’s all I know how to do. And you are welcome. Usually royalty doesn’t say thank you.”

      “I’m not that kind of royalty.”

      “That you aren’t. You are a true Malone.” She turned around and left.
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      I walked with my high heels in my hand and as I neared the elevator that would take us back to Tith, Lucian whistled. “You look beautiful, Elena,” he complimented, and I was thankful for this makeup that hid the heat in my cheeks.

      Lucian grabbed my hand and kissed it. Dad cleared his throat, coming from inside the room.

      “What? I can’t do this in front of Blake. He would tear off my limbs.”

      Everyone chuckled as I walked in, and then they gasped.

      “You look stunning, Elena.” Queen Maggie stepped forward, wearing a white two pants suit with high heels.

      “The same, wow.”

      She smiled and winked.

      Dad walked closer, wearing a very elegant tux. He cleaned up nicely since he came home. Looked as majestically as his dragon form.

      He gave me a hug. “You look breathtaking, Elena. Very grown up. I’m proud of you, Bear. Everything you’d accomplished, and you did everything I asked without a tinge of any protesting.”

      “Now you are lying?”

      He grinned. “Well, not the amount I expected. Enjoy your evening. We all need it.”

      I nodded.

      I took an elevator with Lucian. I feared for my hair.

      “All this hard work is going to get ruined now.”

      “It’s magic that put it together. Magic will fix it too. Don’t worry.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Wicked, right?”

      I smiled as we got strapped in.

      “Mom!” Lucian grabbed my heels and gave it to the queen before the doors closed. “Just in case you drop them.”

      The darkness overpowered us, and then the drop came. Lucian enjoyed this way too much.

      Then we stopped, and I took an extra deep breath as we whisked away with such a force that I knew my hair wouldn’t be okay, even if magic was involved.

      We slowed down, moved forward, and came to a halt. The doors opened into the same private building the last time we came here for our fitting.

      “Why doesn’t the museum have an elevator?”

      “Because of all the artifacts inside. There used to be one on the roof, but it has been out of order for a long time.”

      We waited for everyone,and Lucian helped keep my balance as I exchanged my shoes.

      “Please don’t let me fall. I told Sukie that I’m going to break my ankles tonight.”

      Lucian chuckled. “So glad I’m not you.”

      “What does my hair look like?”

      “Perfect. I told you magic would fix it.”

      “Are you serious?” I looked around for a mirror and the room had an entire mirror wall. Not one strand was out of shape or place.

      Dad and Emanual were on the second elevator trip.

      They got out, and the doors closed as Dad walked toward me. “I got her from here. We don’t want the Rubicon to devour you,” Dad said with a tinge of a joke as Lucian let me go.

      “These heels are going to kill me tonight.”

      “They won’t.”

      The elevator door opened again, and the king and queen got out.

      We all went outside, and camera lights bounced off us. The king answered almost every question as we walked through the line the security held for us.

      I prayed not to slip and fall, but Dad kept his word. The second my heel slipped, Dad handled my weight, and I walked straight again.

      Outside, a limousine with red and golden flags waited for us. Lucian held the door as I climbed in, and I prayed that tonight would be a success.
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      The drive to the museum was a short one, but the traffic was jam-packed.

      The limo stopped on the curve by the red carpet that was surrounded by more media. Their flashes went off when Lucian climbed out first. They yelled questions about the claim to him and he answered it with poise, eliciting a few laughs too.

      I sighed. I have so much to learn.

      The king and queen had followed him and Dad, and I were last.

      More questions were being yelled, especially about the revealing. My tongue twisted as I spoke, struggling to get the words out, which made Dad laugh and the media chuckled too.

      “I guess I’ll have to see, as Blake keeps complaining that they never get it right,” I whispered that last part and the few reporters that heard me thought it was funny.

      Dad answered a question about my grandpa, and how his dragon figure was finally going to be placed right next to him.

      It was apparently an enormous deal to get your wax figure.

      The walk to the entrance was murderous and there were so many people huddled in groups having a deep conversation with each other. Most of the men wore uniforms with so many medals attached to their jackets. Dad didn’t even own one, and he was a royal dragon.

      My eyes skidded everywhere, and whenever they landed on a person, they would either nod or smile.

      I did the same as we neared the sleek wooden bar where Blake’s parents waited. I craned my neck to see if I could find my dragon, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      He better be here.

      His parents looked like a million dollars. Sir Robert gelled his hair back, and he wore a crisp, black tux. His broad shoulders and tall frame made him look like James Bond.

      Isabel wore an emerald green dress that was shorter in the front and cascaded down in the back. Her sequined stilettos shared the same color as her dress and she wore silver pearl drop earrings with a matching bracelet. They both looked so young and happy. I guessed both of them lived for these kinds of nights. It was sad thinking just how much they’d had to give up after the creepers.

      Becky, Sammy and Vicky reached us.

      “Holy fuck, Elena,” Vicky said, and won herself a slap against the boob.

      “Royalty.” A hissing sound came from Becky as she glared at Vicky.

      Vicky shrugged. “We share a room with one of them.”

      Dad just stared at Vicky with a raised eyebrow. I thought she was hilarious and went in for a hug.

      “My parents would’ve loved to be here, and to meet you. They can’t believe that I’m sharing a room with you,” Vicky said.

      “I’m sorry that they couldn’t be here.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t even know what my Mom’s human form looks like, but she was a huge fan of your parents.”

      Becky came in for a hug. She looked stunning wearing a black little number with heels as high as mine. She made walking in them look easy.

      “Elena, I would love to introduce you to my mom.” She motioned her mother to come, and the woman looked like her older sister. She was stunning, with long brown hair and beautiful doe eyes like Becky.

      “Mom, Elena, Elena, my mother, Lucille.”

      I took her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mrs Johnson.”

      “Oh, please, Lucille. I’m way too young to be called a Mrs.”

      Becky immediately spoke about someone named Rosa, that is like her grandmother, but also their glorified help. That wasn’t a help and I really wanted to make it, but she had a bit of flue. I discovered she was Spanish and was a feisty dragon all in the short time of Becky’s explanation of why the other mother figure in her life couldn’t make it.

      “I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “I’m sure you will once you find time to come visit.”

      “Visit?” Lucille touched her chest. “The princess of Paegeia.”

      “Not the only one, Mom.”

      Lucille closed her eyes and opened them. “You know what I mean.” She came closer to Becky and whispered, “A Malone.”

      Becky gaped at her mother with enormous eyes. “Human, just like all of them, and she needs friends. Stop embarrassing me, woman.”

      Delicate laughter rolled off me at their mother and daughter bickering and Lucille’s cheeks turned red.

      “Stop chastising your mom. Be glad you have one.”

      “Sorry.” Becky flinched.

      “She would’ve loved you, Elena. I could only imagine what a dream it was that came true when she found out she was pregnant with you.”

      “You knew her too.”

      “My husband was on your father’s fleet. I’ve had a lot of high tea with her, complaining about how reckless our husbands were. She was the queen of all our hearts.”

      The reporters went ballistic outside again, and a few seconds later, Arianna and her parents entered.

      “All that money and she wears that?” Becky said with a raised eyebrow.

      I looked past the photographer to see a similar black number to Becky’s clinging to Arianna’s body. This one barely covered the princess’s ass, but I had to admit she looked verautiful. She had the legs of a supermodel.

      Then the host of the event called all of us forward.

      “Where is your brother?” I asked Sammy.

      “He didn’t come home for the weekend. I don’t know.”

      Dammit.

      Dad left his arm out for me and I took it as we walked on the red carpet leading toward the entrance.

      Everyone gasped as they walked through two gigantic doors.

      They had transformed the entire museum for this five-star event. A three-piece orchestra played soft music in the far corner as beautiful curtains covered several other exhibits. They had removed some from display to make space for tonight’s gala. They covered a couple of artifacts with red curtains and at the front, in between them all was a huge podium.

      Right next to it was a podium with a microphone and more lights than I could count. In the opposite direction, six thrones stood on a second podium. Ice sculptures and balls crafted from what seemed like hundreds of flowers hung from the ceiling. For a moment, I forgot other people were in the museum too.

      I followed Dad as he led me toward the thrones. “I don’t want to sit there.”

      “Elena, you are royalty,” Dad said in a hush tone.

      “Lucian doesn’t even get a throne.”

      “He is sitting on the chair behind them, as is the princess of Areeth.”

      “Then I want a chair behind you.”

      “I’m not royalty. I can’t sit alone in the chair. Deep breath, you will be okay.”

      He climbed the steps as I kept searching for Blake. Where the hell was he?

      The chair was way too big, but very comfortable. I looked back and saw Emanual, Lucian and Arianna sitting on chairs. Lucian and Emanual kept whispering to each other, laughing softly while Arianna typed vigorously on her Cammy.

      Dad introduced me to Queen Gabriella, which was Arianna’s mother. Her daughter got all her looks, but was stuck with her father’s nose.

      “Nice meeting you, your highness.”

      She smiled, but I could tell it was a fake one. I did not know what was with this family.

      I looked back to the front. I couldn’t believe that Blake wasn’t here.

      The lights dimmed and the ones closer to the podium heightened. The host took the microphone and welcomed us all.

      I took out my Cammy and texted Blake. “Where R U?”

      I waited for a reply, but none came as my foretelling jumped into my head again.

      Stop. There was no mission. Tonight definitely wasn’t one.

      The guests applauded, so I followed, even though I did not know what they said. Dad was getting up.

      He was leaving now too?

      I kept following him with my gaze.

      He took the podium, and everyone applauded.

      “It’s great to be back home. The past fifteen years that I lived behind the wall with the princess were a real downgrade to what I was used to, and I forgot how honored I was to be a royal dragon.

      “The Malones entrusted me with their biggest prize, something they wanted for such a long time, and I’m honored to be part of the beautiful exhibits here today.

      “King Louie would’ve been honored and very pleased with how the museum of Etan turned out. I can already hear him having an opinion or two about every exhibit.”

      That pulled out some laughter from the crowd. Dad never spoke about his rider the way he had tonight.

      “I miss him dearly, and thank you for this honor.” He bowed, and the audience applauded again.

      The host took the microphone from Dad and announced Dad’s name. “Sir Lemuir.”

      Oh, wow. Sir.

      One curtain opened and Dad’s majestic dragon form with his human form stood side by side next to each other. The dragon was obviously bigger than the human. He had a brass plate and a golden robe in front of it.

      The crowd applauded as my heart stammered slightly.

      “Sorry, I’m late.” Blake spoke in a hush tone in my ear. I turned my head to look behind me as he sat on the fourth chair.

      “You look stunning,” he mouthed, and the corner of my lips curved upward.

      I showed him my heels with enormous eyes, and his shoulders bobbed from silent laughter.

      The host went to the next exhibit, speaking about the Rubicon, how none of the world knew the Rubicon had a rider and that it honored him to be the one to reveal the new exhibition, and upgrade to the Rubicon with the princess of Etan.

      My heart galloped behind my ribcage as Blake stood right next to me with his hand reaching out for mine. I grabbed it. “Don’t let me fall.”

      I got up, and he did a body check.

      “Blake?” the host called.

      “Coming, we have a bit of a deadly contraption going on. The princess is in very high heels.”

      Laughter elicited as I punched his shoulder with one hand as the other one clung to his arm, walking down the steps. He led me toward the podium and we walked up the stairs, ready to give a speech.

      Blake was great at these sorts of things.

      “It’s hard to follow someone like Sir Lemuir, but I’m going to try my best.”

      Some of the crowd laughed as the media’s camera-lights bounced off the two of us.

      “First, thank you for living.” He looked at me and my lips quirked. “And even though I hate the fittings, this one was quite special to have done it with the princess. I can’t imagine my life without her and I hope they molded my appreciation so that people of Paegeia could witness it for years and years to come. Thank you to everyone that was involved in this exhibition. Please, do not disappoint me.”

      More laughter erupted as he said thank you and we stepped aside for the host to reveal our figures.

      He knew how much I hated public speaking, could probably feel it in my sweaty palms that were still clutched inside his gigantic one, and probably heard it from the erratic beat in my heart, too.

      Blake left out a soft growl as Duclin rushed up the steps.

      He lifted his hand to the crowds, and the host did not know what to say as he stepped out of the way for the ancient to get to the microphone.

      “What is he doing here?”

      “I don’t know,” Blake said, watching him with eyebrows knitted.

      “Good evening,” Duclin said and even the crowd had that disbelieving look on their faces as they stared at each other. “I’m sorry to announce, but the ancients have decided about the Rubicon and the princess.”

      Gasps filled the air as my gaze flickered to Blake, who already grounded on his teeth with the way his muscles pounded.

      “It wasn’t a simple decision, but with the proof that we have, we can’t grant the submission of the Rubicon during his claim.”

      Everyone elicited the way they felt.

      “There is simply just not enough proof that the princess does, in fact, belong to the Malones, so until further investigation, we will strip Elena Watkins from the Malone title.”

      “This is horseshit,” Blake said through clenched teeth. “I went through the claim.”

      “Blake, you will say anything to stay with this girl.”

      “It’s the truth. Many saw her on the other side, helping to protect the princess.” Sir Robert walked closer. “He saved her life by gaining his snow.”

      “We made our decision, Sir Robert. We will not reveal the exhibition tonight.”

      He walked from the podium as everyone booed him and I could swear I saw a tinge of a smile curling up his lips as he passed us.

      I couldn’t lose Blake. My hand grabbed his fragile arm, and he stopped. He stared at me.

      “I saw my father when I ascended. He is your king.”

      “Any person who remotely looks like him would say that. How do we even know you ascended?”

      “Because time froze when he submitted. We told you all of this.”

      “I’m sorry. Not enough evidence.”

      “She has my abilities.”

      “It’s the Crown tail’s ability. You showed us what we wanted to see.”

      “No, I didn’t!” Blake said. “The snow—”

      “I didn’t see it with my own eyes. This case is not up for a discussion.”

      I couldn’t lose Blake. I would not lose him either.

      “I am my father’s daughter and if you don’t believe me—”

      “Elena!” Blake warned.

      “Then ask the man who sired me yourself.”
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      Gasps filled the air as Duclin stared at me.

      “My father is alive, behind those creepers.”

      “Dad, no!” Blake yelled and Sir Robert exploded into his dragon form.

      “Robert!” Isabel’s voice shrieked as his wing connected hard with Duclin and me, trying to get out of the museum.

      “Emanual!” Blake begged as artifacts and everything fell over the way Sir Robert moved to the closest window. Another dragon would bring the museum to the ground.

      Shit. I grabbed my curls in my hand, watching the horror that was happening in front of me.

      Everybody tried to make a run for it and Duclin grabbed my arm. Blake had left the podium, going after his father.

      The shift came so fast and a deep roar of a second dragon vibrated through the walls as Duclin charged for the back entrance. Screams filled the museum as people tried to get out.

      My heart thumbed fast as my ankles screamed the way I tried to walk in these heels. Duclin’s grip didn’t leave my wrist, and I swore he pressed harder when we almost reached the back door.

      “Let me go!”

      “Not a chance. You have infuriated me enough. The latest that left your lips is going to destroy the museum, silly girl.”

      “It’s the truth!”

      “Stop lying!”

      “Let my daughter go, now!”

      “Stand aside, Jako. This isn’t your concern.”

      “Duclin, let her go, or I promise you, you will not see another day.”

      “Dad!” I yelled.

      “That is a direct threat to my life!”

      “Let her go now! If she says Albert is alive, then he is alive. She is his daughter. Tanya and I explained it to you.”

      “All lies.”

      Dad grabbed me from him, and my arm pulled out of his grip as my body slammed into Dad’s chest. He pulled me behind him.

      My heart thumbed at what had left my father’s mouth.

      “I’m trying to keep Paegeia safe and you came and messed everything up with this ludicrous claim. She isn’t a Malone. I know because the queen couldn’t have children.”

      “Miracles happen every day, old man. You want to take her title, fine, but when my daughter gets through those creepers, she is the Rubicon’s rider, as that is the one foretelling that will set all of this straight.”

      Duclin’s eyes twitched as the building shuddered.

      “Fine,” Duclin said, and disappeared through the back door.

      “We have to go, Bear.”

      “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      “Don’t be. Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

      “Blake. He begged me not to. Is his father okay?”

      “They got to him outside. Blake had to use his alpha call to stop him.”

      I took off my shoes as we rushed out of the back door. I didn’t even see our wax figures. A tremendous success, yeah right. Ask an ancient to ruin everything.

      “There will be plenty of meetings tonight once we get Robert to calm down.”

      “Did you mean that thing about the creepers?”

      “Elena, it is both your foretelling. It said that Blake and his rider would get through. Nobody else. If you can get through, it will prove that you are his daughter.”

      “Dad, have you seen those things?”

      “I have. When I read that foretelling, I took a trip to Etan.”

      “How the hell am I going to go through?”

      “I don’t know, but the foretelling said—”

      “Foretelling. Dad, someone had seen it in a vague dream. Who said it’s the truth?”

      “Don’t, Elena. You need to believe. The one that saw it is the first one that predicted a single thing of your family’s bloodline. She knows what she is talking about.”

      “Irene?”

      He nodded. “Her predictions always come true. She is one of the strongest Videns in Paegeia. Trust her.”

      They always come true. The other one will too?

      It was this mission. I could feel it. I was going to die, but in what situation, I didn’t know.
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      We all went back to the castle.

      The media was going ballistic with the revelation. There was no word about the ancients stripping me from my title, as the focus was back to my real dad, trapped behind the creepers.

      You did the right thing. Blake had to get over his fears. Dad said it was of essence, as Goran was planning something. What I didn’t know, but I saw the fear in his eyes when he told me.

      I got out of the dress as Queen Maggie flipped through all the channels.

      She switched off the TV as one reporter questioned my words.

      “Stupid imbeciles.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “No, I’m not. He told me something was coming and I could see the truth in his eyes.”

      “Elena, why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

      “Blake, he wanted time. He didn’t say why?”

      “Blake knows this?”

      I nodded. “My dad asked me to tell him before we revealed it. His father… my dad can’t lose him.”

      Queen Maggie closed her eyes and then opened them slowly. “Those two almost shared the same bond as strong as a dent.”

      “Was he really going to fly to the creepers?”

      The queen nodded.

      “Why? He would’ve died if they didn’t stop him.”

      The queen’s lips quirked. “They don’t care, Elena. The only thing that goes through Robert’s head now is to save his rider. For fifteen years, he thought he was dead. I can only imagine what is going through his head, knowing that he is alive behind those creepers.”

      “He can’t. My dad begged me. He can’t lose him too.”

      “You should tell him that part.”

      I nodded. “What is going to happen to my father, threatening Duclin’s life?”

      “It was out of context. He didn’t want to release you. Your dad won’t get into trouble. I can promise you that. Helmut won’t let anything happen to him.”

      I hoped she was right. I couldn’t lose the father that raised me either. Not like that.

      The door opened and Dad walked in. He was still in his tux pants and white shirt.

      He pulled my arm and off the couch. Fatherly arms wrapped around me.

      “I’m so sorry about tonight.”

      “Shh, it’s not your fault, Bear. Blake knows better. He should’ve told us the minute he discovered the news.”

      Crap. I looked at my father. “Where is he?”

      “Relax. He’s not in trouble. The kings only want answers. He is still with his father.” He looked at the queen. “There will be a meeting in less than an hour, Maggie. Everyone is coming here.”

      She nodded and got up from the chair and walked to the entrance.

      “I feel like such a disappointment.” Tears welled up in my eyes.

      Dad cupped my cheek. “Elena, you are not. You did the right thing.”

      “It wasn’t the right way, Dad. I don’t care about the stupid title. I was worried I would lose Blake. I can’t lose him,” I whispered.

      “Well, hopefully this entire ordeal will be over soon.”

      “What is going to happen now?”

      “Now, we have to get you through those creepers safely and get your father out of there. We need to find out what is left on the other side.”

      Silence lingered. To prove that he was my dragon, I made more shit for both of us.

      “It’s big, Bear. Your father and the king of Paegeia will come home in a few months. Everything is going to change.”

      I looked at my father. He was worried that he would lose me.

      I grabbed his hand. “You are my dad, through and through. I don’t care if you sired me.”

      Dad’s lips curved, and I hugged him. “I love you, Dad. Nothing is going to change that.”

      “I love you too, Bear.”

      “We’ll find a way around the two dads. I mean, if they can do it on the other side, we can too, right?”

      Dad laughed. “Bear, me and your dad are not like those couples.”

      “I know, but it didn’t sound weird when they spoke about their dads.”

      He nodded. “I’m sentimental. Your real father is brilliant at handling these sorts of things. He is much wiser than some dragons I know. Some say he should’ve been a dragon. That was how wise he was…. sorry, is.”

      My lips curved.

      My real father was going to come home, but at what cost? The foretelling was weighing heavy on my shoulders. I couldn’t gain a father and lose my dragon. I wouldn’t make it.
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      At ten, tiredness pulled at my eyes. My door opened and Blake entered. He was in his robe.

      “I’m sorry. I…”

      “It’s okay. I just wish you gave me a longer heads up than a few seconds.” He pulled his hands through his hair.

      “Are they hard on you?”

      “I’m the Rubicon, Elena. I say when it’s enough.”

      My lips curved on the one side as he sat down on the edge of my bed, hunching over and looked as if he carried the world on his shoulders.

      “Is your dad okay?”

      “Yeah, Etan is quite far from here. Besides, he was only a few minutes in the air when I caught up with him. So your timing wasn’t that bad.”

      “Where is he now? I need to speak to him.”

      “He is in the war room. King Helmut asked me to come and get you as they need to know exactly what you father had told you.”

      I nodded and got up with Blake.

      The walk to the war room felt like the walk a prisoner would take on the green mile.

      Blake knocked on the door and opened it. We entered and Tanya rushed over to me. My mom was here too.

      She wrapped her arms around me.

      “When did you get here?”

      “A few minutes ago. When I heard over the radio what had happened, I told them I have to go. I have no choice.”

      “Are they okay with that?”

      “Elena, I don’t care at the moment if they are okay. If your father is alive, they need all of us.”

      I nodded as she let me go.

      “You did that?” She looked at the mural and I nodded.

      “It’s beautiful, Elena. A vision. Your grandfather on your mother’s side had this ability. He could make things out of air, just an expression, but you get what I mean.”

      “Queen Maggie told me.”

      The entire table was full of riders and dragons that were busy speaking about a plan of action. My gaze flickered over to Blake’s father, slumped in his chair.

      My heart ached as I kept looking at him. He looked so lost, guilty even.

      “Elena,” King Helmut addressed me and my gaze flickered to the king at the end.

      “Before we start, may I please have a word with my father’s dragon?” I begged.

      They all looked at Sir Robert, who looked at me. He nodded and got up from his chair.

      We walked out the door and toward the side door. Blake came too, as it was dark outside, but kept his distance.

      “Son, I’m okay?”

      “Dad.”

      “Don’t. Please, he is here on behalf of what I had told him and what my father begged when he told me.”

      “Begged.”

      “Blake knew you wouldn’t think twice, but he also knows what my father made me promise. So please, I want to keep it. He has lost so much, he can’t lose you too.”

      Tears welled up in Sir Robert’s eyes.

      I touched his arm. “I know you feel the urge to save him, but you need to think about you first. You can’t die now, not when you are so close to reunite with your rider. He won’t make it, please.”

      “He told you this?”

      I nodded. “He begged me to be gentle, and that revelation was everything but gentle. I don’t care about the title. My dragon was on the line. I know how my father feels, as I won’t be able to go on if something happens to him. So I beg, please, just follow the plan. He is going to need you the most when those creepers come down.”

      He stared at the grass before he nodded. “I promise I will be alive for your father. I didn’t think, but now I know how irresponsible my actions were.” He looked at Blake. “We need to do this soon, Son.”

      “Dad, we need soldiers. It’s Goran.”

      “And he will die this time.”

      “Not by your hand. You just promised.”

      “He will die. We need to speed this up. A month at the most.”

      “A month!” Both Blake and I questioned.

      “It’s fifteen years, Elena. It’s time. I’m done with being this useless dragon. A month is more than enough. I’ll start the league again if I have to.”

      “The league?”

      What was the league?

      “A month.” His entire demeanor had changed as he turned around and walked back to the castle. Blake just stared at him.

      I walked over to him. “Is your dad nuts?”

      “No, my dad just discovered a reason for him to return. You gave him that reason, Elena. We need to go.” He grabbed my hand and walked with huge strides toward the side door of the castle.

      I felt that this mess was mine again. The way I handled all of it was not very Malone like at all.

      When we entered, a huge ruckus of arguments broke out.

      “Enough!” Blake yelled. His voice was distinct, and all the dragons kept quiet at once.

      Even the riders kept quiet.

      “Helmut, a month isn’t nearly enough and you know what happened that night,” King Caleb spoke.

      “So we are back to Elena lying, Caleb?”

      “I know what happened, what I saw with my own eyes. There was an explosion and Albert was in the middle of it.”

      “What?” I said as Blake froze.

      “Your father is not alive, Elena.”

      “He told me he was alive, and that Goran is planning something that he doesn’t know, but it scares him shitless. So if that sounds like my dad being dead to you, then so be it. You don’t even believe that I’m their daughter, so it won’t surprise me at all if you don’t believe my word. But my father is going to come back home. We will be reunited and I hope when he asked you why, you would have a better answer than just your doubt.”

      “If one person could survive that explosion, it’s him. We got out, the creepers sprouted from the ground after that explosion and I know it in my heart that it was Albert’s doing,” King Helmut said.

      “He could’ve done it with his last breath, Helmut.”

      “No, Goran wouldn’t have let him die. Albert is alive.” He looked at the others around his table. “As for Sir Robert’s plan, I agree. He has spent enough time behind those creepers. It’s time for our king to come home. Are you with us or not? Give Elena the benefit of doubt as you know what will happen if Albert is on the other side and you did nothing but doubt her, Caleb.”

      “I can’t. I’ll take my chances.” Caleb got up and a few of the chairs next to him screeched against the floor as those people got up, too. They all left the war room.

      “Unbelievable,” Blake mumbled.

      “Come sit,” King Helmut said. “Tell us about your ascension, Elena.”

      I went to Caleb’s seat and plopped down in the chair. Blake grabbed the one next to me.

      “It was out of this world. Everything slowed down, and then my dad appeared wearing a black cloaked. He looked just like the recordings of him. There was no sign that he was involved in an explosion.” I looked at King Helmut. “Was there really an explosion?”

      He nodded. “I’ll tell you about that later.”

      “He didn’t understand Blake’s pose, the way he kneeled in front of me. We spoke about it and it surprised him Blake submitted. The fear that they won’t accept it was clear. He told me he was the alpha and they might try to annul it. But he also said that it showed him Blake was more Metallic than Chromatic. That he could submit. Then after that, it came out that he was still alive. Trapped and being Goran’s puppet. He is planning something big, but my father doesn’t know what. So it sounded urgent.”

      The king’s eyes flickered to Blake.

      “I gave you my reasons.”

      He nodded.

      “A month it is then. I won’t let your father and his men down. We need to free Etan, and in a month’s time, we will bring the king home.”
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      Later that night, after the war room, we were all in a bit of a mind mess. Nobody spoke a word, as our thoughts kept constant company.

      Blake had already left with his dad. His father didn’t love the extra attention, but it did not convince Blake that his dad’s urges blew over. He still feared his dad might skulk off to the creepers and tried to get through. What good that would do, I did not know, as he wouldn’t have a way to flee with my dad. Goran would catch up. That was if he made it through the creepers.

      A knock on my door sounded, and it opened.

      The king and queen emerged, with Dad right behind them.

      “Elena,” King Helmut said. Queen Maggie sat on the sofa and I went over to join her. Dad and the king both took the single chairs.

      “About the explosion, there are a few things that I have to tell you. I spoke to your father, and he knows you better than any of us ever would. He assured me to be straightforward with you and tell you the truth. You would understand and I pray you would, as I paid a lot for his mistakes.”

      Whose mistakes?

      “On the night that Goran betrayed your parents, we woke up with alerts that the Wyverns had set fire to the farms near Etan and Areeth. It gave me and Emanual time to take the elevator to get to Etan, as did Caleb and Yvonne. We reached your father in time, and the truth of everything that happened shocked us. Your dad and mother had waited for almost a year as the Viden prophesied the betrayal. She just couldn’t see who was the one that had betrayed them. We knew that what she said had come true.”

      Queen Maggie had touched his leg and stroked it softly.

      “It was a tremendous shock when they told us who was behind all of this. It was my brother.”

      I froze as Dad looked at the ground.

      “Wait, Goran is your brother?”

      He nodded. “My twin. He looked exactly like me. I was the oldest and rightfully the crown prince. Goran was different. Your father was one of his best friends and he saw all the potential behind his weirdness, where others had seen trouble. That is what I loved about your father. Your mother wasn’t that different. They saw only how great this world could be. They did the same with him.

      “My father didn’t love him because he could speak Wyvic, the language of the wyverns. He raised him differently than he had me. We used to switch places, just so that my brother could have a break and I felt what he felt. I’m not making excuses for him, but I understand what he went through the times I took his place.

      “He wouldn’t have striven if it wasn’t for your father and Caleb. I know you think Caleb doesn’t care. He is not like that. He went through a lot after your parents’ deaths. It is why he struggled to believe that your father is alive. We know for a fact your mother isn’t, but we didn’t get confirmation about your dad. Accept for the explosion.

      “I believe he created the creepers with his last dying breath, but since you told me he is alive, I knew Goran would’ve healed him, kept him alive. If there is one man who can stand an explosion, it’s your dad. He knew how to protect himself. He learned a lot of old magic from his dragon.

      “I believe whatever is coming involves the wyverns. now and then they act up, and conduct a plan to break their king free.”

      “Their king?”

      “Goran is the wyvern king and they will fight to their last dying breath for him.”

      I nodded.

      “I lost my brother a long time ago, the night the creepers sprawled over Etan and entrapped them. Emanual and I made it out just in time. We both got attacked by them, but we barely escaped with our lives. I discovered my brother was behind it all before I left. He begged me to take his side and when I refused, we both died that night for each other.

      “I don’t know what the tipping point for him was, but I believed it was many things that he cropped up, as he didn’t voice any of this. I’m just grateful that they had never told him about you. That they entrusted your mother’s dragon and Jako to raise you and bring you back when the time came.

      “The night of the explosion, we still did not know who was behind the attack, but when your mother’s tower went up in flames, I saw how it broke your father. I had to pull him away, and we left for the elevator.

      “We met a lot of our men on the way, Caleb, too. He had just lost Yvonne as wyverns attacked out of nowhere, and his dragon gave up his life for Caleb. He took it hard and is still taking it hard.

      “The elevator was full. It didn’t want to move, and I was about to get out when your father got out. He pushed the gate close and handed me these two rings.” The king opened his hand and two golden ring bands sat in his palm. “He thrusted it into my palm and told me I would know what to do with them when the time comes.”

      He looked at me.

      “For years I struggled to find out what the hell he meant by giving me his rings and when you came, everything just happened so fast, and I forgot about them, until you told everyone he was still alive. The explosion jumped into my head and the rings. I knew, I knew what he meant by them.” He reached out to me and plopped the rings in my hand. “He wanted you to have them.” Tears glistened in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry that my brother caused the death of your mother. We think the wyverns betrayed him, or a colony of wyverns. Probably because he took so long. Because there was no way that Goran would’ve killed her. He loved her as much as your father had. After you left, Goran tried many times to lift her spirit, to find out what had happened. She told no one, not even him, no matter the bond and friendship they had.”

      “Bond?”

      “He almost married your mother, but your father broke up their wedding.”

      “What?”

      I looked at Dad, and he nodded. “It was right after your grandpa told your dad that he should marry for love, trust, and respect. Marriages that weren’t built on those things were doomed to start with. A bit of advice from me.”

      My lower lip vibrated as it was my dad that changed my grandpa’s mind.

      “But Goran and Kate were already standing in front of a priest. Ready to say their I dos. Your father broke up their wedding, punched my brother for even thinking of doing that, and begged your mom to marry him again, this time in front of the entire Paegeia.”

      There were a lot of revelations. Goran could’ve been my dad. He was so close.

      “So I hope you understand his reasons, or some of them. Love makes us do crazy things and when your mother went into a depression, he got the wrong idea. He thought what all of us thought, that your father had an affair with Tanya and that was why she showed her dragon away. It was ludicrous, as she shared a dent with your mom. She would never have done that to her human sister.

      “But a baby, nobody thought that it was you that brought on your mother’s depression. Being away from you, not knowing if the fear would be over, that was what started her sadness. She must have blamed your father for not finding the culprit and bringing you back home.”

      “It was the only reason. I know Kate. She blamed Al for not finding out who was behind this,” Queen Maggie said.

      King Helmut nodded, and he smiled at me. “He looks just like me, Elena. You can’t tell the difference, or that was how it was fifteen years ago. Your dad thought it was crucial to know it. He is still my brother, still my twin. There is nothing I can do about it now. I should’ve killed him that night, then none of this would’ve happened.”

      “Love,” Queen Maggie said.

      “Sweetheart. It’s my bloodline that almost destroyed hers. She has the right to know before freeing her father.”

      The queen sighed and looked at me.

      I looked down at the rings in my hand. Goran would have almost married my mom. My father broke it up. Goran’s father treated him like garbage, his brother took his place, his brother took his place.

      Silence lingered.

      “Bear,” Dad said.

      My gaze flickered to his.

      “It wasn’t Helmut, or Maggie or Lucian. They lost just as much as you had that day.”

      “I know. I know he is not his brother. He showed me that when he said that he took his brother’s place so that he could get a break from his dad.”

      Tears welled up in my father’s eyes and Queen Maggie got up and hugged me. “You might not look like your mother, but you are her daughter. She had the same ability to look at people the way others didn’t. Their actions spoke louder than their words.” She went down on her haunches in front of my chair. Her fingers tugged a piece of hair behind my ear. “I wish you could’ve met her. She would’ve loved you and spoiled you to death.”

      A giggle burst out of my lips. I sniffed. “I wish that too. But I’m surrounded by people that knew her through and through, that loved her, and I see her in all of them, learn who she was through your stories, and Mom’s, and Dad. I know who she was.”

      The queen hugged me again.

      “Besides, you can’t choose blood.”

      All three of them chuckled.

      “That’s Malone,” the queen said, and everybody laughed.
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      Early the next morning, King Helmut had a press conference. I stayed in the shadows to watch. He spoke about the allegations that King Caleb gave the press late last night when the meeting discussing the plan of action still took place.

      He told them that there was an explosion and believed that my father had conjured the creepers with his last dying breath.

      The press kept yelling those questions at him. He lifted his hand, and they all fell quiet.

      “I was there with the explosion, if you can remember. I spent two weeks fighting the effect of the creepers’ poison that had lodged into me and my dragon. It’s something I don’t wish on my worst enemy. As you might remember, your king is the bravest and the greatest that ever ruled Paegeia. I believed that he somehow survived the explosion, as I know his endurance.”

      Some reporters yelled new questions, but the king simply lifted his hand, and they fell quiet again.

      “I also know my brother. Know the vast knowledge he possessed in alchemy. Goran won’t let him die. He can bring back anyone who is on the verge of death to fill a role he needs. He wouldn’t have gained anything by losing King Albert. So knowing these two like I know myself, yes, to answer your question. The king is still alive. Now if you excuse me, we have a month to prepare starting today. The king will come home with or without Areeth.”

      He stepped down as the press still yelled questions at him. Gerard Von Eck, their advisor—I saw little off—took the stand and answered more of their questions. I left for my room and texted Blake.

      I really felt awful that I just blurted out that my father was still alive. I kept on thinking about my foretelling, too. This was the mission that she had spoken about, but in what way was I going to save Blake’s life? Give up my own for him.
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      The rest of the week, it was just press conferences. Dad didn’t think it was wise for me to go back to Dragonia yet. A normal weekend that was supposed to be the revelation of our wax figures had turned into the greatest mission ever planned.

      It was boring during the week. With Lucian at Dragonia and I stuck at the palace watching tv on how everyone was analyzing if my father lived, made me feel like the worst liar out there.

      I had it when one scientist had called me a manipulator and I could tell he was a huge Duclin fan. He told the host exactly the same thing Duclin had that night when he dragged me out of the room.

      What was he going to do with me if my father didn’t force him to let me go?

      He said that I would do anything not to lose the title. It wasn’t about the bloody title. It was Blake. I didn’t want to lose Blake. There was no reason for me to fight for the title. I hardly knew the man who sired me. I only knew my birth mother through stories.

      These people were doubters and they would keep on doubting even if my father was standing right in front of them.

      My Cammy rang, and Blake’s number lit the screen. I hit the button and his holograph appeared.

      “Why the long face, Elena?”

      “I’m stuck here. It’s boring.”

      “Yeah, I know that feeling.”

      “How are things at school?”

      “Boring.”

      My lips curved.

      “Are you ever going to come back?”

      “It’s not my doing. My father fears I can’t handle the press. I don’t know. He becomes more paranoid with the new revelation than what he was behind the wall.”

      “He just wants to keep you safe so that you have the chance to meet your dad, Elena.”

      “Yeah, it doesn’t feel like that.” I sighed as silence lingered.

      “What is going on in your mind?”

      “Maybe we should just do this claim again.”

      “I won’t fight. You are only going to waste taxpayers’ money on another date. I would do the same thing. Your dad was right. I’m fifty percent Metallic. If they push me, I’ll show them the fifty percent chromatic.”

      “They will never stop!”

      “They will once you get past the creepers.”

      “When is that going to happen?”

      “Soon, that’s all my dad had said. He wanted to put some dragons on the other side to stake out Etan, to see what still exists and what had gotten destroyed.”

      “Is he going with us?”

      “I don’t know. He was pretty adamant that he wouldn’t do anything stupid. I think your words gave him hope. Your father would need him after this. He is thinking rationally about his role in all of this and not like a reckless dragon who only wanted to save his rider. So thank you for that.”

      “That was nothing compared to sitting in a fridge for four days, so you are welcome.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t say we were even.”

      I squinted.

      “No new date. I went through the process, and you have all my abilities, Elena.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Yeah, I gave away my leverage after the snow incident. I won’t take more chances.”

      “What was your main reason to wait? You kept saying you weren’t ready.”

      “I told you before.”

      “When.”

      “That day after I woke up. I don’t have all my abilities, Elena. If you get hit with something I don’t own… we were lucky with the snow, but if it’s lightning, or any of the other deadly ones, there would be no coming back. So I get why your father is keeping you locked up. I would’ve done the same if I could.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “I would. I would just lock myself inside with you.”

      Laughter barked out of me, but it wasn’t long lived. “I miss you. I hate being stuck here again.”

      “He will calm down. You’ll be back at Dragonia soon. Promise.”

      “Okay.”

      “No date.” He pointed his finger at me.

      “They can be glad I don’t know how to wield my fire yet. I might just unleash it on that Willford guy.”

      “He is an idiot and always on the other side of things, debating the cons. Don’t let him rile you up. It’s not worth it.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Okay, I have to go. Another boring class.”

      “Stop sulking. Sulking doesn’t look great on the alpha.”

      “Speak for yourself.” His holograph disappeared.

      I sighed. I missed him a lot, and I switched off the tv as the idiot said another thing that made me sound like the spoiled brat in Paegeia.

      A knock sounded at my door and Dad walked in. I gave him my puppy look.

      “Elena, please.”

      “It’s Dragonia, Dad. There are literally stone dragons that would come to life if I commanded it.”

      Father chuckled. “They still do that?”

      “You know about them?”

      “I might not have gone to Dragonia, but I saw the effects one showed your mom and dad every time they walked past one. They sensed true royals.”

      “One moved when Micha took me for practice. She told me the same thing. They sensed true royalty, and it was like a welcome gesture.”

      He came to sit down on my bed. “Knowing that your father is alive, I just want him to meet you, Elena.”

      “I won’t put myself in danger, Dad. Blake is there too. I’m safer with him than away from him.”

      He sighed. “There is that too. I can only imagine the talk he was going to get from your father.”

      I gave Dad the lazy stare, and he laughed. “If he leaves me because of the two of you.”

      Dad laughed. “He is your dragon, Bear. Believe me, I’m more scared that if he leaves, he’ll take you with him and I’ll never see you again.”

      “It won’t happen. Let me go back, please. I’ll be good.”

      “Elena, you almost died, twice. If it wasn’t for Blake that first time and Lucian the second time.” He took a huge breath and let it out.

      “Listen to your words. They are there. They are not here.”

      His gaze flickered to mine.

      “Please, Dad.”

      “Okay, fine. Helmut actually suggests that you try to claim Blake again.”

      “Yeah, I already thought about that. He won’t fight. He would just submit again. So if you two want to waste taxpayers’ money, go ahead.”

      “Your dragon sure is stubborn.”

      “No, he doesn’t want to fight me, Dad. It’s not stubbornness. He simply doesn’t want to hurt me. That is the opposite. Why does everyone want to see me hurt?”

      “It’s Paegeia. They do everything the hard way. But I’ll tell Helmut what you had said.”

      “Blake mentioned going to the creepers. His father wants to station dragons on the other side. Do you know anything about it?”

      “It’s ludicrous that he wants to do this in a month’s time, Elena. We know nothing about the other side and there are just over three weeks left. I can’t see how we are going to manage that.”

      “We’ll find a way.”

      “I’ll ask. Which I assume is going to be fast, and hopefully Duclin would keep his mouth shut about you not being their daughter and Caleb coming to his senses.”

      “Did you know Yvonne?”

      “I did. I didn’t know that he perished during the betrayal, though. He was a brave dragon.”

      “Which was?”

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

      “Try me.”

      “Snow dragon.”

      “What?”

      “They are not cowards when they get tamed. If their rider is brave, they simply mimic their rider’s courage. I could only imagine how hard it was for both of them that night.” He sighed. “Fine, you can go back to Dragonia. I’ll ask Helmut and Robert about the creepers thing. I’m sure there would be reporters, too.”

      “Great.”

      Dad chuckled.

      “Dad 1 is great with them, Elena.”

      “Yeah, well, Dad one isn’t here now, it’s only Dad. Hey, why are you Dad two? You raised me.”

      “He would’ve raised you if it wasn’t for the creepers, Elena.”

      “He didn’t. You are not the lesser father here.”

      “I know. I want you not to treat him like Dad two, Bear. Or fear not to call me father when he is around.”

      “You will always be my father. If he is the person they taught me he is, he wouldn’t mind at all.”

      Dad smiled. “Remember, I raised him too, sort of. I know him better than you, and your father has a mean streak to him. Especially with the ones he loves.”

      “Then thank heavens he loves us both.”
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      “I’ll call Blake to come home.” Robert got up from the war room table and walked to the door with his Cammy in his hands.

      Tomorrow. We were going to Etan tomorrow.

      I left for my room without saying a word and started watching all the recordings I could find about the creepers.

      They were horrible with their thick stalk bodies that came to live whenever something came near. Animals that roamed too close disappeared. They screamed or yelped for only a few seconds. They didn’t show plenty of humans getting slaughtered, but they had twenty-five humans that had died throughout the years. Some were teenagers that got too close with a dare.

      How stupid do you have to be?

      I found a really old one. The footage was almost as old as me and I watched it.

      I gasped as it was the day that the creepers emerged. How could my father have done that?

      A silver dragon had lost it as it charged for the creepers. The wailing that came from its lips pulled the tears to form in my eyes.

      I watched in horror as another silver dragon pinned her down, and men came to help.

      The wails that came out of it quieted down as if it went back to sleep.

      “It’s Constance,” Queen Maggie said, and I jumped. I didn’t even hear her enter.

      “Sorry, Elena. I knocked.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t hear. That is Constance?”

      “Isabel was close by. She pinned her sister down. Her husband was your father’s general, and she had a five-year-old Sun-Blasts stuck behind those creepers. She had lost everything that day. Many people have.”

      That was Constance.

      “Do you think they are still alive?”

      “I don’t know. I hope they are. To be honest, I think they are moving way too fast with this rescue mission. Pushing you to go tomorrow to the creepers.”

      “How am I going to get through if they react like that?”

      “I don’t know. But the prophecy said you and Blake will. The same reason only a Malone can wield the King of Lion sword.”

      “Is that true?”

      “Yes, it’s a useless sword in anyone else’s hands, but in a Malone’s hand, it destroys all evil. Your bloodline is one of the unsolved mysteries of our world, Elena. And we had lost that hope a long time ago the night those creepers emerged from the ground.”

      I wondered what that was all about, but the pillar dragons had given me hope. They moved when I walked past them. It proved that I was a Malone.

      A knock sounded at my door, and it opened. Blake stood on the other side and I jumped from my bed and ran to him. My body collided with his as he caught me and wrapped his arms around me. I felt so safe with him.

      “We will find a way, okay?”

      I nodded against this shoulder.

      “Why are you watching this shit?”

      I pulled my head from his shoulder. “Because I don’t want to get a bloody heart attack when I come face to face with them, Blake.”

      The queen laughed as Blake put me down. “I’ll leave you two. You want something to drink?”

      “Served by the queen?” Blake asked, sounding impressed.

      “No, it will be Jeeves or the maid.”

      I laughed at her tone.

      “A Coke would be nice, thank you.”

      “Elena?”

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “One Coke it is.” She glided out of the room.

      Blake plopped on the couch.

      “So, when do we leave?” I asked.

      “In a few hours. My dad said to pack lightly when he called.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “A lodge, close to the creepers. It’s by far one of the easiest entry points and the map said we would enter close to the farmers, if there are farmers still there. I don’t know. Goran wasn’t stupid, so I’m sure he would have taken care of them, as it would be their only source of food on that side.”

      “Do you know people on that side?”

      “No, but the king and my father do. If there are any good people still living on that side.”

      My thoughts went crazy again.

      “Hey, stop with whatever is happening in that head of yours. I’m the alpha, even behind those creepers.”

      I sighed as I sat down next to him. He pulled me closer to him and wrapped his one arm around me, kissing me on top of my head.

      “A week was more than enough time away from you.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, I’m going back to Dragonia if we get out of this one alive.”

      “It will be a few days, though. But one thing is for sure, I won’t leave you out of my sight.”

      “You better mean that. This week was way too long for me, too.”

      For the next hour, we caught up on what had happened this week. The politics even reached the academy and everyone was twittering the entire week, working on Blake’s nerves until he said enough. My father was alive, and he was going to come back soon.

      I packed a bag while Blake kept me company. He came with a bag already.

      When I was done, he took my bag and gave it to Emanual in the foyer.

      “No elevators.”

      “Not for me. The cargo is going via other transportation,” Blake said.

      “Which is?”

      “Me.”

      I laughed. “I hate the elevators.”

      “Elena, we still suck in Aviant. I need to keep you on my back without falling off, and besides, my speed is way too fast if you want me to be there a few hours after you get there. You won’t be able to breathe.”

      “Fine.”

      Blake kissed me on my lips fast. “That’s my girl.”

      My lips quirked as he said goodbye.

      The king and Sir Robert, with Dad in tow, came from the east wing’s direction.

      “You all packed.”

      I nodded.

      “Then I guess we should get going. I’ll see you there, Emanual.”

      “Yup,” Emanual said and followed Sir Robert through the main entrance.

      “Love,” the king yelled.

      “Coming!” Queen Maggie appeared from the top of the stairs and stopped. She lifted her finger. “Just one more thing.”

      The king growled, making Dad and I laugh.

      A few seconds later, she emerged wearing a pair of jeans, ankle boots, and a blouse. She tied up her hair into a messy bun with a purse hanging over her shoulder.

      The four of us walked to the elevator, and Dad and I sat down first. My hands gripped on the beam that lowered around my body as I took a few deep breaths. The darkness followed as the doors closed and then the drop came. I prayed for it to be over and took that breath fast when we stopped. The force yanked us forward, and the pain vibrated through my body and, just like that, it was over.

      Each time, it became easier, but it still wasn’t my favorite ride yet.

      When it stopped, the doors opened into a small room with two staff. Both of them bowed down, and I told them to get up.

      My legs still trembled slightly as my body tried to regain its balance.

      When the elevators opened again, the king and queen got out, and things happened. We got a rental and there was a word that nobody knew about us coming here.

      We walked out of the room and it was some sort of airport that had one cashier inside a tiny building with one sliding door. There were open lands around us, and King Helmut walked to the first SUV in the parking lot.

      We climbed in and it was weird seeing him drive. Usually it was Emanual or another driver.

      The drive was a few hours, and I leaned against Dad’s shoulders, listening to music from my Cammy.

      Most of the songs belonged to the Shifters, and Blake’s voice always had a funny effect on me. It kept me calm and gave me hope.

      I must have drifted away cause when I got shaken awake we stood in front of a beautiful lodge.

      I climbed out of the SUV and a small group of people stood in front of the lodge that had a huge open field for its back garden. An irritating buzz played in the background.

      “Good day, my king and queen.” One man, who seemed to be in his fifties, walked up to King Helmut and grabbed his hand, bowing. He had a silver beard and silver hair that made me think of a Swallow Annex. “I’m David. The owner of this fine establishment.”

      “Helmut and Maggie are fine. No need for king and queen. Elena, come meet our hosts.”

      Dad already shook the man’s hand as I walked closer.

      “Oh, you look just like your father,” a woman with brown and gray hair with the deepest dimples denting in both her cheeks when she smiled. “I’m sure you hear that a lot.”

      I smiled and squinted in the buzz’s direction. “What is that awful sound?”

      “Oh, that is the creepers. The more the sun’s rays shine, the more noise they make. It’s like a soothing sound, or supposed to be. You’ll get used to it.”

      I just stared at David as he spoke about the creepers being gentle.

      “This is David and Connie.”

      “Elena,” I greeted them both.

      “You’ll probably want to freshen up. We have hot showers and Jacuzzi tubs in each room, if you’d like a bath,” David said.

      Connie grabbed the queen’s hand. “It’s such a pleasure to have you all here.”

      “We should say thank you,” Queen Maggie said.

      The buzz was going to drive me insane. Did they ever stop?

      “My son, Charlie.” A man in his early thirties shook King Helmut’s hand and kissed Queen Maggie’s. Dad gave him a robust hand shake. “And his wife, Shelby.” The woman had blond hair, and she too gave me a beautiful smile.

      “Come, let me take you to your room.” She looked over her shoulder, and the four of us followed her.

      “We will need three more rooms for Sir Robert, Emanual and Blake.”

      “When will they be coming?” Connie asked.

      “Probably another few hours. They took the trek by flight.”

      “We will have rooms for them soon. This time of the year we are not that busy and when we got the call, we made sure not to take more bookings. Our lodge is open to anyone that you bring back from the other side.”

      “That is too kind of you,” King Helmut said. “I promise it won’t be my brother.”

      She giggled and hid her glowing red cheeks as we walked up the stairs of the main entrance, which was a beautiful open verandah with steps running up to sliding doors.

      We walked into a reception area, with abstract paintings by the same artist that hung on the walls and comfortable chairs. So many doors and hallways surrounded us, with an enormous set of stairs in the far left corner. A big chandelier hung from the ceiling, and you could see the first floor above.

      Shelby led us up the stairs and down the hallway, around the corner to the room way at the end.

      There were plenty of doors across from one another.

      She gestured to any of the rooms and we said thank you as I chose the one next to the king and queen and Dad chose the one opposite mine.

      “Thank you so much,” I replied, as I stepped into my room.

      Plenty of windows welcomed me, and they all led to a balcony. Off green and white curtains hung next to the windows, pulled back behind one of those fancy hooks.

      I looked at the big green leaves and trees. It felt as if we were stuck in the Amazon. A Victorian couch stood against the wall with a fluffy bed against the other wall.

      The colors fit perfectly, an off-green with pure white linen, flowers with a gift basket on one of the dressing tables, and a fireplace.

      I opened the door that led to a bathtub standing on four golden paws. The shower looked inviting, too. It was really sophisticated, something I’d recently gotten used to, but took my breath away.

      “Elena,” Dad’s voice came from the door.

      “In here,” I yelled, and he found me in the bathroom.

      “We serve dinner at seven. Shelby asked if you would like anything special for tonight.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “They cater just for us for the next day or two, depending how long they are going to need you here.”

      “So it’s something like my last meal.”

      Dad laughed. “You’ll get through. I know you will.”

      Everyone kept saying that. I wasn’t so sure.

      “I’m fine with anything, Dad.”

      He winked. “I’ll let her know.”

      He walked out of the room and I wished Blake could just get here. I didn’t like the noise the creepers made. It was something similar to the calm before the storm. That feeling was never a nice one.
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      I went downstairs and found Queen Maggie nursing a drink as Dad pushed a tin of coke with ice in my hands.

      “This place sure is beautiful,” the queen said.

      “The buzzing is a bit distracting,” I replied.

      “I don’t know. It has some sort of calming effect.”

      “More like the calm before the storm.”

      Queen Maggie chuckled as we went over to the verandah and sat down in the big chairs.

      “Feels like I’m on vacation.”

      “The palace feels like a vacation.”

      She giggled. “With the monkeys, they don’t know how many creatures make that horrible noise.”

      We made small talk until dinner was called, and we got up to go to the dining area.

      It was very plain, but beautiful. A long wooden table was in the middle of the dining room. The queen and king didn’t seem to mind. In fact, they seem to love the ordinary.

      Fish dishes that smelled great with garlic potatoes and buttered beans clung to the air as the dishes got brought out. They placed it on the big table they had set out for us. More and more dishes with vegetables and salads got placed down. It was more than enough. Dad said grace and then we dug in.

      The food here tasted better. It was like my taste buds went into overdrive from all the flavors.

      King Helmut asked David and Connie with her family to join us for dinner and the gesture blew them away, but they accepted.

      Both of the owners were super interesting as human beings.

      “Do you have any family behind the creepers, David?” King Helmut asked.

      Connie’s face fell as she tapped her husband’s hand.

      “I lost my rider the night of the creepers.”

      “You are a dragon?” Dad asked.

      “Yes, I fell in love with my human girl here.” He brushed his fingers against her cheeks and her cheeks turned a shade pink, just like her daughter’s this afternoon. “I’m a Silver Annex and my son Charles is the name carrier of my rider, Charles Benson.”

      “What happened?” Queen Maggie wanted to know.

      “His home was in the wake of the creepers, or what the scientists had verified. There wouldn’t have been much time for him to evacuate.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that?” Queen Maggie said.

      “He had a family on the farm, so I can vouch through a letter to his son. If the farms still exist, you can find rest there. They will know that help has come in some sort of way, give them some hope, maybe start something to help you.”

      “It will only be Elena, Blake, Sir Robert and Emanual going through,” King Helmut said before he put another helping on his plate.

      “My daughter will not leave without me?”

      “And Jako.”

      Everyone chuckled at King Helmut’s tone as Dad’s lips curved.

      “I’ll write that letter tonight.”

      “And please, if you can leave dishes out for the three dragons, that would join us later. We don’t know what time.”

      “Oh, we prepared for them. I’ve been looking after a dragon for a long time. His appetite is quite healthy, if you know what I mean,” Connie said and elicited more chuckles on behalf of David.

      “Thank you so much. I really appreciate that.” Queen Maggie put another fork of salad and fish in her mouth.

      The dinner conversation was really interesting, listening to David’s stories about the old world. The map makers have dotted Etan from all the maps, but David had maps that still had Etan on them.

      Dad and I looked through them.

      “This was your home, Elena.” Dad tapped on an area on the map called Boliva.

      “Boliva.”

      “The Leafs are from there too. I was born in those mountains, beautiful mountains, and I doubt that they still exist.”

      “I’m so sorry. Queen Maggie was right when she said that so many lost that night.”

      “They deserve to be free, and the culprits deserve to be locked up for life.”

      I kept staring at the area on the map, which was supposed to be my home.

      The buzzing coming from the creepers faded. Or maybe my ears got used to them. I didn’t know, but it was true to what David had said earlier. You get used to them fast.

      Dad kept pointing out areas and filled it with stories of what had happened there, until Blake, Emanual and Sir Robert walked through the doors with our luggage.

      They were all out of breath, wearing robes as they greeted David and Connie.

      “You finally arrived. Isn’t this place just marvelous?” Queen Maggie’s voice came from the stairs that led up to the rooms.

      “You are too kind,” Connie said as David spoke to Sir Robert.

      I left Dad’s side and rushed over to Blake, who had put down my bag among the others.

      I picked it up.

      “Hello to you too. How was the flight, Blake?” He spoke in a high pitched voice. “Not too bad. I had to slow down for these slow pokes to keep up.”

      I giggled with Connie and Queen Maggie. “Hello. I’m with Master Longwei. It’s been a few hours.”

      “And before that, an entire week.”

      “Okay, fine. Hello, and I don’t have to know about the flight as you would just complain about the slow pokes. I need a shower.” I took my bag and went to my room.

      The shower was great, and I towel dried my hair and put it in a messy bun as I rushed back downstairs.

      Blake, Emanual and Sir Robert replaced their robes for comfortable jeans and shirts and were busy hoovering down their meals. I grabbed the chair closest to Blake as everyone kept them company while they ate.

      “I would like to go to the creepers tonight. Are they far from here?”

      Emanual stopped eating as he looked at Blake and Sir Robert had a curve around his lips.

      “What?” Blake shrugged his shoulders at Emanual.

      “You don’t feel like taking a rest first, Blake.”

      “I just want to look. I didn’t say I want to go through.”

      “You can have a look tomorrow, too.”

      “I want to be prepared.”

      “Meaning I have to go with.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “The foretelling said both of us, otherwise it would have stated the Rubicon alone.”

      “Okay, fine. Please come with me to the creepers tonight so that we can check them out?”

      “Aren’t you tired?”

      Blake’s lips curved slightly. “No, I’m not.” He placed his napkin down as he finished eating. “Connie, the food was a ten out of ten.”

      “Thank you, Blake. I’m so glad that you enjoyed it.”

      “I’ll take you to the creepers tonight.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Dad said.

      “I think we all wanted to go with on this one,” Queen Maggie spoke for all of us and, as one, the rest nodded.

      “Charlie?” David looked at his son, sitting next to Shelby. “Please pull out the truck.”

      “A queen and a princess on a truck, Dad?”

      “Hey, I wasn’t always a queen.”

      “I wasn’t always a princess.”

      Everyone laughed as Charles got up and went to get the keys. He walked outside as Blake helped with taking the dishes to the kitchen.

      He sure came with lots of perks.

      We all went outside to where the truck waited and most of us got on the back, including the queen and king. I didn’t see them as royalty anymore. Here they were like normal people and treated others like their equals. That was what I loved about the McKenzie’s. I doubted King Caleb would sit on the back of a truck, or the princess of Areeth. They would probably demand a carriage.

      I sat in front of Blake. My heart was slightly pounding, but I knew I would not do this alone and thanked my stars for that prophecy that it included Blake.

      The hissing had quieted down completely. There was a tiny hum coming from them now, but you have to listen carefully to hear it.

      David stopped the truck, and we all climbed off. We were quite a distance from the creepers, who seemed to sleep.

      Dad looked as if he was about to throw up, but I knew he didn’t fear them. He was afraid for me. My stomach twirled too, feeling what Dad probably felt.

      “There you have them, Blake.”

      “What used to be on the other side, the farms, right?”

      “Yes, about a mile that way,” David pointed to the right, “is the start of the farms, if the creepers did not consume them. Who knows how long it would take to walk through them?”

      Blake nodded. “I guess this is it.” He walked forward. There wasn’t a trembling scale or hair on that guy as he walked toward them.

      “Blake, be careful. They can sneak up on you,” David warned.

      He nodded, keeping his eyes on them, and kept moving forward. When he got about ten steps toward them, one lashed out, making all of us jump. My heart pounded inside my chest as a nauseating feeling erupted, releasing a yelp. Queen Maggie and Sir Robert yelled Blake’s name who dodge the creeper and moved fast backward. I cupped my mouth, staring at the scene in front of me in horror.

      They hissed like cats at Blake, revealing rows and rows of teeth.

      “They have changed little in fifteen years,” Emanual said. “Still as nasty as the day they emerged.”

      “The prophecy said both of them. Elena was right, she has to go with him.”

      “In that, are you mad,” the queen lashed at her husband.

      “I didn’t foresee them going through the creepers, love.”

      Blake reached us and I could see the unsettling twitch of his eyes and pump in his jaw muscles.

      “You okay?”

      “They are sneaky. It’s like they are intelligent or something.”

      “Oh, they are very smart. You should see them hunt.”

      “Hunt?” Dad and I asked at the same time. I remember the animals who didn’t stand a chance. Some of them really got close. That was meant to be their plan. They hunt.

      “David has a thing for herbology. He loves plants,” Connie said.

      “I just haven’t figured them out yet. But they are carnivores as much as they are plants.”

      My gaze flickered to Dad.

      “Bear, if you are not ready—”

      “Whether I go in now doesn’t make a difference, Dad. It would be a few hours from now if I didn’t do this tonight.”

      “You trust me?” Blake asked, reaching his hand for mine.

      I nodded as I walked forward.

      “Elena.”

      “It wasn’t me that said to claim him. It was you and you, so shh.”

      Dad didn’t think any of this was funny. “Blake, be careful.”

      “Yeah.” He walked in front of me as I clung to his arm, trying to look past him at the creepers.

      They were restless again, and we actually walked a few steps closer before they struck again. Blake punched the one away in time and we moved back so fast.

      I was close to tears. How the hell were we going to get through?

      My legs trembled and my heart pounded like crazy behind my ribcage as we reached the others.

      “How?” Blake looked at his dad as Queen Maggie’s words rang in my mind. It’s me, it’s not Blake. I had to be in front, but I didn’t want to voice it.

      Blake and Sir Robert were muttering to each other.

      “No,” Blake said.

      “Son?”

      “Dad, I can’t.”

      “What if it’s the only way?”

      “It said both of us. She can’t do this by herself.”

      “Put her in the front,” King Helmut said.

      “Helmut!”

      “Love, it’s both of them, but I think Blake’s arrangement was wrong. She needs to be first. Something tells me they would smell her when they get close and ignore whoever is in the back, as her scent would be first.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “They got closer that time. Was I the only one that saw that?”

      “No, I saw it too,” David said, and my gaze flickered to Blake.

      He looked as white as my dad.

      “This was your idea.”

      “Not with you at the front,” Blake said.

      “You are fast. Let’s just see what they are going to do. There might be something to this.”

      “Elena.”

      “Dad, this was your idea to prove that I’m the princess. You know I am their daughter, so why are you afraid?”

      “At the lashing. What if they sunk their teeth into you? What then?”

      “She would be out for two weeks,” Emanual said.

      “Maybe not. Blake has healing powers.”

      Blake bit his lower lip, squinting at the creepers. “That’s still a bit messed up with healing others?”

      “Are we going to give it one more try?”

      “Yeah, okay?” Blake walked towards me and put me in front of him as we walked closer. He made sure that he protected all my sides.

      “Close your eyes, Elena, and trust me.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes. He walked us forward.

      “Blake,” Dad’s voice came.

      “Shh,” someone said as we kept on walking. Hissing came, but no strike. A deep growl vibrated from Blake’s chest as the hissing was really close and I was too scared to open my eyes, but that was all that happened.

      “It’s working,” Queen Maggie said as the rest was all quiet. Blake kept walking.

      “Blake,” Dad yelled, but he kept walking. He gasped. “Open your eyes, Elena.”

      I opened my eyes and saw the most beautiful glow of purple and pink flowers. I looked around us and everyone had disappeared.

      “Where are we?”

      “Inside the creepers. King Helmut was right.” His lips curved.

      “We are inside?”

      “It’s you. They came freakishly close, but they didn’t strike. They let us through.”

      “Are you serious?” The happiness started to boil inside of me. The ancients couldn’t take them away from me now. I jumped on him and wrapped my legs around his waist as he laughed.

      “You are not going anywhere. You are all mine.”

      “I’m not a possession, Elena.”

      I chuckled.

      “Besides, I didn’t care what the old farts were going to say. There was no way that I would leave you.” He planted his lips on me and kissed me.

      The kiss broke as he looked at the flowers again. “Outside is monstrous, but inside is pure magic.”

      He could say that part again and then he put me down. “Let’s see how far this goes.”

      “Blake?”

      “We won’t exit. I just want to see how far it goes, Elena.”

      I nodded, and we walked.

      Through the stalks, we passed houses, or what was left of houses. The creepers destroyed some, where others were still intact. We didn’t dare go near. The only thing that entered my mind was skeletons inside.

      Finally, we reached the end. “This is it. It’s not that far.”

      “So you think the farms still exist?”

      “Definitely,” he whispered.

      We didn’t go near the edge again, but Blake plucked a flower from each color as we walked to the other side.

      “This is like our only place, Elena. Nobody could follow.”

      “My dad is going crazy with worry about now, not to mention your dad, so before you get any ideas, let’s go back before they are going to do something stupid.”

      He chuckled. “Party Pooper.”

      “Take that back. I actually walked in first.”

      “Fine, you are the only one that can get through the creepers.”

      “No, you were with me.”

      “They didn’t stop for me, Elena, or parted. King Helmut was right.”

      We neared the beginning, and I got ready to get in front of Blake when he scooped me up and walked out as if it was nothing. I kept my eyes closed as the creepers hissed again.

      “Enough,” Blake yelled at them and everyone blew out air as we walked out.

      King Helmut laughed and applauded as we got a safe distance from the creepers and Blake put me down.

      “It’s amazing inside,” Blake said and gave David two flowers that were busy losing their glow.

      “They glow?”

      “Busy fading now, but as bright as a firefly’s butt.”

      David looked at it and started speaking herbal jargon that made absolutely no sense, but one thing was for sure, he definitely knew his plants.

      “How far in, Blake?” His father stepped closer.

      “The farms still exist. It’s about a mile, Dad. Not that big even. The scientists are way off.”

      “Do the farms still exist?” Connie asked, and Blake nodded.

      The joy they both elicited rolled off them through laughter. “Oh, that is wonderful news. It means Marcus and Gerty might still be alive.”

      “I’ll get that letter for you.”

      “I need you to take me in, Elena,” Emanual said.

      “Emmanuel,” Blake said.

      “We all need to go in, Blake. There is a theory that I have. I’m just as fast as you. I won’t let anything happen to her. You have my word, but I need to know if she can take people in without your help.”

      Blake growled.

      “It’s enough for one night,” Dad said.

      “It’s okay, Dad. Just as long as he leads. Hearing the hissing is bad enough.”

      Dad grunted, and Emanual waited for me. I stepped in front of him as he held me the same way Blake had. It felt awkward and I could feel Blake’s concern that this might not work at all.

      “They are doing it,” Helmut said, and the hissing came again. Emanual didn’t even flinch, but I was sure he stared them in the face.

      When he gasped and the black behind my eyes lit up, I knew we were inside.

      “It’s you, Elena. Blake has another part to this prophecy.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Well, they said both of you. You are the one that can get us through. He has to do something else on this side. Something you don’t have to be part of.”

      “They said both of us.”

      “Irene’s foretelling is not always clear. It sometimes comes out muffled and has double meanings. Believe me, your father wouldn’t want to put you in any more danger than you already are.” His gaze flickered toward the glowing flowers again and the color of his bald head glowed in the light. He was quite handsome, but then again, all the dragons’ human figures were beautiful.

      “It truly is beautiful inside.” He looked around and saw houses. He walked toward the house.

      “Emanual, please.”

      “They are dormant inside. I’ll be okay.”

      “It’s not that. What if there are bodies in there?”

      “Elena, it’s fifteen years. It’s only skeletons.”

      “Yeah, I haven’t seen a real one, just an artificial one, and I would like to keep it like that.”

      “Then stay, I’ll be fast.”

      He climbed through the roots toward the house. I hated waiting alone, and Blake would have a field day for taking this advantage. I kept staring at the beauty of the flowers until Emanual came back through the giant roots.

      “And?”

      “Nothing for you to know. But David was right. None of these people had time to evacuate.”

      “There were people in there.”

      “Skeletons, Elena. Relax. Nobody is alive in the core.”

      I nodded, and we walked back to the entrance.

      “You want to make your dragon crazy?”

      “Oh, what are you going to do?”

      He scooped me up, and I giggled. “He is going to kill you.”

      “I’m not scared of the pup. Even if he is the alpha.”

      I closed my eyes as Emanual ran through and laughed when Blake elicited his irritation.

      “Relax. David was right, they didn’t get any time to evacuate. There are a couple of houses in the core. I went into one.”

      “And.” Queen Maggie wanted to know.

      He shook his head.

      “Where was Elena when you went on your stroll?” Blake asked, sounding not impressed.

      “Relax. The core is dormant. I stayed by the beautiful flowers as I had no interest in seeing dead people.”

      “Emanual,” Helmut said.

      “It’s dormant inside.”

      “We don’t know if it’s just this side blocking anyone from existing. The other side could not be like this side. What if someone entered and saw her?”

      “Nobody did, and I doubt that this is the only side that is vicious. The other side isn’t open. It’s closed with creepers too. It only attacks from the outside.”

      Blake rubbed my back as his nostrils flared slightly.

      “Relax, I’m okay.”

      “Still, King Helmut is right.”

      “A mile?” Sir Robert asked.

      “Yeah, it’s not that wide. There might be more places still existing than we originally thought.”

      “Okay, I need to make a few phone calls. Are we calling it a night?”

      “Yeah, it was enough excitement for one day,” Blake said.

      “You are the princess,” King Helmut said, and all of us voiced our feelings. “What?” He looked at his wife.

      “I never doubted her.”

      “Oh, me neither, she is Al’s mini-me. I’m just saying, the ancients better relax now. She entered and exited twice. Should we call them too, to come and see? Maybe scare one and take them inside,” King Helmut said, still making jokes.

      “No, it’s okay. I might just leave Duclin there.”

      That elicited laughter from anyone as we made our way back to the truck.
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      The weight of entering the creepers washed away from my shoulders. What Emanual had said about Irene’s prophecies and their double meanings mauled in my thoughts. What else could she have meant if it wasn’t me dying?

      My door opened, and I closed my eyes. Dad always came at night to check in on me, but it was late. I pretended to sleep as the covers lifted and my bed shifted.

      Someone was climbing into bed with me? I reached out for the switch on the night lamp next to me, flicked it on, and looked at the culprit. “What are you doing here? My dad will skin you alive.”

      “Relax, he won’t catch me.” Blake threw the blankets on top of him.

      “Famous last words—”

      “Yeah, yeah, you said that before.”

      He made himself comfortable in my bed, and my eyebrows furrowed. “How many times have you sneaked into my room?”

      “You usually sleep at this time of night.”

      “Blake?”

      “What? You are my dent. It’s hard, okay. Believe me, the past week that you were at the castle was a thousand times harder, as I had to sleep alone.”

      “The academy too? How?”

      “I have telekinesis. I think Vicky knows. She caught me the last time.”

      I muffled my snorts in his chest as his chuckles reached my ears. “That was why she smirked at me like an idiot the last day?

      He shrugged. “I don’t care. I struggle to sleep without you and something tells me tomorrow I’m going to need all my strength.”

      “You will not fight. What counts for your dad counts for you, too.”

      “Not fighting. The Sun-Blast knows my weakness and how to rile me up.”

      Warmth spread through my core as my stomach dipped. “I’m your weakness.”

      “I submitted. Dead giveaway.”

      “My dad actually thinks that you submitted long before that. He asked me the color of your eyes and when I told him they were blue, he mentioned you submitted long before that ring.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Your eyes were really red?”

      “I thought you studied all my claimings?”

      “From a distance.”

      “The simulator?”

      “No, it’s red in the simulator. You scared me to death the first time I faced you in that sim.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I peed myself.”

      He stared at me.

      My eyes flickered to his as I tried to suppress my grin. “You can laugh.”

      “You peed yourself?”

      “I didn’t know it was you.”

      “Am I really that scary?”

      “You were.”

      “I need to see this simulator. The next time we are at the castle, I want to go in. Fight against myself. Not that it’s new.” He was funny with his double meanings. “I’m sorry,” he whispered and kissed me on top of my head. “If you knew it was me, you might have taken it differently.”

      “You could’ve told me so many times.”

      He put a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I had to admit, it was a lot of fun, but it was wrong.”

      “It’s okay. The way you revealed it to me, I doubt anything else would’ve topped that.”

      He chuckled as his fingers still brushed my hair.

      “I thought you were playing on death’s front porch.”

      “If I wasn’t the Rubicon, I would’ve. But he is me, so we are all good.”

      Silence lingered. “Were you scared tonight?”

      “No, but I was when the king said you had to go first. I almost peed in my pants. So, we are even.”

      My body shook with silent laughter. “No, I peed in my pants. We are not even.”

      “Whatever.” He brought his lips closer to me and he planted them on mine. Our tongues found their rhythm fast as the kiss deepened. The buzz that came from his kissing swirled through my body and into my head.

      What was it with this guy and his kisses? He pulled me tighter into him as his hands traveled hard over my butt and up my back. The kiss grew out of this world. I wanted no one else in my life, as he was all I needed, all I wanted. My mind became fuzzy, and I needed to breathe. I broke the kiss as he carried on, nipping my neck and rubbing his body against me.

      “Blake,” I whispered, as this was going too far.

      His lips kept on sucking the flesh right below my ear.

      “Blake,” I whispered in a harder tone and he grunted as he stopped.

      “You are a party pooper.”

      “C’mon, I told you I want to wait.”

      “Yeah, I know. Sorry.” He rubbed his hand over his face.

      “Don’t you dare apologize. What the hell was that?”

      “It’s me missing you too much. So sleep.”

      He sounded frustrated, and my throat resonated with low laughter. I knew laughing wasn’t the right thing to do, but I wanted to do things with him in the right order. I wanted to be married first.
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      The next morning, I woke up, and there was no sign of Blake. He even made his side of the bed. Damn, the guy was good.

      I smiled, thinking we were both hopelessly in love and couldn’t get enough of each other’s company.

      The foretelling dampened the amazing high my emotions bathed in and the ugly darkness and yucky heaviness returned. Tears blurred my sight. I couldn’t even think of not having Blake in my life. The darkness turned into a suffocating sadness that brought on the waterworks.

      Stop it, Elena. He is right here. He isn’t dead.

      I wiped my eyes as I climbed out of the bed, washed my face and got dressed for today. A pair of jeans, sneakers, a shirt with a hoodie would have to do. I grabbed the handle of my backpack and went downstairs.

      Blake, Emanual and everyone that was going to come with us were already digging into their breakfasts. Dishes with scrambled eggs, hash browns, bacon, sausages, omelets, scones, and other pastries sat on top of the table against the wall. My mouth watered as I bent over Dad and kissed him on the head before planting a kiss on Blake’s head.

      “You are chirpy this morning?” Blake said with a straight face.

      “You okay, Bear?”

      “Yes, the worst is over. I can get through the creepers. So a weight expelled from my shoulders last night and I got a good night’s rest.”

      Blake almost choked on his food and coughed a bit. “Sorry, wrong whole.”

      “It’s because you hoover your food down. Chew first, Son.”

      “I’m hungry, Dad.”

      My lips curved, knowing it wasn’t why he almost choked. I rushed over to the buffet and grabbed a plate, filling it with a scoop of scrambled eggs and toast. The savory omelets’ aroma filled my nostrils, and my stomach growled. I plopped down on the chair next to Blake and started eating. It tasted just as amazing as it smelled and the eggs were fluffy, almost melting on my tongue.

      Connie came over, wearing a white frilly apron over a pair of jeans and a white button shirt. She carried a coffeepot and refilled all our cups. She had the friendliest eyes. “Morning, Elena.”

      “Morning. May I bother you for some water and fruit for the trip?” I asked.

      “I already prepared something to take with you. David was adamant last night if you find Marcus to give him something from this side. Things they never had in years.”

      “That is so sweet.”

      “He believes that with the letter, they will know you come in peace and bring hope.”

      “That is so thoughtful.”

      “Just something to help the cause. I know it’s not much, but it’s the best we can do.”

      “It’s more than enough,” King Helmut said.

      She smiled, chuffed with herself, and went back to her kitchen.

      After breakfast, we enjoyed another cup of coffee as David and Charles joined us with the basket that Connie had mentioned earlier. Emanual wore a pair of jeans, with a black pullover and a shirt sticking out. His muscles were as big as boulders.

      Blake wore a pair of jeans with a long sleeve shirt he had pulled up to his elbows and his converse sneakers.

      I couldn’t wait to see what was on the other side. I wondered where they kept my father, how long it would take for the people to trust us, to trust that we were from the other side and that we came in peace. So many things that involved danger flashed through my mind. It was a lot to feel responsible for so many people and I did not know how to be a leader, or royalty.

      Blake touched my hand, and my gaze flickered to him.

      “Relax, nothing will happen to you.”

      “You are a mind reader, too.”

      “That would be awesome.”

      Dad scoffed, giving Blake his unimpressed glare.

      “It’s enough that I’m going to get it from the other dad, too. So please, one of you has to be pro-Blake.”

      “Maybe Albert would be lenient with you. After all, he knew what you would become to her.”

      “So did you, and you still give me crap.”

      “Because I was once your age. I remember like it was yesterday.”

      My lips thinned at the two of them bickering over Blake’s hormones.

      “Besides, I’m a tamed dragon. What she says goes.”

      The entire table chuckled at the tone of Blake’s voice. A part of him must not like that, but I’d promised not to order him to do things against his will.

      When we all finished our coffees, it was time to go. Dad picked up a big ass backpack and put it on his back. He looked like a hiker today.

      Emanual just shook his head.

      “You will look differently at things when you raise a kid.”

      “I’m sure there are a few little dragons out there that belong to Emanual,” King Helmut said.

      “Ha-ha. I’m not irresponsible.”

      “Just joking.”

      I laughed at the severe tone in King Helmut’s voice. He had a weird sense of humor that seemed to resonate with mine.

      “You could’ve done that without carrying the entire town in your backpack,” Emanual said to Dad.

      Blake chuckled, and Dad glared at him. The chuckle turned into a cough. “Sorry, wrong whole.”

      That elicited more laughter from everyone as we followed David to the truck.

      Queen Maggie and King Helmut stayed behind as the five of us got on the back and Sir Robert took the front with David.

      The drive to the creepers was faster than last night, because I knew what was waiting.

      When the truck stopped, we climbed off and the creepers looked twenty times more intimidating than they had last night. They were restless in the morning and slithered around like snakes.

      “I’ll go in first,” Emanual said as he motioned for me with his hand.

      “Be careful. We didn’t find out last night what the other side does,” Blake said.

      “Yes, Dad,” Emanual sang, and he pulled me to walk in front of him. I closed my eyes as he guided me forward. It was a lot faster than yesterday, but the hissing stepped a notch up this morning. Still, no strikes came. When we were inside Emanual walked slower.

      “Why are they so tense this morning?”

      “Because they know there is someone that can go through them, Elena. I’m with Helmut. The creepers are your dad’s doing. He conjured it and they recognized his bloodline. It’s why it doesn’t hurt you.”

      “My dad did this. Why?”

      “If he didn’t, there would be nothing left of Paegeia. Goran would’ve discovered the fact that there is a claim to Blake and he would’ve tried to kill you.”

      “So Goran really wants him?”

      Emanual nodded.

      “How do you feel about the fact that he is your rider’s brother, his twin?”

      “He can’t fool me. They never could. I always knew when it was Helmut and when it wasn’t.”

      “How?”

      “Their demeanor, or as some would call an aura. Helmut is much more relaxed. He is open and doesn’t have walls. Goran was the opposite. It was hard to gain his trust, and he was so much more serious than Helmut. Whenever he tried to portray his brother, he’d put it on too thick and that was one of the tells that I knew they were messing with us. Helmut sucks being serious. He needs to be angry to pull that off.”

      My lips curved. “Did you ever suspect it was him?”

      Emanual shook his head. “Not once. I expected the king’s dragon many times and felt so guilty when it wasn’t him. Robert would have died for the king, and I learned the hard way. Your father forced him away that night.”

      “He did what?”

      “Something Helmut had told me when we both woke up. For a long time, I thought there had to be a second person helping him, but there wasn’t. He had a colony of wyverns that assisted him. Your father believed that there was an alliance with the wyverns, too. I doubt he would ever trust another wyvern.”

      I didn’t know what to say, and we reached the other side.

      “You ready?”

      I nodded, and Emanual pulled me in front of him again. “We don’t know how they would act on the other side, Emanual.”

      “Like last night. Just stay close to me.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes. I heard the walls parted, but no light seeped through.

      “What is this?” Emanual asked, and I opened my eyes and froze as a creeper with his mouth open was right in our face.

      Emanual probably felt that I was about the scream as I gasped and he muffled my scream with the palm of his hand.

      “Shh, close your eyes.”

      I did as he said and he walked with me faster, out of their reach. It was nighttime on the other side, and that was what bothered him. My entire body trembled and my muscles turned into knots. Then I realized I had to go back alone.

      “I can’t do this.”

      “Elena, you have to do this. You will be okay.”

      “I won’t. Please, don’t make me go through them alone.” The tears blurred my sight as I grabbed his arm.

      “Okay, calm down. I’ll go back with you and we’ll see if you can take in more than just one, okay?”

      I nodded.

      He walked back with me while my lower lip trembled. I wasn’t as brave as I’d thought, and the others gasped when we got back.

      “What happened?”

      “Relax. Reality hit her on the other side. She can’t walk back alone. It’s nighttime on the other side.”

      Blake rubbed my back and gave me a squeeze.

      “What?” Sir Robert asked.

      “It’s pitch dark. Only a big ass moon and no stars. It’s the most unnatural feeling I've ever felt.”

      “So what now?” Blake asked.

      “We are going to find out if Elena can take in two at a time.”

      “Emanual, if we mask her scent—”

      “Blake, she can’t go back alone. I can’t take her either.”

      “Okay, give me your hoodie.”

      “Why?”

      “It has your scent on. I don’t know how they sense you.”

      “Just let me walk in front, like always.”

      “Okay.”

      Still, I gave him my hoodie, and he wrapped it around his shoulders.

      They both walked behind me, side to side, squashed as tightly as they could against each other. I closed my eyes as Blake guided me and, to our surprise; the creepers let us through.

      Relief expelled from my chest as we walked fast to the other side and Blake came out with us.

      “How?” Blake asked Emanual as he stared at the moon.

      “Goran’s magic must have grown twenty times stronger than what it was.”

      “What?”

      “It was all he had this side, Blake.”

      “How the fuck did he conjure a moon?”

      “I don’t know,” Emanual whispered. “Move fast. I don’t want to wait here for long.”

      Blake nodded and picked me up, ran with me into the creepers and out the other side.

      We took my father in next and Dad gasped as he saw the inside. The glowing flowers did that, and Dad couldn’t stop looking around him. It sure was magical inside, with the pink and purple colors lighting the way.

      On the other side, they huddled together again behind me and we walked out.

      We did one last time to fetch Blake’s father.

      “You think it’s safe bringing your dad.”

      “His not stupid. He is here to rescue your father without losing too many casualties.”

      I nodded. I trusted Blake.

      “I’m sorry. I feel so weak.”

      “They are scary. Besides, we grew up with them. You didn’t. You are brave.”

      He ran out the other side, and then it was his father’s turn.

      We said goodbye to David and Charles.

      “Stay safe,” David said, and we all nodded.

      They all experienced the same when they entered the core of the creepers. It took everyone’s breath away. We exited the other side and all five of us were together.

      Sir Robert took a knee at a safe distance from the creepers and touched the ground. He picked up loose sand and let it go. I looked at Blake and he went on his knee next to his dad.

      “We have to move.”

      “This is our home, Blake. Look at it.”

      “Dad, not now, please.”

      He nodded as he looked around and got up. It was time to walk, following the map that David drew. Sir Robert seemed to know the way, and we ended up following him.

      “My dad said that Etan was your home, too.” I walked next to Blake.

      “We lived in Boliva.”

      “Close to my parents?”

      He nodded. “My dad is patriotic. He won’t mess up. He knows how important this part of the mission is as he designed it.”

      I nodded and bumped into my dad. He grabbed my hand as a gun cocked at the front.
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      “We come in peace.” Emanual kept his palms in the air, in front of his body.

      “Who are you?” A male voice said.

      “We are from the other side.”

      “Bullshit!”

      Blake put on his hoodie and left my side, traipsing to the front.

      “Stop walking. Nobody can get through from the other side. Who sent you?”

      “Nobody sent us. We are from the other side. My name—”

      “Ay, ay, ay, hands where I can see them.”

      Emanual lifted his hands. “My name is Emanual Cooper. I’m King Helmut’s dragon. I’m from the other side.”

      “There is nothing on the other side.”

      “How do you know? You went through?” Blake asked, and the guy aimed his gun at Blake.

      Emanual stepped in front of Blake. “Listen to me. Are you a dragon, or human?”

      “There are no more dragons.”

      “You’re what, in your twenties? You might have been too small to remember us. I’m King Helmut’s dragon. This is King Albert’s dragon.”

      “Stop. The Wyvern King told us we are the only survivors.”

      “Goran is lying to you. He can’t get through. He rules with fear and lies. It’s only Etan that got entrapped fifteen years ago.”

      My heart pounded as I stood behind Dad, clutching his bag.

      “Bullshit. Why now?”

      “We had to wait?”

      “For what?”

      “For the king’s genuine air. Only a Malone can get through the creepers.”

      “The king doesn’t have an heir.”

      “He does, and she is with us. You want to hurt King Albert’s only daughter? The one they prayed for years.”

      “Emanual.”

      “Blake, shush.”

      “Blake? As in the Rubicon?”

      “Yes, we mean no harm. David, Charles Benson’s Dragon, send this letter.”

      The guy hovered, but he reached out for the letter in Emanual’s outstretched hand.

      A ruckus broke out and the trigger went off. Blake’s name was yelled, but no sound came.

      “No, no, what happened?”

      Dad put his hand on my lips. “He is okay. He dampened the bullet’s sound.”

      My heart beat so fast and Dad had to repeat the sentence.

      Blake appeared as Sir Robert picked up the basket and Emanual threw a limp body over his shoulder.

      “He’s dead,” I whispered.

      “Knocked out, Elena, calm down. We are not here to hurt anyone. The guy wasted time,” Blake said as he pulled me into his arms. “It’s over now.”

      I nodded in his chest. He let me go and nudged me to follow his father. Dad walked behind us. We followed the path, past the corn that was taller than all of us.

      My heart struggled to calm down as my eyes flickered to the sky. A suffocation pressed against my chest. It looked unnatural not to see a single star. I jumped at the scampering that came from the corn.

      “Relax, it’s nothing. We can hear far.” Blake stroked my back.

      My legs trembled as the past event played through my mind.

      A spotlight shone in the distance. We walked slower, following Emanual’s lead. As we neared the house, another gun cocked. We all froze.

      “We come in peace. We mean no harm.”

      “Who is over your shoulder?”

      “Are you Marcus?” Emanual asked.

      “Who is over your shoulder?”

      “We met him by the corn. I didn’t get his name.”

      “Is he alive?” the guy’s voice broke.

      “I knocked him out because he didn’t listen. We mean no harm. He is still alive.”

      “Emanual?” an older gentleman said. “Lower your gun. It’s King Helmut’s dragon.”

      “What?” the guy said.

      The old man rushed toward us and stopped right in front of us. He had white wisps of hair tied into a ponytail. “How, how is it you are still alive?”

      “Thank heavens,” Emanual said. “It’s a long story. If we can come in, we will explain everything.”

      His eyes landed on Sir Robert, and the old man bowed down. “Sir Robert.”

      “Charles? How is it you are still alive?”

      I looked at Blake, who squinted at Charles. David’s rider?

      “Rise.” Sir Robert helped the old man to get up.

      His lower lip vibrated as he hugged Blake’s father and laughed. “Where are my manners? Come in, please.”

      Emanual walked in first with the guy over his shoulder, and Dad kept me sort of behind him.

      “Gertrude, put on the kettle,” the old man said, as the other guy was still in shock. He looked a lot like Dad. Emanual put the guy on the couch as a woman walked in and put two fingers against his neck. She closed her eyes and took a huge breath.

      “He is okay,” Charles told her. “Tom will wake up. He refused to listen.”

      She looked at Emanual first, and then Sir Robert and her eyes grew. Tears pooled in her gaze. “How?”

      “I don’t know.” Charles said through laughter. “We were right about finding out. Can you please put on the kettle?”

      She nodded and walked fast to the kitchen.

      “Sit, sit.”

      “After you. You need a chair more than us,” Emanual said.

      “I got the essence. I might look old, but these old bones can still go miles. How? How is it that Goran never found you?” Charles asked Sir Robert as they all sat on chairs. Blake and I waited by the entrance as Dad took another seat.

      “Jako Lemuir,” the guy said as he saw Dad.

      Dad nodded.

      “How, you left before the creepers?”

      “Three royal dragons in my home.” Charles smiled as he stared at all of them.

      “Make that four,” Sir Robert spoke. “The Rubicon is here too.”

      Their gazes flickered to Blake, who still wore his hoodie.

      “No, Goran told us he died.”

      “He didn’t die,” Emanual sounded upset. “King Albert made sure of it.”

      Charles’ Adams’ apple bobbed as he stared at Blake. “He can’t be here, Goran—”

      “Goran can’t claim him anymore. He is already claimed,” Sir Robert said.

      “By who?”

      “King Albert and Queen Catherine’s daughter. Elena,” Dad said, reaching out his hand for me.

      I walked to Dad, and they all stared at me before they bowed.

      “Please, don’t do that,” I begged, and they straightened their bodies, looking at each other.

      “When was the last time you heard anything from the king?” Sir Robert asked.

      “We saw him at the last reaping. About a month ago.”

      “He is alive,” Sir Robert breathed with his eyes closed.

      “Dad, she told you he is alive.”

      “I know, but anything could’ve happened in a month.”

      “Remember what you promised.”

      “We are so close.”

      “It’s not a mission for the four of us. You promised.”

      He nodded, and Sir Robert looked at Charles again. Blake took off his hoodie and all of them jumped from their chairs.

      “Relax!” Emanual jumped up and Blake squinted as Charles held out his hands to the guy that looked like Dad.

      “He is right!” Charles said. “The boy’s eyes are different.”

      The guy stared at Blake and back at Charles, who nodded at him. He relaxed and sat back down on the chair. I wished my heart could get that memo.

      “Who did you think he was?” Sir Robert asked.

      “One of the council members that comes one a month. The boy is the spitting image of him.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me. Billy is part of their family, son,” Charles said.

      “Billy?” Sir Robert asked.

      “Your nephew. He is one of Goran’s men. The boy is extremely gifted in the cruel division. I’m sorry to give you this sort of news.”

      Sir Robert nodded as Blake stared at the back of the chair.

      “Let’s just get back to what we need to know. So Albert was alive a month ago,” Emanual said.

      Charles nodded.

      “You didn’t know he was still alive, did you?” Charles’ son asked.

      “No, we had no way of getting through the creepers. Only Elena can,” Emanual said.

      “You look just like your father,” Charles said with a smile, and then it disappeared as he stared behind me. I turned around, but there was nothing. “Marcus, go get Annie.”

      “Dad?”

      “Go get Annie. She went to Maxine. She must still be there. Hurry!”

      He got up and rushed out of the house.

      “Annie?” Sir Robert asked.

      “General Lee’s daughter.”

      “Anouk?” Blake asked. “She is still alive?”

      “She went through a lot. She has no other family here.”

      “Is her father here too?” Sir Robert asked.

      Charles shook his head. “He got executed about eleven years ago when he tried to free King Albert. It was a doomed cause. They had captured all the rebellion and Anouk was one of a few children they spared.”

      “She was only eight,” Blake said.

      “She went through a lot. Be gentle with her when you see her. She might not be the cousin that you remembered.”

      “The bastards!” Sir Robert brushed his hands through his hair and left them on top of his head. I got what Charles was saying.

      “A lot of our daughters went through what Annie went through. Some of them paid with their lives. We hid the younger ones in a bunker with some of the teenage girls they don’t know about yet, so that they don’t have to go through the same. The little ones don’t even know what stars or dragons look like. I tried to teach them, but it’s hard to grasp when they haven’t seen the real thing yet.”

      “The basket,” I said, and Dad gave the basket to Charles.

      “It’s from David.”

      Tears pooled in Charles’ eyes. “My dragon is still alive?”

      “He lives on the border of the creepers. He told us you died. There wouldn’t have been enough time to evacuate.”

      “I got the deed to our farm a day earlier and left that same night. It was news to celebrate personally with family, not something you shared over the phone. I wanted to phone David and left it for later. We never got the latter. For the past fifteen years, I regretted not making that phone call.” His voice trembled.

      “Well, he thought your son would notice his handwriting and he sent you a few things from the other side.”

      Charles opened the basket and found the goodies that Connie had packed him. He tore open some sort of sponge cake and pushed half of it into his mouth. Everyone laughed at the grunting noises he made and my eyes flickered to Blake as he stared at nothing.

      I stroked his stomach, and his gaze flickered to mine. “You okay?”

      He smiled but didn’t shake or nod his head.

      The door flung open as Charles started reading his note and a girl with short black hair froze as her eyes landed on Blake. She had a slight slant in her hooded eyes and had these beautiful red-brown spots in her dark irises.

      “It’s not Billy, Annie.”

      “Jelly-bean,” Blake whispered.

      Her eyes grew as her mouth gaped. “Plucky!” She was in his arms and cried audibly as he hugged her tight. More people entered and kept head hopping over all of us.

      “Billy?”

      “It’s not Billy.” Marcus told the other woman that walked in. “It’s Blake, the Rubicon.”

      “He looked just like—”

      “It’s his cousin. There would be some resemblance.”

      They walked in and for the next few minutes I kept listening to people saying the names of dragons they had thought perished a long time ago.

      More chairs got pulled together to listen to everything that was going to be said. Annie finally let go of Blake and then hugged him again.

      “You are really alive,” she whispered.

      “Was Will one of them?”

      She froze and stared at him. “One of who?”

      “I’m not stupid. Tell me the truth!”

      She looked past Blake at Charles. “You told them?”

      “Sweetheart, I’m sorry.”

      “Charles. I didn’t want—” She covered her eyes with her palms as her chin wobbled and lower lip vibrated. Blake wrapped her arms around her.

      “It doesn’t matter. Your mother would give anything to see you again. To hold you like I’m holding you now. I never thought in a million years—”

      “My mom is still alive.”

      He nodded. “She misses you every single day.”

      “She wouldn’t—”

      “Anouk, she loves you. Doesn’t matter what happened. She would take any form of you.”

      “Any form? This one. I lost her. I can’t shift anymore.”

      “What?” Blake asked.

      “It’s what they do with the dragons on this side.” Charles said. “There are only wyverns here. The dragons either get killed or broken beyond repair. Annie hadn’t shifted in a long time.”

      “Anouk?” Blake sounded disappointed, and I frowned.

      “It was life or death, Blake!”

      He pulled her into his chest again. “It’s over now.”

      “It will never be over. If he knows you are here, all of you, he will kill you!”

      “He must try,” Sir Robert said and Annie gasped as she cupped her mouth. “Uncle Bob.”

      He opened his arms, and she rushed to him. He held her tight. “You are going home, I promise. Your mother will not lose you too.”

      “He is twenty times stronger than what he was fifteen years ago, Bob,” Marcus said. “Albert is no match for him. None of the men are. He keeps them alive, but only barely. I never saw King Albert in the condition he is at the moment.”

      Sir Robert looked at him, still hugging Annie.

      “This is your plan. Stick with it.” Dad looked at Sir Robert. “You said a month. Run the remaining time of it. It’s two more weeks.”

      “Two weeks? To do what?” Charles asked.

      “The creepers are coming down. It’s time Etan gets freed,” Sir Robert said.

      “Freed? How many casualties are going to be lost?” Marcus yelled.

      “Only soldiers, not civilians. That is the plan.”

      “How are you going to execute this, Bob? What don’t you understand? He is stronger—” Charles pleaded.

      “And we are plenty. He won’t be able to fight all of us at once. We need to talk about perimeters and whatever is left of Etan. Helmut is waiting for intel,” Emanual said.

      “King Helmut?” Marcus said.

      “He is with Paegeia, not his twin. His twin died the night he betrayed all of us.”
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      Everyone that came with me had left with Charles, Marcus and the new guy that came. I sat in the kitchen with the women and two guys.

      August, a guy around my age, woken up from the conversations and got so excited about the entire thing that he’d struggled to go back to bed.

      The other one was the guy that cocked the gun in our face, Tom. He held a packet of steaks against his head. He kept staring at me.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, stop staring at her.” The woman with brown hair that looked like a man said.

      “They almost killed me, Daisy.”

      “If you had listened, they wouldn’t have to take extra measures. They come from a road that only led to the snatchers. You should’ve used your head, think, brother. They are here to free us all, not kill us.”

      “It’s okay. What all of you must have gone through in the past fifteen years? I can’t imagine,” I said.

      “That is so sweet of you, Elena,” Gertrude said as she placed another pot of tea in the middle of the table.

      “So, you are really the only one that can get through the creepers. They don’t harm you,” the woman that came with Annie and the other man asked. I think they called her Olive.

      I nodded. “King Helmut thinks it was my dad that created the creepers to keep Paegeia safe. I doubted he thought it would’ve enclosed the entire Etan. It’s like they sense us and they are still on alert when we pass through, but they don’t attack.”

      Gertrude had her hand fanned over her chest. “Oh, that must have been so terrifying.”

      “It is. I’m still trying to get used to it. The inside is beautiful though. There are these beautiful glowing flowers. David is analyzing if they have any magical qualities.”

      “My father-in-law’s dragon always had a thing for plants.”

      “He still tries to figure out the creepers. He is so brave, living so close to them. Speaks about them as if they are not dangerous at all.”

      Gertrude’s laughter bubbled out of her. “That sounds like him.”

      “So how did nobody know about you?” Olive asked.

      “Olive!” Gertrude said.

      “Did you know?” Olive asked with wide eyes, staring at Gertrude.

      “They had a foretelling that someone was going to betray them, so my parents didn’t tell anyone, except Tanya, my mom’s dragons.”

      “That is why she left?” Olive squinted.

      I nodded.

      Everyone stared at each other.

      “I told you all not to think badly of our king. He wasn’t that type of person. Our queen’s depression was deeper. I knew it wasn’t infidelity.”

      Olive and Daisy looked down.

      “You want to tell me that all these years he’s innocent, Mom?” Daisy asked.

      “He’s the greatest king Paegeia ever had. He loved his queen, and now we know why she was depressed the last year. It wasn’t because her dragon had an affair with her husband. They were protecting their child.”

      “How did you get past the wall?” Tom asked.

      “Tom?”

      “Mom, no human can get past the wall.”

      “Blake and Sir Robert think they gave me the coward potion.”

      Silence lingered again.

      “There you have it. The Malones were smart,” Gertrude said.

      “You certainly look like him,” Tom said.

      “So, you really have all of your dragon’s abilities?” August asked. He had brown hair and was quite handsome, but not Blake’s category handsome.

      “Yes, I do. I just suck at showing them at the moment. I’m still learning at Paegeia.”

      “Don’t.” Tom said. “Goran knows when Dragonians wield their dragon’s magic. With the dragons it’s different, though. He thinks all of them are dead or refused to show the rest what they truly are.”

      “Blake really looks like Billy?” August asked.

      “Yes, he does.” Gertrude said. “You will meet him when your grandfather and dad finish discussing the evacuation plan.”

      “Are we really leaving? What about the rest, Mom?”

      “The snatchers are coming down soon. They just want to evacuate the people closest to the snatchers, Augustus. You might have grown up with all this darkness, but a full on war isn’t a place for a kid.”

      “Dragonia really exists?” He was a real blabbermouth now.

      “Yeah, it’s amazing.” I started telling him everything about Dragonia. I mentioned Master Longwei, and they all gasped, looking at Annie.

      I stopped, and my gaze flickered to Annie.

      “Your grandfather is still alive.” Gertrude walked over to her and rubbed her arms.

      “Grandfather?”

      “My dad was his son,” she answered.

      “General Lee?”

      She nodded.

      I knew what King Helmut felt like. My dad caused his death because he tried to free him. Just like Goran killed so many people. “I’m sorry for your loss. If he didn’t try to rescue my father—”

      “Don’t. He was the bravest dragon. I don’t care that they said it was a suicide mission. He tried to make a difference. He ran the rebellion for four years before they caught him. When he died, a lot of things changed for the worse.”

      Gertrude rubbed her arm. I felt even more stupid now. “Sorry that you lost him.”

      The corner of her lips curled downward. “Sorry that you lost your mom. She was my favorite queen. So kind and so sad at the end. It must have been hard for her to give you up.”

      “Okay, enough of that now, cause you are going to make my bawl my eyes out,” Gertrude said, and Annie’s lips thinned, trying to suppress her laughter.

      “You really are here to free us all?” August asked.

      I nodded.

      “What are we going to do on the other side? Where are we going to live?”

      His mother touched his shoulders. “The possibilities are endless, Augy. You will go to Dragonia, become a rider. Your niece is going to become a rider when she turns sixteen.”

      Daisy gasped. “Oh, mom.”

      “There are dragons on the other side, Daisy. They didn’t die. We are not the only ones still alive.” Gertrude sniffed and wiped tears away.

      “What takes them so long?”

      “It’s war talk, little bro. You are way too young for war talk. So be patient,” Tom said.

      “One really knocked you out?”

      “Haha,” Tom said.

      “Just asking.”

      “The gun went off. Nobody heard a thing?”

      “No, Blake dampened the noise,” I answered.

      They all looked at each other with enormous eyes. “Did he use a spell or his gift?” August wanted to know.

      “Oh, crap, Mom,” Daisy yelled with her hands in her hair. Annie took deep breaths. Gertrude handed her a brown bag, and she took it, breathing into it.

      Tom grabbed his mother’s arm. “Mom, if Goran—”

      “Enough,” Gertrude yelled. “Elena, how did he dampen the sound?”

      “I don’t know what he used, but there was no noise.”

      She took off her apron and rushed out of the kitchen.

      “If he is coming tonight, we are all dead, including her,” Tom said to Daisy.

      “Calm down. He would’ve been here already,” Olive said.

      Gertrude finally came back. She poured herself a cup of tea and the pot trembled so much.

      “Let me, please.” I took the teapot, and she sat down.

      “Is he coming?” Tom wanted to know.

      “Calm down. My nerves are just shot, thinking that he might come here. No, he didn’t use magic. He used one of his abilities. He was clear on that.”

      They all sighed.

      I gave Gertrude her tea. “Thank you,” she said with a smile, and took a sip.

      “You can’t use enchantments or any spells.”

      “No, it alerts the Wyvern King, and he always punishes those that used magic,” Olive said.

      “I see.”

      Annie put the bag away, and Gertrude stroked her back.

      “Are you really my cousin’s rider?” Annie asked.

      I nodded.

      “Treat him right. He is a gentle giant.”

      “I know. But he can be vicious if he wants to be.”

      “Vicious? Plucky?”

      I laughed at the name she had for him. “How did you come up with that name?”

      She smiled. “His mouth used to look like a duck’s beak and we grew up with this story about a duck named Plucky. It stuck. He called me Jelly-Bean as I had way too much energy than a Sun Blast should have.”

      “You are a Sun-Blast?”

      “Was. I haven’t shifted in eleven years. My dad made sure that I shed regularly, but after his death, they killed all the dragons and fear kept her away.”

      Tears pooled in my eyes. “Sorry. Maybe training could help get her back.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t give up. You are a Sun-Blast. One of the most vicious dragons out there,” Gertrude said. “If there is a way to be reunited with her. Then you should try everything.”

      “I don’t even think that it’s heard off. It’s not normal.”

      “Well, I didn’t know my dad was a dragon. He didn’t show me a scale or anything. He kept his other form away for at least eight to ten years, as I never recall seeing his other form.”

      “You didn’t know he was a dragon?”

      I shook my head.

      “Have you lived near forests?”

      My face slacked.

      “He changed.”

      “No, he didn’t. Every time he shifted, the guy that wanted to kill us knew.”

      “Someone wanted to kill you?” Annie’s eyebrows knitted.

      I nodded. “So it’s not unheard of. I’ll ask my dad, okay? As he got his other form out pretty fast when he needed it.”

      “See, they will help.” Gertrude planted a kiss on her temple.

      “I’m so scared I’m going to wake up and find this is all a dream.” Olive shoulders shook as she sobbed into her palms.

      “Oh, Olive.” Gertrude rushed to her and wrapped her arms around her. “Then we are all experiencing the same dream. I pinched myself so many times, and it hurt. It’s not a dream.”

      She sniffed.

      I wiped tears away. The relief was too much for these people. The door opened in the hallway.

      “Finally,” August said.

      “Your manners.” Gertrude pointed her finger at him.

      Dad walked in first and bent down and kissed me on the head. Sir Robert and Emanual followed, and Charles was in a deep discussion with Blake. Sir Robert gave Annie a one arm hug, and she almost disappeared beside him.

      “Dad, how did you get your dragon form back after you kept it hidden for such a long time?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Annie feels she lost hers.”

      He looked at Annie. “You can’t lose something that you are, Anouk. It’s fear keeping her at bay. She is still inside of you. Ready to come out when you are ready.”

      “Really?” Her gaze shifted from Dad to her uncle.

      Sir Robert nodded. “Sounds about right to me.”

      “How long have you been without yours?” she asked Dad.

      “About eight years. Every time I shifted, I put us in danger and we had to run again, station ourselves in another place.”

      “It must have been horrible, running all the time,” Gertrude said.

      “It was nothing to be compared to how you live,” I said, and Dad winked.

      “Mom!” August whispered, and I giggled as Gertrude sighed.

      “August is a Dragonian, Dad. He has the ability of persuasion but can’t practice his gift, because it’s linked to magic.”

      “I see.”

      “Dad is a Copper-horn. Sir Robert is a Night-Villain and my father’s dragon.”

      “King Albert’s dragon?”

      Sir Robert nodded.

      “Emanual is like Annie. A Sun-Blast and King Helmut’s dragon.”

      His face fell. “Goran’s brother.”

      “Yes,” Emanual said. “He is nothing like his brother, just looks like him.”

      “And Blake is the Rubicon.”

      Blake reached over and left out his hand for August to shake. “I’m her dragon.”

      “Royal dragons.” Augustus shook Blake’s hand. “Can you teach me how to practice my chloroform?”

      “August! You know your grandfather’s rules.”

      “Pops?”

      “I think it’s time we all should learn how to get in touch with our abilities again,” Charles said.

      “Dad?”

      “Marcus, there is a time to submit, and there is a time to fight.”

      “Which none of you are going to do. You paid enough,” Sir Robert said. “You are not part of this war. Besides, you need to learn how to be a Dragonian first before you can become a soldier. You need a dragon to protect you.”

      “I’m getting a dragon?” August’s eyes grew as he looked at his mom and then at his dad.

      Sir Robert laughed. “There are plenty of Green-Vapors at Dragonia to choose from.”

      He looked at his mom. “I’m getting a dragon?”

      “You need to train first. It’s difficult to claim a dragon, son,” Marcus said. “Many men lost their lives in the colosseums.”

      Fear pulled Augustus’ eyebrows, and we all chuckled.

      Gertrude ruffled his hair. “He is so proud of having the same gift as the queen.”

      “It’s an amazing gift,” Sir Robert answered. “She could even compel animals to do her bidding for her.”

      “That is awesome,” Blake said as if he knew exactly what his dad was talking about.

      “You compel animals?”

      “Yeah, a neat party trick.”

      “Blake!”

      All of them laughed as he shrugged.

      “Gentle my butt.” I looked at Annie.

      “You compel animals to do what?” she asked.

      “Dance, all those sorts of things.”

      “Plucky, poor animals.”

      “What, it’s fun. They don’t get hurt.”

      “You changed.”

      “No shit. I think Will will crap his pants now if he tries to pluck one of my scales.”

      More laughter erupted. Tom still stared at him.

      “Okay, how much do I resemble him?” Blake asked.

      “Spitting image. His eyes are just dark where yours are light.”

      “And you are bigger around the shoulders,” August said.

      “Great.” Blake’s eyes grew once and left out his breath.

      “Son, he is your cousin and didn’t get the best of fathers out there.”

      “Who also terrorised my other cousin. And to make it worse, I look like the idiot.”

      “Relax, you are far from him.” Anne hugged his arm.

      “Look, we don’t want to keep you up all night. We basically just woke up,” Emanual said.

      “Woke up?” Olive asked as everyone looked at Emanual.

      “It’s daytime on the other side, not night.”

      “What?”

      “So if you want to rest, we will just keep guard, have a look around the farms and see where we can set up stations.”

      “Be careful, Emanual. Please take the clothes. That way, you won’t stick out like a sore thumb,” Charles said.

      “How long are you staying?” Olive wanted to know.

      “We are leaving tomorrow. But we will be back to station men on this side. I want a few dragons closer to Boliva,” Sir Robert said.

      “Boliva, Charles?” Olive panicked.

      “They are not like us, Olive. They are trained soldiers. This is what they do.”

      “He got stronger!” She sounded as if she was going to panic soon.

      “And we are dragons. They won’t be able to break us that easily. Hope is on our side. It’s time that all of you hope again, and fight to live a normal life again. My rider is going to be free. I don’t care how bloody strong he is,” Sir Robert said. “I would love it if you could house some soldiers here on the farm. We will come with supplies.”

      “We will arrange everything.”

      “The buoys should be ready in the next few days too, then we can start getting some of them out with the children,” Emanual said.

      “What is a buyo?” August asked.

      “Later,” Charles said. “I will tell them that too in the meeting.”

      “We will help tomorrow on the lands, meet everyone, help before we leave. Helmut wanted a full report and stationed some men at Sovereign, where Goran keeps everyone. We are going to get word to them that help is coming.”

      “We can always station someone with them,” Blake said.

      “Son, we told you we don’t know if the guards are going to station that person with them,” Charles said. “If a dragon uses his persuasion that close to Goran, he will know.”

      “It was a brilliant idea, but Charles is right. We can’t take that chance.” Emanual slapped Blake on the shoulder and he moved slightly forward from the momentum. “Besides, Albert knows we are coming. He knows Elena would tell us he is alive. He will give it time.”

      “Goran might try to get to him first,” Blake said.

      Sir Robert cleared his throat. “Someone will be there to stop him. That is a promise.”
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      A Cinderella dress waited for me on the bed with a pair of brown trousers and a flannel shirt for Dad. We were sharing a room, not that we were going to sleep here tonight.

      I laughed at Dad wearing an actual farmer’s outfit, and the hat fitted him well.

      “You look like a real Cindersoot, Bear.”

      “Cinderella, Dad.”

      He waved the wrong name away.

      “You look fit for today.”

      “Yes, a hard day’s work always feels great.”

      My face fell. “Everything looks so real. You can’t even see the creepers in the sky.”

      “It’s masked, Elena. Goran’s ability is doing all of this.”

      “He is really that strong?”

      Dad nodded. “I want you to stay close today. Make sure one of us is near you, you hear?”

      “Why are you so worried? They said last night that it wasn’t time for them to come.”

      “I know, but anything can happen. If he is that strong, he can easily feel a shift, like Fox used to. Stay close.”

      “Dad, so what if they come? What then?”

      “You and Blake run for the creepers. They are not far. Blake will protect you. We will be fine.”

      “I promise his dragon will be alive.”

      “Elena, stop worrying about all of us. We are your protectors. All of us. Why do you think Helmut sent Emanual and not come himself? He knows what his dragon is capable of, just like what I’m capable of, and Sir Robert.”

      “Dad, you haven’t been a dragon for such a long time.”

      “I’ve been a royal dragon all my life, Bear. Longer than I’ve been your father. I practically raised all the kings, Goran included. I’ll do whatever it takes to get your father out of this place and his dragon.” He kissed me on top of the head.

      “Where are the other kings’ dragons? Why is it only you that are still alive?”

      “Your grandfather was the only one that had a dragon in that era. The rest were too afraid to have dragons. They had alliances but never teamed up the way me and your pops did. It was only during your father’s reign when everything changed.”

      I flung my arms around him and gave him a hug.

      “Just in case, okay? I’m not saying they will come today. But if they do, you will know what to do. Blake is very advanced for his age. Nobody would stand a chance against him, and the creepers are your friends. They will tear anyone far from you apart.”

      “Do all of them know this?”

      “We spoke about it last night when Charles mentioned the monthly visitations.”

      “The farmers are the ones keeping everyone alive, aren’t they?”

      He nodded. “It’s the last place I want you to be when they come, as there will be blood and limbs everywhere. Blake proved it once he would kill the darkest sorcerer for you. Stay close.”

      I nodded.

      He kissed me on my head. “Let’s get to work.”

      We exited the room, and I laughed at Blake wearing something similar to Dad. His trousers were big for him and he had suspenders holding it up.

      “What? I think I rock this.”

      “You look like a doofus,” Annie said as she rushed past him and down the stairs wearing a similar dress to me.

      “You look like Cinderella!” Blake chirped back as we walked down the steps. The sun wasn’t even up yet.

      A huge breakfast waited for us. Gertrude was one of the first people that woke up this morning and found us all in the lounge. Emanual and Sir Robert had scouted the area. It had put Blake on edge for like three hours and relaxed only after they’d returned.

      We all ate and the conversation that happened around the table this morning was how much Marcus looked like Dad.

      When we finished, it was time to work. All the men picked up their hats, and I tried to suppress my smile at Blake. He stood out like a sore thumb.

      “Stop laughing at me. I think I rock this outfit.”

      “Yeah, that is the problem, Blake. Maybe you should sit this one out,” Daisy said.

      “Over my dead body. I’m the meanest dragon there is, woman.”

      Her laughter bubbled out of her, and the little one kept staring at us with enormous orbs. Blake tried to get her to warm up to him, but she was still shy.

      “Give her some time. She will come around.”

      The little girl took Dad’s hand out of nowhere, and Daisy laughed.

      “No, Chelsey. It’s not your pops.”

      “It’s okay.” Dad smiled and went on his haunches. The girl immediately looked at her mother.

      “You want to see a trick?”

      She nodded, and the back of Dad’s hand turned to scales. Everyone gasped, even little Chelsey.

      “Momma, what is that?”

      Daisy bent down behind Chelsey. “It’s scales, sweetheart. Dragon scales.”

      “Put it away!” The girl sounded frightened and Dad smiled as the scales disappeared.

      “I’m not afraid, little cub, but you are bringing back so many memories of when my daughter was your age.”

      “You have a daughter?”

      “I do. She is right here.” Dad pointed at me.

      “Elena,” Blake yelled.

      “In a minute,” I yelled back, and I bent down. “Hey.”

      “You are pretty. They take pretty girls. Right, Mamma?” She looked back at her mother.

      “They won’t take her, sweetheart. She has four dragons protecting her.”

      Chelsey gasped. “She does?”

      “We will show them to you later, okay?” I winked, and we got up and went outside.

      A horse pulled some sort of wagon and Dad helped me up as I sat down next to Blake.

      “What took you so long?”

      “The little girl warmed up to my father.”

      “Seriously?”

      Dad shrugged as Sir Robert chuckled.

      “I’d raised kings and queens, pup.”

      Emanual and Sir Robert roared as Blake just looked at me.

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Yeah, I know.” More laughter erupted at Blake’s comment and the look on his face as the horses galloped down the path to the fields.

      Land full of lush crops spread out as far as I could see. We passed another house, and a woman who was busy hanging her washing on the line waved at Marcus. He waved back as we passed, and she kept staring at the five of us. Dad waved.

      We drove straight on until we reached some workers in the field. From what I observed, they were picking cabbages. It smelled like rotten teeth, and I slightly closed my nose, which made Dad and Blake chuckle.

      “They don’t smell so wonderful, do they?” Marcus said.

      I shook my head as we passed the cabbages. The horse ran all the way down the road, past gigantic trees, and turned to the right. More workers on the farm stopped and waved. They were all extremely friendly. I smiled back as the wagon passed. Then trees came, plenty of trees, oranges, apples, pears, and peaches. All of them were growing fruit at the same time.

      The wagon stopped and Dad was first off. Emanual, Blake and Sir Robert jumped off the sides as Dad helped me down.

      “Thank you.”

      We all grabbed a plucking tool, and Charles spread us in groups of two. Blake and I were in a group and Dad stared at him.

      “From what I remember, you get more done if you put a dent together,” Charles said.

      “A bit of distance won’t kill them.”

      “You need to make peace with that, Jaco. There are plenty of prophecies about these two in the book of shadows.”

      “Yes,” Blake pumped the air. “That first one, right?”

      Charles laughed.

      Dad was on the other side of me, plucking the opposite side of the same vines. He showed me a hack maneuver, and it took a few minutes to get the hang of it.

      I looked over my shoulder at Blake. He already made it a game as he competed who was the fastest between him and Emanual. Everyone started looking at the two of them and Dad shook his head.

      I worked at Dad’s pace. The two laughed at each other, followed by a couple of others when they were done. A whistle of a tune filled the air. I always wanted to whistle like that. It was so clear.

      Dad smiled, and then the words slipped out of his mouth to the tune of the foreign song. My eyebrows raised as I stared at Dad. I didn’t know he could sing like that. A female voice, sounding like a nightingale, sung with dad and it was a wonder my nightingale didn’t start singing. It was a joyful song and made you experience some sort of hope.
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      My fingers felt raw, and I had filled what felt like a gazillion baskets. I’d stopped counting at five. Dad taught me everything about the vines, the ins and out and how they operated this side. Once a month, the Council came and they would take all the harvest and distribute it to those who needed it. Then, if they saw any women who resembled anything close to providing a good time for one of their members, they took them too. They also killed those who got out of hand, even those they feared. Like August, with his mark. It was the total opposite of what we were used to.

      The time flew by, and I had to admit that today hadn’t been so bad. Blake and I reached one of the many wagons and I found August sitting with a dark-haired girl, more or less our age.

      “Blake,” August called. “I want to introduce you to my girl, Max.”

      The dark-haired girl stared at him. “Max, this is Blake and Elena.” He spoke to her.

      “He looks like Billy.”

      “The guy can’t help that it’s family. It’s not him. Look at his eyes.”

      “Yeah.” She took a huge breath and nodded.

      “We can hitch a ride with another wagon,” Blake said.

      “No, she is okay. Get up.”

      Blake got up first and reached out for my hand. He pulled me up, and I plopped down next to Max as Blake took a seat next to August.

      Sweat dripped from his temples. The sun was blazing hot on this side as more people got into this wagon.

      “So I take it they’ve already pushed you into the deep end?” August said.

      “Plucking grapes is hardly the deep end.” Blake chuckled.

      We made small talk until the wagon stopped at Max’s house and she jumped off, gave August a kiss and ran down the path that led to a farmhouse.

      The carriage moved forward, back to Charles’s place. When it stopped, we climbed out and walked toward the house.

      “What goes on in that mind of yours?” Blake wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me to his side.

      “My dad told me what these people go through. So many women got taken. Some of them are younger than me.”

      “Yeah, I can only imagine what they had done to my cousin. If it wasn’t for Charles taking her in, she would’ve died.”

      “It’s so sad.”

      “Just don’t speak about it in front of her, please. She’s very proud.”

      I nodded.

      We entered the house, and the most amazing smell filled my nostrils. I was starving.

      “Go wash up. Nobody sits around my table smelling like wet dogs.”

      “Is the water warm?” I asked.

      “We have to make a fire for hot water, Elena. Give us an hour.”

      “Give me five minutes.”

      “Blake?”

      “Relax, my hand will heat it up. Where is your geyser?”

      “Is he for real?” August asked.

      “Probably. From what I remember about the Rubicon, he can do anything.”

      Everyone followed Blake.

      “Show off,” Dad mumbled.

      “You need to make peace with this, Dad. Charles is right.”

      “I know. It’s just way too soon.”

      “Hey you said—”

      “Yes, I just didn’t think that I would actually have to witness it day in and day out.”

      My smile disappeared. “You didn’t think you would be here?”

      “Bear, the way Fox hunted us. I thought that somehow he would’ve caught up with us and our paths would’ve split. I’m glad that I am here, though.”

      I couldn’t imagine him not being here.

      “You want to shower first?”

      “No, go, you worked harder than me today.”

      I sat down on the stairs, and Blake climbed up the stairs, frowning. “Why do you sit on the stairs waiting for better days?” He haunched in front of me and gave me a kiss on my lips.

      “I’m waiting for a shower. You smell bad.”

      “News for you, you smell just as bad.”

      “I know.”

      He chuckled. Dad rushed down the steps and into the kitchen. “Go, shower, Elena.”

      “Yes, sir.” I saluted, and Blake suppressed his laughter as Dad looked over his shoulder and smiled.

      I got up and rushed to my room, closed the door, and went to the shower.

      The water was warm and amazing, and I knew I had Blake to thank for that. I got dressed in regular clothes that were in my bag as tonight we would go back.

      When I was done, I went back downstairs. Dad was sitting with Cassy on his lap and Blake sat opposite, making faces at her.

      She kept hiding her face against Dad's shoulder, her cheeks bright red.

      “Yes, your mom feels that way too when he makes faces at her.” Everyone laughed at Daisy’s remark.

      “Daisy?”

      “What, mom. I have no filter, you know me.”

      “William is not handsome.”

      “Excuse me. He is drop dead gorgeous, but I agree, the inside makes him ugly. Blake, on the other hand, is not Billy.”

      “Elena claimed him. In all ways there are.”

      Blake laughed the loudest.

      “Sorry, Elena. I didn’t see you there,” Daisy said.

      “Uh-huh.” I sat down next to Blake, who stared at me.

      “Are You jealous?”

      “No, I’m not. I was just teasing her.”

      “Whatever. You are just as jealous as me.”

      “Oh, please, everyone is too scared of you to make you jealous.”

      “Lucian?”

      I laughed. “You have no reason to be jealous of Lucian.”

      Cassy stared at us with her brown curly hair and blue eyes. Dad kept whispering things to her.

      “I’m not a stupid dragon,” Blake said to Dad.

      “Oh, I forgot, the stupid dragon can hear very far too,” Dad said louder so that everyone could hear.

      “You want to know something awesome, Cass?” Blake asked.

      She nodded.

      “I’m the boss of all these dragons.”

      Dad roared with laughter, and Cassy giggled. “It’s not nice to lie?”

      “Oh, he is not lying, baby?” Daisy said.

      “It’s true. He is your boss.” She looked at Dad.

      “Yes, the stupid dragon is our boss,” Dad said.

      All the chairs got filled when Tom and August entered last and took their seats. Gertrude put a plate filled with goodness in front of everyone. Bowls of salad and bread went to the middle of the table.

      We all dug in and ate. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d been this hungry. Everyone spoke at the same time. They all wanted to know what the other side of the snatchers looked like and Emanual and Sir Robert told them stories that made me hung on their lips.

      After dinner, the women helped Gertrude with cleaning up the kitchen, while the men all sat on the patio. This was more my style, and I really didn’t look forward to leaving tonight. A part of me wished I could stay.
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      Later that night, it was time to say goodbye. It was hard. In the past twenty-four hours, these people crawled into my heart.

      Charles, Luke, Marcus and Tom took us with a horse and carriage as close to the creepers as possible. Emanual touched Charles’ shoulder. “Two days, at most.”

      Charles slid a smirk up one half one half of his face. “I have all the faith in you.”

      It felt wrong to leave and tears pricked in my eyes as they all looked lost standing by the carriage as I took Dad and Blake out. On the other side, nobody waited.

      “It’s too early, Blake. We can walk, it’s not that far. Go get your dad.”

      He nodded, and we walked to the other side. Sir Robert waited as the three of them kept staring in awe at how the creepers acted differently with me.

      We took his father back and went back for Emanual.

      “Two days. We will find you. Don’t come here and wait for us, please,” Emanual said again.

      Charles nodded. “Please, tell my dragon I’m still alive.”

      “It will be joyous news.”

      “Thank you all for bringing us hope again. I can’t remember the last time we felt it.”

      “You are welcome. We work like tornadoes, so have that meeting and get ready,” Emanual said and pointed at Tom. “No guns cocking next time.”

      That elicited a round of soft laughter.

      “Promise.”

      We took Emanual out and walked back to the lodge. The sun peeked over the horizon. Orange and yellows danced off the lodge’s roof and overpowered the sky. The sun rises and sunsets were breathtaking in Paegeia. We trudged through the open door and found Connie and Shelby cooking in the kitchen.

      “I’m pooped.”

      “Go, sleep. You were awake for an entire day.” Dad kissed me on top of my head.

      “I’ll come with you,” Blake said.

      “Uh-uh.” Dad wiggled his finger.

      “Just walking her to her room,” Blake said, and I shook my head at my father.

      Connie’s voice filled the area, welcoming Dad, Robert and Emanual back. Blake wrapped his arm around me as I stopped in front of my room.

      “Wake me up around noon, please.”

      “I will,” he said and gave me a juicy kiss.

      I opened the door and slipped through after saying goodbye to Blake, then crashed on my bed. Sleep came faster than I thought.
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      Blake woke me up with kisses around noon.

      It was a great sleep. “What did David do when you told him?”

      “Your dad wanted you to see it. We hadn’t told him yet. We are keeping it for when you are with us.”

      “What? That is cruel. What did you tell him?”

      “Everything. We just kept Charles out of it.”

      Silence lingered as Blake just stared at me. “I get why your father wants to do this so fast. I want to go back in. They must be terrified. Not knowing if we would come back or not.”

      “Stick to the plan. It’s hard enough to keep my dad sticking to the plan. I don’t want to babysit you too, as you are the only one that can go through the creepers. I can’t follow. They will tear me apart.”

      A nosy chuckle escaped my lips. “I’ll never do that to you.”

      “You better not. I’m way too young to die and they said death by creeper is horrible.” He kissed my lips and got up. “Get up. I can’t wait any longer to tell him.”

      His excitement became mine, and I jumped out of the bed, put on my sneakers and rushed downstairs. I had to slow down as David was busy at reception filling out forms.

      “Had a great sleep, Elena.”

      “The best. It’s so beautiful here.”

      His lips fanned out into a toothy grin as I rushed past him and to help with setting up lunch.

      “Elena, you are awake,” the queen said and wrapped her arms around me as King Helmut and Sir Robert sat at one table with coffees, speaking in depth about what was going to happen next.

      “Your father told me how hard it was to say goodbye and that Anouk is with them. We need to get her out for Constance’s sake.”

      “Does she know?”

      “Robert phoned her. He wants you to take her in.”

      Tears pooled in my eyes. “What?”

      “She is coming with Master Longwei and Isabelle. We didn’t tell them what, just that they needed to come. It’s not something you tell someone over the phone.”

      We sat down and Connie’s food smelled amazing. I was ravenous.

      King Helmut said grace and thanked God for bringing us home safely and keeping a hand over the people of Etan just a few days longer.

      We dug in when he said amen. We all started eating, and Blake kept raising his eyebrows at Dad.

      “Fine. Robert?” Dad said. “You want to share the good news?”

      “You want me to share it?” Sir Robert’s eyes locked with mine.

      “I think it’s cruel that you said nothing, but I get why you waited. Thank you for that,” I said.

      “What good news?” Connie asked.

      “We waited for Elena before telling you.” Sir Robert looked at David.

      “Tell us what?” His eyes flickered from Sir Robert to mine.

      Sir Robert touched David’s hand. “Charles is still alive.”

      “What?” David looked at Connie and then stared at the table as tears welled up in his eyes. He flickered his gaze to Robert. “How?”

      Sir Robert told him he had gotten the deed earlier and had to tell his family. He wasn’t in his home when the creepers came. He was on the farm with Marcus and Gertrude.

      His lower lip wobbled, and then he covered his face with his palms as his shoulders shook.

      I bit my lower lip as tears glistened in my eyes and Blake pulled me in for a side hug. Connie raised to her feet and hugged her husband sitting on the chair as he sobbed.

      My gaze flickered to Dad, then to Robert, the queen and king. Everyone had tears in their eyes, even Emanual but he pulled them back so fast.

      David sniffed and laughed through his tears. “Sorry. I’m such a git for crying like this.”

      “Don’t apologize,” Queen Maggie said. “It's wonderful news.”

      “He acted the same way when we told him you were still alive. Sorry for my little fib, but he is Jared.”

      “Jared?” I asked.

      Dad laughed as David gasped. “He’s the head of the farms.”

      “Sir Robert had to give him a name, Bear.”

      I got what he was saying and watched Sir Robert nodding.

      “Oh, he always had a head on his shoulders.” David’s shoulders relaxed and laughter expelled from him imagining seeing his rider again. He looked at his wife. “The old bugger is still alive.”

      “He is still alive. It’s great news, and we have to celebrate it,” Connie said.

      “It’s the best. Can I please go in with you?”

      “Love?”

      “Connie, it’s fifteen years. I get how Robert feels, wanting to save the king. Please,” he begged. “I’ll be careful.”

      She touched his face, closed her eyes, and sighed. She opened them and nodded.

      “But first, we need to celebrate. I think it’s time to get out that crate of brandy I’d been saving for just the right occasion.”

      Connie got up and their son followed to help her. They went down to the cellar as Sir Robert told him the plan of trying to get as many out as we can in the next few days. “Some soldiers are joining us tomorrow.”

      “Calpri,” Blake said, and then everyone looked at him.

      “What?” Sir Robert asked.

      “The bird guy?” Emanual looked at him.

      “He has trained birds. They can get word to King Albert.”

      “Blake?” King Helmut said.

      “Think about it. Our men might not get to him, to tell him to get ready. Help is coming, but the birds can,” Blake said.

      “It’s a brilliant plan, son. You just forgot about a tiny thing. We don’t know if there are birds in Etan, those types of birds, and second, the birds don’t know Etan.”

      Blake’s shoulders fell.

      “It was a grand plan, but it will not work. Not with the time we have,” Emanual said.

      I nudged his leg with mine under the table.

      “We need to give your dad some news about what is going to happen. They are trained men.”

      I got what he was saying. “They are also tortured and broken. You heard what Charles said.”

      Blake’s face fell.

      “We might find a way to use it. If you have more ideas like that, speak up,” Sir Robert said.

      “It took me more than a day to come up with that one, Dad.”

      “Just imagine tomorrow’s idea.”

      Blake’s lips curved.

      Connie and Charles came back with the crate and put it on another table. Charles opened the crate and took out a bottle of his dad’s best brandy as Shelby went to get glasses for everyone.

      They poured us each a glass, and I had never had brandy before. I sniffed it and pulled my nose as Dad laughed.

      “Just a sip,” Dad said, and I nodded.

      We cheered with David, and I swallowed a sip. The liquid burned my lips and stole my breath away. I coughed as Blake hit my back while the others thought it was hilarious.

      We ended up in the library, and the men had more brandy, discussing ideas of how to get in touch with my father and his men.

      The bird idea wasn’t a bad idea. I kept looking at maps and found Sovereign. It was one place that kept popping up. It was where they kept my father. I wished there was something we could do; to get a special map and scoop him up, out of danger. Maybe squashed Goran with my finger.

      “What are you doing?” Blake asked as I actually squashed the tiny castle in Boliva.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “Are you squashing Goran?”

      My cheeks burned. “Pretended it was some sort of magic map, and my hand was something similar to the hand of God.”

      Blake pulled me closer to him. “If only it was that easy.”

      The door opened and Master Longwei entered with Constance and Isabel in tow.

      Sir Robert got up and walked over to his wife.

      “Your mom is here,” I said, and Blake looked over his shoulder.

      He left me and walked over to his mother.

      Connie took them first to their rooms as Blake and Sir Robert came back.

      “You going to wait till dinner to tell them?” the queen asked.

      “No, I’ll do it soon. She has to know. They both need to know,” Sir Robert said.

      “Chong might not be that strong, Bob,” Queen Maggie said.

      “I know. I’ll be gentle.”

      They walked back into the library. The two sisters looked identical, but there was one difference. Their eyes.

      Isabel walked over to Blake and gave him a hug. “When are you going through the creepers?”

      “Soon, better take a seat, Mom.”

      “Okay?” She looked all serious at Blake and then took the seat next to her husband and Constance sat down next to her. Master Longwei took an opposite chair.

      “Why are we here?” Master Longwei asked.

      “We already made a trip to the other side.”

      They all gasped.

      “The scientists had the perimeters of the creepers wrong. It’s about a mile,” Sir Robert spoke.

      “You already went in?” Constance asked.

      “Elena is the key. The creepers still act out, but they don’t attack,” Sir Robert said. “We took refuge for twenty-four hours at the farmers.”

      “Do the farms still exist?” Isabel’s hand fanned over her chest.

      “They are the food source on that side. They had lost all the deeds. It’s horrible, Is.”

      Emanual started telling them the way things work that side, what happened and then he looked at Constance and Master Longwei.

      “Don’t you dare look at me like that?” Constance jumped from her chair.

      “He tried to save Albert eleven years ago. He failed,” Emanual said.

      “My son is dead?” Master Longwei asked.

      “He went out a veritable dragon. They didn’t break him, they couldn’t. I’m so sorry for your loss, Chong. For yours too, Constance.”

      Constance broke down and cried. Blake held her tight and comforted her.

      After a while, she took a huge sniff and broke away from her nephew. She looked at Emanual. “What about my daughter?”

      “It’s why you are here. She is on the farm.”

      She looked at Blake and then at Sir Robert. “What?”

      “She looks more like Uncle Lee,” Blake said.

      “You saw her!” She cupped her mouth.

      He wrapped his arms around his aunt and brought her to his chest. “I held her just like this and I spent time with her. She can’t shift to her dragon form anymore.”

      Constance’s muffled cries broke my heart.

      “She is alive. She will be fine.” Blake chuckled and his mom spoke softly to Sir Robert.

      “She is a fine young lady, too,” Sir Robert said. “Went through a lot of rough, but just perfect.”

      Blake’s mom sniffed and lifted her head to look at Robert. “She looks like Lee.”

      Everyone laughed, and Constance finally snorted a laugh. “I want to see her. I want to go in.”

      “It’s why you are here. We thought the same. Go in, help them get packing and help us get them out. There are no two more organized women I know than you and my mom.”

      She looked at Isabel and she got up and the two sisters hugged each other. “She is alive, sis. That's all that matters.”

      More sniffs came from Constance. “Does she know I’m coming?”

      “No, we didn’t tell her.”

      She laughed as tears rolled down her face and she wiped them away. She looked at the ceiling and closed her eyes.

      Master Longwei excused himself and left. King Helmut followed him.

      The rest started telling Isabel and Constance everything. Goran didn’t allow magic on that side and it would be crucial to use only abilities in need. He knew when someone used magic and always investigated.

      In two days, they wanted to bring as many out as they could and take as many inside as they could.

      “I need to see her, please.”

      “Tomorrow.” Sir Robert said.

      “No, tonight.”

      “Constance!”

      “Bob, please. She is all I have left.”

      I kept seeing her dragon form, wanting to go through the creepers to get to her family and how Isabel had to stop her. “I’ll take her.”

      “Bear?”

      “Dad, please.”

      He closed his eyes as Constance begged Sir Robert.

      “Okay, fine. Only a small group. In and out. You leave your mom and aunt there and come back with Elena, Blake. Tomorrow is an important day.”

      Blake nodded at his dad.

      “Thank you, thank you.” Constance grabbed Sir Robert’s hand.

      “I guess we should go pack then,” Isabel said, and they got up from their chairs. Constance mouthed her thank you, and I nodded as they walked out of the library.

      Sir Robert sighed.

      “I know it’s a detour in your plan, but you should’ve expected this, Dad. Telling her she wouldn’t sleep tonight at all.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I should’ve known that. It’s not a problem. Just stick to the plan.”

      “I will. You have my word.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Dad said. “Just to make sure that they settle in.”

      “Elena needs her rest as she will take through plenty of people the next day,” Sir Robert spoke.

      “It’s probably why the Viden saw us both,” Blake said.

      “Meaning?” I asked.

      “She didn’t see your fear of the creepers.”

      “Haha.”

      Everyone chuckled.
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      We went through the creepers before nightfall. It would be early morning on that side and it would be a great time to get through.

      Isabel and Constance were ready. Connie packed another basket, and then David came down the stairs with a huge backpack.

      “David?”

      “I need to see him. Please, Elena.”

      “I’m okay with it,” Connie spoke in a softer tone as she grabbed my hand.

      “Why not,” Dad said. “We told him he can go. A day won’t make a difference. Three swallow annexes is not a bad idea either.”

      The sun was still up as everyone plopped their bags on the truck. David ran through the list of all the things that had to be done daily.

      “We know, love.” Connie touched her husband’s face. “Stop worrying about the lodge, go spend time with him.”

      “We might have to wake them up. If it’s like almost two days, it might still be in the middle of the night,” Blake said. His mind was always on the go.

      “Two days?” I asked.

      “You were asleep. It was almost two days. The days felt longer, to be honest.”

      “Two days?”

      He nodded as we said goodbye and jumped on the truck.

      Blake’s mom and her sister spoke to one another, and I could see the longing in Constance’s eyes. Her hands fidgeted, she couldn’t sit still, and Isabel grabbed them with hers for them to stop fidgeting.

      We reached a safe distance from the creepers, and Blake’s mom gaped, staring at them. We all jumped off the truck, and I loved how Blake helped his mom while Dad lent a hand to Constance.

      David looked comical with his big bag, the same kind Dad had when we entered the first time.

      We took in Dad first and the concern of both women left their lips. David explained it as we neared, and then we disappeared. We slowly retreated to the other side, and it was still dark.

      “We need to get the time thing right,” Dad said.

      “I’m on it,” Blake pressed something on his watch.

      “You’ll be okay?” Blake asked.

      “I’m not scared. I’ll devour them,” Dad answered.

      “Okay?” Blake’s eyes grew as he stared at me, pulling out my laughter. We rushed back to the other side and brought in David next. He was in awe of the glow and once we exited the other side, he fell on his knees and almost kissed the ground.

      We had to work fast and went back to get Isabel. She gasped and looked mesmerizing around her as we stepped into the core.

      Blake held her tight against him and me from behind as we walked out.

      Isabel kept voicing her fear at the creepers with murmurs, and finally it was time to get Constance.

      The inside didn’t take her breath away as she was in thought. She didn’t care, she only wanted to get to the other side, back to her daughter.

      We exited and followed the path that led to the farms. The two sisters voiced that this side felt so unnatural with no stars in the sky. The air was wrong too. Blake was on alert as my heart thumbed at a crazy speed behind my ribcage.

      When the spotlight went on and blinded our eyes, we knew we were near. It was so quiet and Blake knocked on the door.

      Gertrude opened it quite fast. “Blake. It’s not even two days.”

      “They have time wrong here. It’s like thirty-six hours. We need to know precisely.”

      “What? Come in.”

      We entered, and she paused as she saw David.

      “Gertie,” he sang, and she shrieked, tears spilling down her eyes and his as they laughed and hugged each other, swaying side to side.

      “You want to give him a heart attack?” Gertrude sniffed.

      “No.” David chuckled. “I just couldn’t wait any longer.”

      She sniffed. “Who are they?”

      “My mom and her sister,” Blake answered.

      She looked at them both and then at Blake as tears pulled in her eyes. “Annie?”

      “She was adamant.” Blake cocked his head at his aunt.

      She looked at both women. “Which one?”

      Isabel pointed at Constance, who grabbed Gertrude. “Thanks for taking care of her.”

      “It’s my pleasure. She is such a kind young lady.”

      Constance sniffed. “Sorry, I’m still a blubbering mess because of that idiotic husband of mine. He never thinks. She was so little.”

      “Shh, it’s all good.”

      “Where is she?”

      “I’ll go wake her up.”

      “No, no, don’t. Just point me to her room. I don’t want to wake her up yet. Let her sleep.”

      “Okay.” Gertrude took Constance to Annie’s room, and Blake’s mom followed.

      We went to the kitchen and waited for her to come back. She was already cooking up a storm.

      Her footsteps rushed down the steps and found us in the kitchen as I stirred the eggs.

      “Where are the others?” she asked Dad.

      “Afraid they are planning like crazy for tomorrow. These two just couldn’t wait that long.”

      She laughed and filled up the silver kettle and put it on the burner.

      “It’s exactly like I remembered it,” David said, and put his bag down on the floor next to him.

      “Well, it’s not like we had a mall to go buy new things,” Gertrude said.

      “You did good for the past fifteen years, Gertie. I’m proud.”

      Gertrude’s cheeks reddened as she got coffee cups ready. Footsteps rushed down the steps, followed by Isabel and Constance's soft voices.

      Constance broke down in tears.

      “What did you expect? It’s fifteen years, she is not little anymore. They all grow up,” Isabel said.

      She sniffed. “I know. I lost so much time.”

      “You didn’t miss the most important dates. You will be there.”

      She nodded. Constance still wiped her tears as she came to sit down on the chairs by the table in the kitchen.

      Gertrude put a tray filled with cups and put it in the middle of the table. “And?”

      “She is perfect, just all grown up.”

      “That happens so fast.”

      Constance sniffed.

      “Well, I have to finish breakfast.”

      “Let us help, please,” Isabel said and then Constance jumped up too.

      David couldn’t stop talking as the time carried on and Marcus was the first one to enter the kitchen. He paused as his eyes landed on David, who blabbered, making Gertrude laugh. “David?”

      “Marcus, my boy.” His arms flung open. “Look at you. All the gray hairs and the wrinkles.”

      Amusement rippled from Marcus as he wrapped his arms around David. “You got shorter.”

      “I’m afraid age does that to you.”

      Charles walked down the hallway as the two still spoke, and he frowned. When David spoke, he stopped. I motioned for him to come and his steps grew bigger.

      “David?” Charles asked.

      The two men stared at each other and then they both shortened the space between them and embraced in a hug. Charles bawled his eyes out, and David soon followed as he tried to calm his rider. It brought tears to my eyes.

      “I thought you were dead,” David spoke and sniffed.

      Charles laughed. “I got the deed earlier, and I had to come to share it with the kids.”

      “You should’ve phoned me.” Tears still glistened in David’s eyes.

      “I regretted that for the past fifteen years,” Charles said and hugged his dragon again.

      They both laughed and just bicker about how age didn’t work for them both. After the introductions were made and Constance thanking Charles for his kindness, they talked about the lodge. Everyone kept waking up and joining us in the kitchen.

      “Plucky, you are back.” Annie almost jumped on his lap. “I was so scared that you wouldn’t come back.”

      “Hey, I’m not leaving you here. I’ll always come back.”

      “I know.” Her eyes caught Isabel sitting in front of us having her cup of tea and Constance froze standing at the sink.

      “Who is this?” Annie asked, and looked at Blake.

      “My mom?” Blake answered.

      Annie gasped. “Aunty Isabel?” She almost crawled over the table and grabbed Isabel around the neck, eliciting more laughter.

      “Anouk?” Constance spoke, and she gasped as her gaze flickered to the sink.

      She looked at Isabel again and then at Constance. Her eyebrows furrowed. “Mom?”

      Constance nodded with a smile as her lower lip vibrated.

      Annie jumped from her chair and slammed into her mother’s embrace. Constance kissed her all over her face. “If your father was alive, he would’ve been dead by my hands. I’m so upset with him.”

      “Shhh, Dad tried to make things better for us.”

      “Etan wasn’t his responsibility. You were.”

      “Mom?”

      She touched her face. “You are so beautiful. Look just like your father, too.” She kissed her on top of her head. “I’m so sorry that I couldn’t be with you.”

      “Don’t. You are here now. Why did you come? They are not kind to dragons. You shouldn’t be here.”

      “You really ask me that?” Constance’s voice faltered.

      “Oh, your mother almost got killed by the creepers trying to get to you fifteen years ago?” Isabel said.

      “What?” Annie asked.

      “You are my life. I’m never leaving you again.” Constance planted her lips on Annie’s forehead.

      Annie kept hugging her mother. “How is grandad?”

      “He is okay? He struggles with the news of your dad, but he sends his love, and he is waiting for you on the other side.”

      “We have to go,” Dad said.

      “You are not staying for breakfast?” Gertrude asked.

      “Not this time, I’m afraid. Miss Important has to get back.” He looked at me.

      “Are you leaving?” Annie asked her mom.

      “No, they are leaving. I’m staying.”

      Her lips fanned into a smile as she hugged her mother again.

      “I’ll be staying too, help where we can with the packing for now, until the creepers are gone,” Isabel said.

      “Is it really happening?” Annie asked.

      “It is. We are leaving in two days, so Gertrude, wherever you want us, we are here to help,” Constance said.

      Gertrude nodded in a daze as she looked at her husband.

      “I’ll take you back with the truck,” Charles said.

      “I’m staying too.”

      “So I’m stuck with you now, too?” Charles asked, looking at David.

      “Just like old times.”

      Charles laughed, followed by all the others.

      Dad, Blake, and I were the only one going back and Blake hugged his mom goodbye.

      He rushed out of the door behind us and jumped on the truck.

      “Behave,” Isabel said, and he saluted her as David drove the truck back to the creepers. He was already falling in ease on this side.

      The truck stopped, and we jumped off the truck. Charles and David got out.

      “Remember to check your watch. What time is it now?” Dad asked.

      “Time is different?” Charles asked, and we nodded.

      “It’s around five in the morning,” Blake said.

      “Okay, so mine said it’s already eleven at night.”

      “When we get back, we will know exactly how time works. Stay safe,” Dad said, and the three of us walked back to the creepers. We got out on the other side and Dad wasn’t in the mood to walk back, so he changed into his dragon form and flew the two of us back to the lodge.

      He landed in no time, and Sir Robert was the first to reach us

      “They are safe,” Dad said.

      “How was it?”

      “A lot of tears. But happy ones,” Blake answered.

      “I can imagine.” Sir Robert’s lips quirked.

      “The team arrived?” Dad asked as he changed back. I obviously looked away. Seeing my dad naked might scar me for the rest of my life.

      “Most of them had. They all went to sleep and I suggest the two of you do the same. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”

      “Will do?”
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      A horrible dream about my dad woke me up. I found Blake’s arm around me, immediately settled down, and drifted away again. The next morning, I woke up. His spot was tidied up again, no sign that anyone had slept there.

      I got dressed and went downstairs. I hoped it was nighttime again when we would go through.

      Special ops filled the entire dining room, and King Helmut blended in with his men. He treated them like equals. A few sirs came too, but they were part of the dragon fleet and were there on Sir Robert’s orders. He had a private conversation with them that had Blake’s interest.

      “Are those the men that are going deeper into Etan?” I asked.

      Blake nodded. “The redhead, James, my dad wants him to get as close as he can to your father. Your dad knows him well. He’ll get word to him. They had many ways to communicate.”

      “What is everyone wearing?”

      “Oh, those are the buyos. It’s a nifty contraption that has the gift to turn you into anyone. They had to build half the quota to pull this off in a month’s time. My dad said they worked nonstop to get the first batch out. They actually created a lot, more than I thought would be possible.”

      “Wouldn’t Goran pick up that magic entered Etan?”

      “It doesn’t matter at the moment. We are going to get a lot of them out today, Elena.”

      “What if they are not ready?”

      “With my mom and Constance on that side. They will be.”

      I smiled. “I’m glad we took her. Seeing the reunions made this so much worth it.”

      He touched my face. “You will see your dad, too. I don’t want to miss that one for the world.”

      After breakfast, there was a small meeting where King Helmut explained everything. When he mentioned my name, all eyes shifted on me and back to King Helmut. They all had their responsibilities and almost fifty of them were going in.

      It was going to be a long day.

      I started with Sir Robert’s dragons so that they have the night to travel to where they had to be. They waited for all the members of their group and said goodbye.

      Then we started taking in King Helmut’s men. Emanual was first, followed by the rest. There were even women among them, and a special group left together in a different direction once their entire group got through the creepers.

      The rest all waited to go with us to the farms. There were about twenty of them dressed in ragged robes to blend in if anyone was going to stop us.

      David’s laughter came from the porch as we got closer.

      “Already?” David asked.

      “What time is it?” Dad asked. He refused to leave my side.

      “It’s nine at night.”

      “A day and a half.” He looked at Blake, who nodded.

      “I hope you have a place for all of them.”

      “The barn is big,” Charles said, eliciting laughter. “Just kidding. We have sorted you into homes that have a room or two.”

      “It’s only for tonight. Tomorrow, they will take your places and you all will get out.”

      “Emanual?” Charles sounded worried.

      “Relax. I’ll show you how the buyos work, and then you will be at ease. We just need everyone’s DNA.”

      Charles nodded and the look on his face spoke a million words. They were finally leaving.

      Emanual put his hand on Charles’ shoulder. “Just for a short while. Out of danger until the creepers come down. You know the king will give you back the deed.”

      He nodded.

      We all entered Charles’ home and in the next hour or two ops guys left with other farmers where they were going to stay for the next few weeks.

      Gertrude rushed between everyone, trying to make sure that they packed all the important things. She was close to having a panic attack, and then Constance calmed her down and took over.

      In the next few hours, rows and rows of bags stood against the wall in their lounge.

      “Elena, I think you should use the night time to get some of them out,” Dad said.

      “So soon?” Gertrude asked.

      “You want to stay here, or do you want to breathe in genuine air and see the stars?” Dad asked, and Gertrude laughed as tears filled her eyes.

      “All of us?”

      Dad nodded and gave her a hug. “That was the deal.”

      Blake picked up bags and the ops guys helped while Emanual and Dad collected DNA and put them in buyos. I stared in awe at how the op guys changed into the person they got the DNA from. Everyone gaped and the little ones did not know who was their actual parent. You couldn’t even tell the difference. That was one hell of an invention.

      Raymond, one op-guy that was going to take Luke’s place, drove the truck with the first group, which was Charles’ family. They were all somber, afraid of what was going to await on the other side. Constance and Isabel were with this group. There was no way she would let Annie go without her. She kept her promise to her daughter.

      We stopped as close as possible to the creepers and everyone got out.

      Blake and I took Dad through first to show them how it was done. When we exit the other side, nobody waited. “I’m going to get David’s truck. Whoever you bring through, tell them to wait on this spot, Elena.”

      We went back immediately and took Isabel out so that they have someone there from the other side when they get back.

      David was next. “No, take Charles first.”

      “David?” Charles said.

      “No, go.”

      He nodded and looked at his family. “See you on the other side.”

      They all hugged him as if they were going to part with him for a long time. They were such a tight family. We took Charles in. He reacted just like the others when he saw the core.

      “David collected plenty of them,” Blake said as Charles tried to pluck one.

      “Of course he has.”

      We walked through the other side and Charles cried and fell on his knees as he took in a deep breath.

      Isabel was at his side, and crouched down, rubbing his back. “Go, I have this.”

      Blake left as the truck groaned on the horizon with Sir Robert and King Helmut on the back and the queen in front.

      “Is it going to be like that for all of them?” I asked as we entered the core.

      “Only the ones that knew that side. Fear might be on the ones that don’t know another life.”

      The kids. I struggled to imagine what they were going through. We walked out, and Constance begged for Annie to be next. She just wanted her to be out of this hellhole.

      “You ready, Jellybean?”

      She looked at her mom with eyes pulling down at the corners. “Go.” Constance kissed her. “I’ll see you soon, promise.”

      She nodded and left with us. She whimpered while I kept my eyes closed. The hissing didn’t stop, but they didn’t strike us once.

      “Keep your eyes closed,” Blake said.

      Inside took her breath away and dampened the horror of the creepers. Blake plucked her a flower and handed it to her. “You are going to shine soon, just like this flower.”

      Her lips curved as she looked at him. “You are so sweet.”

      “I know.” He fluttered his eyelashes and elicited a round of laughter.

      We exited, and Annie ran to her aunt. I was glad that Charles had calmed down, speaking to King Helmut like old friends. I could only imagine what the kids were going to do when they saw him.

      “Elena,” the queen called and gave us some water. We took a few sips. “She is not a dragon. She is human.”

      “I said nothing,” Blake said.

      “No, but she took in plenty this morning and came out with many as if she was a robot. She is royalty, for crying out loud.”

      “Yes, Blake. Royalty,” King Helmut said.

      Queen Maggie shook her head at her husband’s humor, and Blake’s dimples showed. “Okay, sorry.”

      “Get going.” The queen gave me a tap on my bum. We went back in and burst out laughing when the creepers consumed us.

      “She is worse than my mom,” Blake said and brought out Constance.

      Marcus, Gertrude, Tom, Steve, Daisy and Cassie all came on this trip with us. David was last. Already taking up his duties as a dragon again. This time it wasn’t just his rider, it was his family.

      Cassy jumped in fright when she saw King Helmut, and the look on his face made me feel so sorry for him.

      Charles went on his knee and was in line with Cassy’s eyes. “It’s King Helmut, the wyvern king’s twin, the good one, not the bad one.”

      Blake hugged me as Cassy stared at King Helmut and then at her pops. “They’ll get used to him.”

      The next family waited when we got back to the other side, and this time, more ops guys paraded close to the creepers to make sure there wouldn’t be an ambush waiting.

      The sky changed from a dark blue to a yellow-orange when we had taken about thirty to the other side

      “You okay, princess?”

      I slapped Blake playfully. “I’m fine. We knew it was going to be difficult, long hours. It’s my duty. Let me do this.”

      “Okay.”

      We reached the fifty mark in two hours.

      When we tried to take through member number fifty-one, the creepers went ballistic and Blake moved back fast.

      “What is going on?” I asked, scared that the creepers couldn’t smell my scent anymore.

      Emanual and Blake stared at the creepers as the others twittered.

      “How many did we take out?”

      “Blake?”

      “How many, Emanual?”

      “They count?” I yelled as Emanual started counting with the help of Raymond.

      “The two of you are fifty. She is fifty-one. They can count.”

      “So we can get out?”

      Emanual nodded. “Tell Helmut to bring in five more troops. They should be there by now. We will wait here.”

      “No, go back. We will come to you when we bring in more.”

      “Okay, hurry.”

      “She needs her rest too, Emanual. The sun is almost coming up. Tomorrow night, we will take out the rest. You have many ops guys here to protect them.”

      He nodded. “See you tomorrow night.”

      We left and got out, rushing to Charles and Dad.

      “Where are the rest? What happened?” the queen asked.

      “The creepers count. Fifty went in and only fifty came out.”

      “They count?” King Helmut pulled the brown bag off his head.

      The queen rolled her eyes as we tried to suppress our laughter.

      “Yes. I told Emanual to go back. The sun is almost coming up. I’m not at ease with the sun, doing this during the day.”

      “Okay, so tomorrow we will take in the rest. They are here now. Let me get them up to speed, and we will take this back up tomorrow.”

      “Great, I’m starving,” Blake said.

      “I’m tired.”

      “Of course you are,” the queen’s tone laid it on thick. “Let’s go.”
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      The others were worried when we got back and half of the farmers were stuck on the other side.

      King Helmut explained and David just listened to him in awe. The creepers revealed so many things about themselves.

      The ground behind the lodge had tents for the people of Etan set up and it sounded so jolly as they spoke to each other and just had a great time.

      Charles and his family got rooms inside and whoever Connie could accommodate at the lodge.

      A couple of Ops guys got tents too in order to make sure that the ones outside were at ease, that nothing would happen to them.

      I froze when I saw King Caleb sitting at the table.

      “When did he come?” Blake asked.

      “This afternoon. He spoke to Charles and heard it from his own words that King Albert is still alive,” Dad said.

      “He came?” I whispered.

      “I told you he will. He would give his life to your father. More men are going inside. He is bringing some of his best,” Dad said.

      I looked at Blake. “It means we can get all the farmers out.”

      He nodded.

      We ate with everyone and listened to stories about the old Paegeia. I didn’t want to leave as we sat around the fire and rested my head against Blake’s shoulder as Dad told a few stories about the kings when they were little and the amount of trouble they’d caused.

      My eyes closed with laughter filling the night, and then it was followed by silence.
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      The next morning, it was back to filling the quota of getting people out of Etan.

      We worked the entire night to get all the farmers out and stationed at David’s.

      Fifty of King Caleb’s men helped. We finished by getting all the farmers replaced with special troops. I went to bed after Blake had left for Dragonia. I was going to leave tomorrow with Master Longwei while the two kings of Paegeia were going to finish putting Sir Robert’s plan into action.

      I had to come back in a week to exchange groups so that they could get the intel that was gathered.

      The next morning early, Connie made sure that I ate before the carriage took me and Master Longwei back to Dragonia. It was a silent ride. When the carriage landed, Blake waited outside on a bench.

      Master Longwei climbed out first, and I followed.

      “Thank you, Blake, for bringing my granddaughter back, both of you.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Master Longwei. General Lee was one of the bravest dragons I’d ever known.”

      “It’s kind of you, Blake. Get ready and go to class. You have a lot to learn.”

      He walked into the academy.

      “Is he going to be okay?” I asked, staring at Master Longwei’s retreating figure.

      “Give him time. Losing his only son still alive is difficult on him.”

      We said goodbye on the stairs and I went to the seventh floor.

      When I entered, Sammy shrieked and slammed into my body, hugging me. “You are back.”

      “It’s about time too. I hope Duclin will stop his crap now that you brought out a gazillion people from Etan,” Vicky said and she gave me a hug.

      Becky waved, sitting on her bed, and I waved back. “I would love to sleep for an entire week.”

      “I hear you. I would too. How is it on the other side?”

      Sammy’s hand smacked into her stomach, and a grunt expelled from Vicky’s lips as she moved her eyes toward Becky. I looked at Becky again, who stared at Sammy.

      “I saw that. It’s okay,” Becky said.

      “What is going on here?” I wanted to know.

      “Her dad got trapped that night, too. The tabloids are going crazy since word got out that you entered through to Etan with my brother and came out. They even went to the museum to see if that prophecy had turned color.”

      “And?” I wanted to know.

      “It turned color.”

      “Meaning that Duclin spoiled a wonderful evening,” Becky said.

      “They got the ancient’s comment about all this, too?” A snide tone parsed through my lips.

      “Oh, they did,” Sammy answered. “He just said no comment and went into how he only try to protect Paegeia from imposters.”

      “Well, I’m not an imposter. How much more do I have to do to please that guy?”

      “Nobody can please him, Elena, nobody,” Vicky said.

      He made me crazy.

      I looked at Becky as I plopped my bag on my bed. “Is your dad still alive?”

      She shrugged. “He was one of your father’s men. That was why he was there that night.”

      “You lived in Etan too?”

      “Yeah, we visited Rosa, Dad’s dragon’s mother, when the creepers came. So we do not know what happened that night.”

      “We will know in two weeks. King Caleb came,” I said, looking at all three of them.

      “Yeah, everyone questioned why he sent his men in, too.”

      “Because of my dad, Sammy. He is alive. They saw him a month ago.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t lie.”

      “I’m not saying you did. The explosion didn’t kill him?”

      “You knew about that?”

      “King Caleb spoke about it before he left and only said he needed to speak to the people that came out of Etan.”

      I zipped open my bag.

      “So your father is coming home in two weeks?”

      “If he is still alive. They try to see if they can’t get close to him as they hold him in a city called Sovereign.”

      “Sovereign still exists!” Sammy’s eyes grew.

      “The scientists got the perimeters wrong, or so your brother said. A lot of cities still exist. We just don’t know in what condition.”

      “Is my mom still on the other side?”

      “No, she is back.”

      “You really found my cousin?”

      I nodded. “I almost bawled when Constance reunited with her. It’s so happy and sad at the same time.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “I have to go back in a week’s time to get more men out and take more men in. It’s tiring.” I told them about the core and how beautiful it was. All three of them stayed super quiet as I told them everything. We had time to go for a quick breakfast and I found Blake speaking to a group of his friends sitting at the table.

      We slipped past them and Becky held her head low as we passed.

      When I stopped, I looked at her. “You sure you are okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just one of your boyfriend’s buddies is treating me like crap and I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it.”

      I looked at his table and the guy with dark hair and blue eyes turned his head to look at Blake again.

      I squinted, and I saw Blake staring at him, too. He flickered his gaze to me and I shrug wanting to know what was his problem and Blake’s lips curved.

      “What?” the guy barked at Blake.

      “You are a fucking idiot.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Blake shook his head, and I looked at Becky. “The guy with the dark hair?”

      “Yeah.”

      We dished up, and I knew Blake would fill me in class with what his problem was with her.

      When the bell rang, Blake and I walked together to class. “You know why he treats her like crap for no reason?”

      “Shh.”

      I saw the guy rushing past us up the stairs to the upper level. They had enhanced hearing.

      We entered Sir Edward’s class and walked to our spot. Everyone applauded, including Sir Edward and Blake bowed as my warmth rolled off my body in waves. We climbed up the stairs and plopped down in our seats.

      Blake put his shield over us, and Sir Edward’s word grew silent. “He is her dragon.”

      “What?”

      “A dragon always knows. It’s been bugging me since orientation. Because he is Chromatic, he would take it to his grave. She is his rider.”

      “She hasn’t ascended yet.”

      “You have my word. She is a lightning wielder.”

      “But she could be any Moon bolt’s rider, right?”

      “No, a dragon always knows.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That is why he treats her like that?”

      Blake nodded. “He doesn’t realize that he is showing everyone that she is his rider.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      The shield disappeared.

      “Blake?”

      “Oh, fuck.”

      I snorted.

      “Sorry, I didn’t pay attention.”

      “Yes, I know. Your shield is quite impressive.”

      “Sorry, Sir Edward.”

      He carried on with his lecture, and we gave all our attention. When the bell rang, it was Art of War, and Blake made it extra hard on me today. I only got twice the upper hand. He had grips that were worse to get out than Mia’s, and I tapped out more than I wanted to. My fighting style changed a lot.

      In aviant, we flew low to the ground and Alex, the professor and her Rider, Professor Millikoff, stayed with us. We were making progress, at least.

      The other classes were interesting, but still difficult. I excelled in Latin, but only because I heard it as English. Thanks to the fact that I was part of a dent.

      When the last bell rang, heaviness pulled at my eyes and announcements of Warbel tryouts were everywhere in the hallways.

      I didn’t know what Warbel was.

      I opened my door, and I found Vicky sitting on the edge of her bed. She looked as if a ghost slapped all the life out of her. “You okay?”

      “She just got back from the Viden.”

      “Oh crap, what did she say?” I asked.

      Vicky shook her head.

      “Did her eyes lit up and sounded as if she spoke in ten voices at once?” The questions flew from my lips.

      “How do you know?” Sammy asked.

      “Lucian told me that is what she does when she makes a true foretelling.”

      Vicky nodded without a single word coming from her.

      “Okay, what did she say?” Sammy tried this time.

      “Something scary that involved a journey through the Ackerwoods that would lead to the other side.”

      “What?”

      “Dragons can go to the other side. It’s not that scary, apart from the Aeckerwoods.”

      “I hope it’s not in the book of Shadows, otherwise they are going to force me to go.”

      “Relax. We can check once our wax figures get revealed,” I said.

      “Go take a shower to get some color back,” Becky said and Vicky got up from the bed and left for the bathroom. She closed the door.

      I looked at Becky. “I know why he is so mean to you.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Shh, theater voice.”

      “The rooms are soundproof,” Sammy said.

      I didn’t know that.

      Becky grabbed my hand. “Why?”

      “Blake thinks it’s because he is your dragon.”

      “What?” She looked at Sammy and back at me.

      “He said it could be the only reason he is acting like an idiot.”

      “It’s why he told him he was an idiot?”

      “Yeah, but he is Chromatic, so he would take it to his grave.”

      “I’m going to be a lightning wielder?”

      “Eeeek!” Sammy clapped her hands.

      “No, it’s not eeek. An idiot is going to be my dragon, a Chromatic dragon. I won’t be able to beat him.”

      “It’s what Blake thinks. He can be wrong.”

      “He is the alpha of all the dragons. Is he ever wrong?”

      I shrugged.

      She cussed and looked as if the information had sentenced her to death.

      “Hey, it’s not the end of the world. You cross that bridge when you get there. You still need to get your lightning and claim him. So a lot of time needs to pass.”

      “Yeah, besides, it’s not set in stone, right? There could be another reason,” she said.

      “A dragon always knows.”

      “Elena!” Sammy’s eyes grew as she stared at me.

      “What. She said she didn’t know. I’m just giving her the most plausible answer.”

      “Great, an asshole is going to be my dragon. Just my luck.”

      “Hey, calm down. I’m sure you can choose.”

      “If I’m his rider.”

      “Yeah, nobody knows that but us.”

      She took a huge breath and blew it out through her nose.

      “I’m sure there are other Moon-bolts that you can claim.”

      She nodded, but that information didn’t change any features on her face.

      “Settled then,” Sammy said. “We keep our mouths shut about my brother’s hunch and you will choose any other Moon-Bolt but him when the time comes.”

      Oh, boy. I did not know if that was a possibility, as the other Moon-bolts didn’t act that way with her. It was only him.
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      I drifted away after I fought with Catherine. Losing hope was the worst thing that could happen to a man.

      Months had passed since Elena’s claiming. She had told no one. Why?

      Catherine fought, saying she was only sixteen and scared. I shouldn’t have put that responsibility on her shoulders.

      I wished it was Catherine that saw her and not me.

      She replied with a snide comment about how that privilege only belonged to the men and that she had died here and was tied to this place.

      I told her so many times to rest, but the woman was stubborn, even in death.

      I woke up with horrible squawking bird calls. Sometimes it felt as if Goran put a spell on them to steal our sleep.

      Travis crawled to the beams. His cell was in front of mine.

      “Is it just me, or is that…”

      I listened to the bird calls. It wasn’t just random squawking. It was a message. I crawled closer to the gate and listened when they squawked again.

      Warmth heated my core as a chuckle rustled through my throat. I grasped the beams. Elena told them, meaning that they found a way past the creepers.

      The squawking came again, and it was my name wanting to know if I were alive.

      Laughter bubbled out of Travis and me, waking the other men up. Tears filled my eyes. My girl did it. She told them. Robert. My dragon’s face filled my thoughts.

      I sucked at the squawking, even if Bob said I was brilliant. I squawked back as best I could, wondering who it was. Bob had struggled with the sounds, so I knew it wasn’t him.

      Silence lingered as I prayed it wasn’t a stupid bird and we just wanted to hear what we wanted to hear.

      “What is happening—”

      “Shush,” Travis said.

      The squawk came again. Relief and my name.

      Travis laughed as the hope traveled through my body

      “Is that—”

      Travis shushed Etienne again when I squawked my reply, asking about Bob. Please be alive.

      They replied. My dragon was alive and determined to free his king and rider. They are doing it next week.

      Travis gasped, and the rest wanted to know what they said.

      I squawked back, telling them it was too soon.

      The reply came. Nothing was too soon, not for me and my noble men. He had to go, and we said goodbye.

      Happy tears fell down my cheeks as I slid down the wall to the ground and sniffed.

      “Albert?” Travis asked.

      “You heard right, Trav. It’s happening next week.”

      “What is happening next week?” Etienne and Matthew wanted to know.

      “We are going home, getting out of this hell whole. Albert didn’t lie when he said help was coming. How, Al, how?”

      “Not yet. I’ll tell you later.”

      Travis nodded and relaid what had just happened to the others.

      “I’m going home, love. I’m going to see her real soon.” My tone was hushed so that the others wouldn’t hear.

      “You better fight to get him out of your head and give her the father I always knew you would be. Love her for the both of us, please. Don’t forget about me. Tell her who I am and tell Tanya—”

      “Don’t. Forgive her. She is your Dent.”

      “She left her.”

      “Jaco didn’t. Forgive her, Kate.”

      I wished I could touch her. She had been here with me since day one. She was so real that I thought she was still alive, but I knew she wasn’t. If she was, Goran wouldn’t have kept her here.

      

      
        
        ELENA

      

      

      The next week, Blake spent every minute he could with me. We grew closer to each other, and he kept kissing my neck as I told him about how Becky took the news.

      “I don’t care. They have to sort it out the way we sorted it out.”

      “Grouchy much?”

      “Yes, you are not here with me.”

      “I’m afraid to be here with you, you make me forget about everything when I’m here with you.”

      Laughter slipped from his lips, laying half on top of me on the couch and kissed me again.

      I broke away. “Answer my question. Would she be able to choose another dragon if she wants?”

      “She could, but it’s not wise.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he is the best match for her.”

      “She hates the guy with a passion. I don’t blame her. He treats her like crap.”

      “Because he is a chromatic dragon. They all hate the rider-dragon thing. I did too at a stage. I was bad ass at it.”

      “It’s so sad that such an insignificant little girl brought you to your knees.”

      He breathed a laugh through his nose. “It is. I mean, the Dragonians I came up against were so brave and mean.”

      It sounded so flirty, leaving his lips.

      “I believe in love, not war.”

      “Ditto,” he said, and brought his lips closer to mine again. I wanted to lose myself with him like this and I wanted to forget about what awaited the next few days, but it would not change our reality. The fact was that the mission was right in front of us and I was going to die.
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      We left early the next morning. Me via the elevator, and Blake via flight.

      I got picked up by Emanual when I exited the elevator. The drive was a long one, but I got to know Emanual better.

      Today we had to take the first group in and bring back the other groups for intel.

      We had to wait for Blake but Emanual didn’t have time and took Blake’s place. I wondered why the Viden said both of us. Maybe it was just to show that it was his rider and not him because she struggled to see my future.

      We took about thirty new troops in and brought the first two groups back. Emanual and I walked out with one soldier from the second group and found Blake, with arms folded, waiting on the other side.

      His jaw muscles pumped as he glared at Emanual.

      “We are on a tight schedule,” Emanual said as he touched his shoulder.

      “Let’s go,” Blake said and took over from Emanual. We took another group in so that the third group could come back.

      The last guy was the redhead that Sir Robert begged to see if he could get closer to my dad.

      “And?” I asked.

      “Let’s go, Lass.” He spoke and took Blake’s arm as I got pulled in front of them. The guy showed no fear.

      “James, did you see him?” Blake asked.

      “Aye, the king is alive.”

      I cupped my lips as I stared with wide eyes at him as Blake stared at James, who roared out his laughter as he slapped Blake on the back. We reached the core as the warmth of knowing my real dad was still alive crawled into my gut.

      We reached the other side and when we walked out, Caleb, Sir Robert, and Helmut waited for James’ verdict.

      He nodded and smiled. “The bugger is still alive.”

      King Caleb went down on his haunches, Helmut pumped the air and Sir Robert stared at the creepers.

      “Dad, it’s one more week,” Blake said.

      “Anything can happen in a week.”

      “Not likely,” James said. “This situation is a bit messed up, but Goran wouldn’t do it. I picked up word of a plan. The wyverns on that side make my scales rattle.”

      “Did you see him?” Sir Robert asked.

      “Naw, we communicated through bird whistles. I couldn’t use the dove call as I had seen none of them, so I used the screechers that annoy the crap out of me.”

      “Time?” Sir Robert asked.

      “Three in the morning.”

      “You’re sure it’s him?”

      “No one can make bird sounds like Albert. It’s him.”

      Sir Robert laughed as tears lingered in his eyes.

      “He knows we are coming. Here is my report. Read in his words what he said.”

      “Through bird whistles?” I asked.

      “Aye, lass, very complicated language, but yes. A couple of us knew it.”

      “Does my brother know?” Helmut asked.

      “I didn’t see him. He stays in Boliva and only comes once a month to have a word with Albert. I don’t know what they talk about as he gets taken away from the others.”

      “Are the men waiting for us?” Caleb asked.

      “They’ll be ready. I just wish I could see the condition they are in, as the others that made sure I got close access kept telling me they look mighty skinny.”

      “We’ll fatten them up fast. We have to get them out of there,” Caleb said.

      “One more week,” Helmut said. “If Bob can wait, so can you.”

      He nodded.

      My father was still alive. They had that evening more meetings that I wasn’t part of, but Blake sat in.

      I visited Charles and Annie. She was more acquainted with her mother and aunt and there were signs that the construction to build tiny houses started. We walked past foundations. It looked like a tiny village. I guessed magic had a limit, but then David always had this thing for hard labor. He told me once that it kept a man humble, knowing that he did something with his own hands.

      I helped to set up dinner. Connie served three seatings since the fleet members came and the royals made sure that she got every penny in order to do this. Queen Maggie called it her project. She loved to help people wherever she could.

      The women helped where they could and the transition was coming along great.

      “It was great to see Adolph again.”

      “He visited,” I asked Charles.

      Charles nodded. “He has always been one ancient that reached out to the people. One of my favorites.”

      I smiled. “Thank heavens it wasn’t Duclin.”

      “The old bugger is still alive?”

      I nodded.

      “Yeah, he is as smart as they come, but not very bright with making the hard decisions. He always thinks that people have an agenda.”

      The news of my father being alive hit the tabloids fast, and they had interviews with James to find out more. Everywhere, people rejoiced and got ready for when he was going to come back home.

      I was going to see him in a week’s time and the reunion was gnawing on my stomach. I didn’t know what to expect.

      The second seating finished, and Connie prepared for the thirty we brought out today. They were still in the meeting. I was dying to know what they spoke about.

      “You are mighty quiet today, Elena. What is on your mind?”

      “That clear?”

      Connie nodded.

      “My dad, what he went through? What he feels knowing it’s a week away, and everything can happen in a week’s time.”

      “I know. Just keep in mind, if he had held on this long, knowing that help is coming, a week is nothing.”

      “What if Goran kills him? Had enough of him.”

      “He wouldn’t give Goran reasons to kill him. From what I gathered, Goran knows by killing the king, he would lose control over Etan. He is dark, not stupid. There is a vast difference.”

      My lips quirked.

      She rubbed my back. “You will see him, and get to meet who he is to all of us, Elena. Your father is a fighter. He will fight through this one.”

      I helped to take the food to the tables. The doors to the library opened, and everyone in the meeting streamed out.

      They chatted, were in high spirits as they walked into the dining area.

      My gaze found Blake. He looked drained, or maybe he just didn’t like something that was said.

      I sat down next to him and ate supper.

      “Tomorrow doctors are coming to draw some of your blood. They are going to start with tests to create a serum that is going to bring down the creepers. I’ll be there. I won’t leave you.”

      “If there is blood going to be drawn, I’ll do it.” Constance winked as she took the seat across from us, sitting next to Anouk.

      The tightness around my shoulders disappeared, knowing that Constance would also be involved. The heaviness on his shoulders didn’t leave him.

      “What are you not telling me?”

      He looked at me, and the corner of his lips quirked. “What gives you that idea?”

      “I can see something is worrying you.”

      “My dad wants me to go with him.”

      “So we are going with your father?”

      “No. You need to stay.”

      My foretelling jumped into my head and I gaped at him. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “You are not ready to fight a war like this.”

      “I trained to claim you, right?”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “I didn’t say yield!” The entire dining area fell into silence as I jumped up and rushed out of the lodge. How could he even think that? Then again, he did not know about the foretelling that I’d kept from him.

      I took a huge breath, trying to calm everything that stirred inside of me. The evenings here were beautiful. The sky sparkled with stars as there weren’t any clouds in the sky.

      I couldn’t lose him now. Tears laid thick in my eyes, imagining being away from him like that. I put my hands on top of my head and took deep breaths, trying to pull the tears back.

      Footsteps rustled behind me, but I didn’t turn around to see who it was. His scent caressed my nostrils as he wrapped an arm around me. “It’s not about me submitting. It’s about keeping you safe so that your father can meet you,” Blake said.

      “You want me to sit this one out?” My voice faltered.

      “Yes, please.”

      I turned around. “I can’t.”

      His jaw muscles pumped as his one eye twitched. “Why not?”

      Tears filled my eyes as the foretelling kept playing a loop in my head. “I can’t, please.”

      “I need a better reason, as I can’t sit this one out. They need my pink kiss.”

      “To kill?”

      “It’s war. You heard what they said about Goran. He got stronger. My pink kiss might be the only thing that can kill him.”

      A tear rolled down my cheek.

      He wiped it away with his thumb. “What is it you are not telling me, Elena?”

      I had no choice. Air expelled from my body as I closed my eyes. I opened it and stared at the ground.

      “Elena?”

      “I got a foretelling, okay?”

      He nodded. “What did it say?”

      “It was gibberish but the key message was that something is going to happen inside those creepers, and I have to make a choice, otherwise the entire Paegeia would suffer. I can’t make that choice if we are not together.”

      Blake’s face softened and he pulled me into his chest. “It’s not this mission, okay?”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because you are not ready. She wouldn’t give you something if you were not ready. Nobody would be ready for that. It can be years from now. It’s not this one.”

      “She said the greatest mission.”

      “And you think it’s saving your dad? It’s not. It’s something else.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because Lucian and Tabitha aren’t ready, either. It’s something that requires two dents. Your dad’s mission doesn’t require two dents. Just brave men.”

      I got what he was saying. The second dent wasn’t ready. Something else was going to happen that is going to require two dents.

      He hugged me tight. “But it’s great that you would take my place without thinking about it.”

      “What?”

      “You forgot the last part of that foretelling. I’m the only thing that can destroy Paegeia.”

      “You knew it was mine.”

      “Of course I knew it was yours. It won’t happen.”

      “We don’t even know what is going to happen, Blake.”

      “I’ll figure it out. That is a promise.”

      “Stop making promises.” I hated how the promises bound them to keep it.

      He kissed me hard on the lips. I couldn’t imagine my life without him. The Vastech plopped into my head and the kiss broke. I breathed hard.

      Blake planted his lips on my head and kept it there. The buzz overpowered my being, but not my thoughts. “Marry me,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “You have enhanced hearing. You heard that.”

      “Yeah, I doubt Herbert or your dad would give their consent.”

      “Then we marry the way my parents got married. In secret.”

      “Elena, you need a very special person for this.”

      “An ancient.” I nodded.

      “They are not big fans of us.”

      “One is. He will do it.”

      “Which one?”

      “You know which one.”

      He sighed. “The one that was affectionate with your mother. Who is he?”

      I swallowed hard.

      “Who, Elena?”

      “I promised I won’t tell. He is the only one standing with us. We can’t lose him.”

      He nodded but didn’t answer me.

      “If you are not ready, just say so.”

      His gaze flickered to mine. “It’s not that. I just don’t think you understand the severity of marrying a dragon, whether it’s Vastech or in a church in front of our families. It’s forever.”

      “I’m stuck with you for the rest of my life, if not longer, and thank heavens that feeling is mutual. ”

      He shook his head. “You are stuck with me for infinity.”

      I smiled and kissed him again. His saying sounded way much better.
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      I sent a crow to Papi and explained my situation to him, the reason I wanted to marry Blake in secret. I loved him more than life itself and they ordered me to sit this one out. We have to make it official forever.

      I waited a day for a crow back and Blake laid on my bed as the bird nipped my finger.

      I brought it to my lips and Blake shooed the bird away, not deserving a treat.

      He took my finger and kissed it softly. The pulsing got replaced by buzzing and when he pulled it back from his lips, the slight wound was closed.

      “I thought this one was messed up?”

      “I learned after Lucian’s incident. It used to hurt the crap out of others. It wasn’t as gentle as Constance’s healing and got better with her help.”

      I opened the letter and there were only two words written on it. Where and When.

      I smiled and showed Blake the letter. He raised his left eyebrow. “He sure is a romantic.”

      “He is. I think we remind him a lot about his dent. They did the same. Back then, they only had the Vastech ceremony. There weren’t churches and priests to marry a dragon and human pair.”

      “I know he isn’t royalty.”

      My abdomen pulsed with a hint of laughter as Blake still tried to guess what his ordeal was with the women of this family and the ancient. “No.”

      “Your dad knew?”

      “You would ask anything to find out who he is.”

      “My dad told me he made yours crazy with how obsessive he was over your mom. It worried him and he investigated. After a while, yours stopped.”

      “He told you why?”

      “Your dad didn’t share that part with mine. So he doesn’t know. He just said that he wasn’t a threat.”

      “He isn’t.”

      “Your dad knew.”

      “He found out for himself. My mom didn’t tell him.”

      “So your mom knew?”

      “Of course she knew. I promised him. Don’t make me break my promise, please?”

      “Fine.”

      I looked at the letter again. He didn’t ask for witnesses, and I guessed he would look after that part.

      “Tomorrow night,” Blake said.

      My left eyebrow lifted. “That fast?”

      “We go in on Sunday. I would like to spend some time with my wife.” He kissed my shoulder and the reality of saying I do to him and what usually happens on the honeymoon hit me like a tidal wave. Crap.

      I shook it off fast. I only cared about him. Whatever happened, happened. I wrote tomorrow. “What time?”

      “Seven.”

      I wrote the time.

      “I know the perfect place, too. It’s close by, secretive.”

      “Which is?”

      “The View Top Mountain.”

      “Your mountain?”

      “Yeah, I promised to take you there once we get the flying thing down. He has many ways to get there.”

      “Okay.” I wrote the place down and handed it to Blake.

      He squinted as he took the note from my hands. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I asked you. That should be my question.”

      “Don’t dodge the question.”

      “Always.”

      He kissed me on the tip of my nose and rolled up the note before squawking like a crow.

      The crow came and landed on Blake’s hand. He bent down closer to the crow and stared it in the eyes. “No biting.”

      The crow’s eyes turned green.

      “Blake?”

      “I told you it comes in handy. He’ll be okay.”

      He opened the tube that was on the grow’s leg, and then dunk the note in there, closing the lid. The crow flew away, and I looked at it disappearing on the horizon.

      “How do they do that?”

      “Disappearing into thin air?”

      I nodded.

      “Crows are different here. They are born with magic, as they were messengers a long time ago.”

      Blake turned around and pulled me closer to him. “One more day. I have to go, arrange a couple of things.” He kissed me on top of my head and left. “See you later.” He closed the door behind him. I was grateful for my roommates to give us time alone. I had a feeling that Becky was still not used to him.

      I met them at the cafeteria for dinner. They visited one of Vicky’s friends that she shared a room with during orientation week.

      Blake was nowhere to be seen during dinner, and I wondered what he was planning.

      I blushed as some sort of break alone with him popped up in my head. Crap, I didn’t think about that. I just wanted to have him forever linked to me if something might happen.

      My throat dried, and I swallowed hard.

      It’s Blake, Elena, not some stranger. Was it too fast, no? We would’ve ended in front of an altar saying our I dos.

      My stomach eased up as a warmth spread through my core. It was going to be an easy promise to forever.
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      I smelled Blake on my pillow the next morning. Tonight was going to be the night we were going to promise each other forever. I didn’t have to worry about vows, as the Vastech came with traditional vows. What I learned through mysteries, Vastechs were special and meant to last forever. I didn’t care if my father could annul it. Maybe that was why my grandfather changed his mind. Because the promises they made during the Vastech were sacred and magical.

      It was one reason I loved the tradition so much and to have Papi performed it was an honor. He was blood.

      I hated my father wouldn’t be there, but he wouldn’t understand. He would say I was too young to make this sort of promise. He would say I wasn’t ready for the responsibility, as the commitment would always be there.

      Still, I was nervous about tonight, after the wedding. I learned in school what happens, but I never had friends that went through it.

      “Hey, you okay?” Becky asked as Sammy and Vicky left.

      I shook my head.

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “I don’t know.” Heat warmed my cheeks.

      “Oh-oh, you took a step further with Blake?”

      “No.” I closed my eyes.

      “You want to?”

      I nodded, not being able to look at her. I wasn’t going into the Vastech thing with her.

      “My first time sucked, but it’s different for you. He is your dragon, your dent. Dents are so romantic. You don’t have to be insecure about your feelings, as you know it will last forever. I always had this dream of being a dent. I had an imaginary dragon when I was little. The other piece of my soul.”

      I chuckled.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Does it really hurt?”

      “It does, but it’s not that painful. It only hurts for like a few minutes and I’m sure if they know what they are doing, like I can imagine dragons do, they would make it special for the other one.”

      I nodded.

      “It’s about what he is going to do on Sunday. Are you scared?”

      “A little, but it’s not the reason. It’s forever, even longer. I can’t explain this feeling I have inside. I want it to be forever.”

      She smiled. “I understand. Go for it. Blake is the right one for you. He will never leave you, he will always protect you, he will die for you. He had proven it when Tabitha froze you. Everyone was terrified, and all I thought about was how deep his love was. I envy you, Elena.”

      “Please don’t. You will meet someone that will love you too, Becky.”

      “Not like that. There is only one dent in an era, two in this one. What are the chances of a third one?”

      I got what she was saying.

      “You want to go for breakfast, or do you have more questions?”

      “No, I’m good. Let’s go.”

      We left and didn’t speak another word of it. Becky was great at secrets.
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      The day went by fast. There was a joyous step in Blake’s strides, and he made jokes the entire day. He was excited about tonight and left to carry on preparing. What he prepared, I did not know, but it put me more on edge.

      I went to the library and looked through a couple of books on reproduction. Not that I wanted to reproduce yet, I just want to read more on the act.

      The books were useless, and I took a deep breath, putting it away. I’d never been this nervous about anything.

      My Cammy rang, and Blake’s name flashed on the screen. The girl standing at the end of the row glared at me.

      “Sorry,” I whispered as I ran out of the library to pick it up. His holograph appeared, sitting behind the steering wheel in a car.

      “Whose car is that?”

      “Lucian.”

      “You told him?”

      “No, I just asked for a favor.”

      “And he just gave it to you?”

      “Blood-brother, remember?”

      “You want him there?”

      “Elena, no. This is just you and me. Do you want someone there?”

      “They won’t understand and would try to stop it.”

      He sighed. “You still want to do this?”

      “Yes, do you?”

      He smiled and nodded. “I’ll be there soon. Pack a bag.”

      “Okay.” I pressed the disconnecting button and his holograph disappeared.

      I rushed up the steps to my room and pulled out my leather bag to pack for the evening. Becky entered halfway through and looked at me with knitted eyebrows.

      “You are leaving for the weekend?”

      “Yes, I told a small fib to my father, so please just cover for me if by any chance he calls one of you.”

      “I will.”

      “Tell Sammy too.”

      “Don’t worry. We have your back.”

      “Thanks.”

      A knock sounded at the door and I took my bag and left. Blake waited by the stairs and he let out his hand for mine. I took it as we rushed down the stairs and slipped out the door that led to the school entrance toward a tower.

      Blake went behind the tower to disrobe. My stomach was in knots, but my heart was peaceful. It didn’t beat erratically as it had last night.

      I was grateful too, as Blake could easily hear it. His beast of a figure walked out and handed me his clothes. I took it in my hand.

      “It’s just until we reach the mountain.”

      I nodded, and he held his paw open for me. I took my bag and plopped it on my lap inside his paw. His claws closed, and it was like a seat on a rollercoaster ride.

      “Are you comfortable?”

      “Feel safe too.”

      He gurgled, which I dubbed as his dragon chuckle, and he lifted off.

      The ground grew farther away as he climbed the sky. White puffy clouds whisked past us. It was so beautiful up here. The flight was very comfortable, and I didn’t understand why he couldn’t fly with me like this to wherever we had to be.

      Rocks passed us, and he descended. Tall trees zoomed past, and the ground came nearer until he landed. His paw was still in the air and he lowered me slowly toward the ground. He opened his claws, and I climbed out.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      “Nope, but I flew relatively slow.” His head came down toward mine and he snorted, which blew my hair away. Laughter slipped from my lips.

      I handed him his clothes, and he walked through two trees deeper in the forest and shifted back. The trees rumbled and a couple of birds flew from the branches.

      A few minutes later, Blake ran out of the forest. “I know we are a bit early, but I like to be punctual.”

      “I picked up on that too.”

      Silence lingered as Blake sat next to me on the boulder. “Are you nervous?”

      “And excited. Both, equal amounts.”

      Blake chuckled. “You blubber.”

      “Okay, I’m nervous, but it’s not a bad nervous, and it’s not linked to whether I should do this. I’ve never been this certain about anything in my life.”

      He grabbed my cheek and kissed me. His kisses were addictive, and I couldn’t get enough of him.

      A zapping sound made us break the kiss. Papi stepped forward wearing brown pants, a cardigan with a shirt and a golf cap on. Micha was behind him wearing her traditional guard uniform and a guy with dark eyes and dark golden skin behind her. His hair was as black as Blake’s hair.

      I got up and went to kiss Papi on his cheeks.

      “You sure you want to do this, Elena?”

      I nodded.

      Papi looked at Blake. “Well, he is your dent, so I know he’ll mean every word tonight.”

      “I don’t have to be a dragon to mean every word,” I said.

      “I know. I’m human too, remember?”

      I smiled. “Micha.” I ran to her and gave her a hug.

      “Vastech? It’s big, Elena.”

      “It’s what I want.”

      “I would give anything to help rescue your dad on Sunday. But it’s not life threatening to Paegeia, and I have to sit this one out.”

      “You don’t have to justify your reason. I understand it’s something sacred to be an ancient guard. Besides, he needs you.”

      She smiled.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, who are you to this woman?” Blake asked and all three of them barked their laughter.

      “You haven’t told him?” Papi asked.

      “No, I promised.”

      “Elena,” Micha said, and I looked at Papi. He smiled at Blake. “I know that look. Her father carried the same look with Katie. And he discovered it.”

      “I’m not as clever as him, or have the resources to discover it either,” Blake said.

      “Give me your oath,” Papi said.

      “I give you my oath that I would never tell a soul about what you are going to tell me.”

      “She is my blood from her mother’s side.”

      Blake sucked in a quick, hard breath and looked at me.

      “I do not want to know what you originally thought,” I said.

      “Why you said that we would always have one that would listen to us?”

      “Listen, not vote in your favor. I’m fair, Blake, but yes, I would always listen to you.”

      “That’s all I want.”

      “Besides, I don’t know how long they will need us for hearings after you free the king. He differed from the others before him. You need to get dressed. Jose?” Papi called.

      “Follow me,” Jose said, and led Blake into the woods. I followed Micha deeper to the opposite side.

      We stopped, and she turned around. “Are you sure about this?”

      “I am. I’m just nervous.”

      “I bet you are. Something tells me Jako doesn’t know.”

      “Nobody knows except the three of you.”

      “I’m honored, Elena.”

      She opened a bag and lifted out a plain, long white dress. It wasn’t fancy.

      “It’s traditional Vastech clothes. He is adamant to keep this one as traditional as possible. He still believes in the power behind the vows.”

      “They sure sounded magical.”

      “They are. That is why I’m asking you if you are serious.”

      I nodded.

      I got dressed behind the tree and then went back toward the clearing. Blake wore a robe too, and so did Papi. His cloak was pure black, with a black hat on top of his head. He had a long parchment with golden thread sewn into it. The threats hung loose on top of the garment.

      “Where did you get that?” Blake asked.

      “I had this in my belongings for a long time.”

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Remember how Sir Edward explained that sometimes these rituals are bound with magic? You need a magical garment like that to turn this ceremony magical,” Blake answered. “It’s a very rare parchment.”

      “I know. There are only three in this world,” Papi said. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes,” we both said and Papi smiled.

      “Not an ounce of hesitation. Step forward.”

      He started the ceremony and lifted his hand in the air. I held my parents’ wedding bands in my palm. My hands became sweaty as a buzzing feeling spread through my body while Papi recited the ancient words of this ceremony.

      “Lift your right hands and hold each other’s hand.”

      We turned to one another and Blake’s right hand held mine. Micha stepped forward. Gloves covered her hand, and she took the garment from Papi. She placed it over our hands, and the golden threats placed on the parchment twirled around our hands and arms.

      “Repeat after me, Blake. Every thread is magically sown, from scale to soul and blood to bone. My love will never die, not even after our final goodbye. It’s not random, it’s chosen. It will last for eternity.”

      Blake repeated each line as it left Papi’s lips, and then he said the same words for me to repeat.

      “Together now,” Papi said. “With this thread, we are bound for infinity.”

      We said it together and with the last word, all the threads lit up and glowed brightly around our hands. It wasn’t warm or anything, but the buzz spread through our bodies. An invisible force pushed me toward Blake. Our bodies didn’t slam into each other but through each other, like we merged into one. Emotions I never felt overpowered me. It took my breath away, and I struggled to fill my lungs with air. It pushed inside of me, threatening to tear through me. Just like that, it disappeared. I took a huge breath.

      “You felt it, didn’t you?” Papi asked.

      “Felt what?” Blake said.

      “What was that?” Tears filled my eyes.

      “The mere reason they teach you that dragons feel deeper and stronger.”

      My mouth partially opened and flickered my gaze toward Blake. “His emotions?”

      Papi nodded. “You may kiss your bride, Blake.”

      “Yeah? She is mine for infinity?”

      Papi, Micha, and Jose laughed as Blake cupped my cheeks with his giant hands and planted his lips on mine.

      They waited, and then the golden threads twirled back and lost their glow. Micha took the parchment with the gloves still covering her hands and folded it up. “Congratulations to both of you.”

      “Thanks.”

      We went back to the forest to get dressed and met up with Papi again.

      “No rings?” I asked.

      “Not with the Vastech. The bond is enough. You don’t need a symbol of your love. Don’t mention my name when any of your fathers are going to find out, either.”

      My lips curved as a nervous laugh bubbled out of Blake. Papi kissed me on my temple and shook Blake’s hand. “Not blood, but sure is family.”

      “I’m honored, sir.”

      “To your grave, Blake.” Papi pointed a crooked finger at him.

      He nodded.

      The golden sparkling circle appeared again, and all three of them stepped through and disappeared.

      “Why can’t we do that?”

      “We are not ancients. They know different magic, are open to many things.”

      The circle vanished, and we were alone. “So, Mrs. Leaf.”

      “Yeah, I think mine is going to be hyphenated.”

      Blake laughed. “I don’t care. As long as you are mine.”

      He bent down and kissed me on my lips.
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      Blake had gotten us a room at a very fancy hotel and I got why he had to prepare.

      The room was posh, and I was standing in the bathroom, trying to hide my nervousness at what waited for me on the other side of that door. I took a few deep breaths and willed myself that this was it. It was time.

      I opened the door just as Blake was ready to knock. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said as I stood in a shirt and tiny shorts in front of him.

      “So sexy, Elena.”

      “Yeah, I’m afraid I’m not very gifted in this department.”

      “You don’t have to be. You have me.”

      Heat flushed to my cheeks and Blake’s thumb brushed it softly.

      “I’ll understand if you are not ready for this part. I won’t force myself on you just because we are married.”

      I shook my head. “I want to. It’s tradition. You are my husband and I love you.” I kissed him and he kissed me back.

      His hands brushed the side of my cheek and his kisses were so damn addictive.

      The kiss became greedier. Blake’s hand slid down my back and squeezed my butt cheek slightly, pushing me tighter against him. He scooped me up and carried me toward the fireplace. He put me on the soft carpet and the back of my head disappeared into a fluffy pillow.

      I didn’t want to look at him or break the kiss, afraid that I wouldn’t have the courage to carry through with the deed. The kissing didn’t stop, and not long after, I started breathing like a bull through my nose.

      He broke the kiss and gave me time to catch my breath as he kissed my neck, causing a million goosebumps on my skin. His hands trailed down the sides of my stomach and my heart thumbed. I tried to calm it down as his fingers hooked my panties and pulled them down.

      Heat filled my entire body, not just my cheeks, and his lips caressed my stomach and planted seductive kisses everywhere. A giggle escaped my lips as he kissed the soft flesh on the side of my torso. A seductive chuckle escaped his lips as he took off his shirt.

      He was so beautiful. His body was powerful, and each muscle was ripped to perfection. My palm rested softly on his abdomen, with my finger trailing the line of his six-pack. My gaze found him staring at me.

      “Why are you looking at me like this?”

      “Because you are mine to look at.”

      My lips curved, and he laughed through closed lips, kissing me again.

      My legs twirled around his waist as the kissing became faster and more demanding.

      Relax, Elena, just relax.

      My hands curled around the sides of his torso as he rubbed up against me. I could feel the bulge in his pants growing bigger as the kiss broke, and he moved to my neck and earlobe.

      He was seriously taking his time, but then again, I had no cooking clue how to do this, other than what the books said and what I saw in movies, watching it behind Dad’s back.

      I kissed his shoulder as he fiddled with his pants and pulled them down. This was it.
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      My muscles still shivered as I laid naked in Blake’s arms. “What the hell was that?”

      His lips kissed my head. “Now you know people are so crazy about sex.”

      “Does it always feel like that?”

      “The first time wasn’t that nice, was it?”

      “It was painful. I don’t understand why it changed?”

      “Cause I know what I’m doing.” He kissed me on the tip of my nose. “You should’ve told me.”

      “Yeah, I’m not that talkative. Still shy.”

      “Hopefully that will change.” He sucked on my lips. “You want to take a shower with me?”

      “Are the lights going to be off?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “Okay.”

      He got up from the carpet, but naked, held out his hand for mine, and pulled me up. I’ve never been naked in front of anyone, but he was my husband and even if that sounded so stupid at my age, I didn’t care.

      He opened the shower door and water as I waited until it was warm enough.

      He pulled me inside and carried on kissing me

      The cold of the wall pressed against my body. Something told me he wasn’t finished yet.
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      The next morning, Blake ordered us breakfast, and we enjoyed it in our bathrobes. We spoke about tomorrow and I didn’t want to think about saying goodbye to him. I was so scared I wouldn’t see him again.

      After breakfast, his beast came out again as he grabbed me and pulled me on top of him.

      “Sorry, I’m a horn dog.”

      “I figured that much during the times we made out.”

      He chuckled. “You kept your promise.”

      “I did. But it wasn’t the reason I wanted to marry you.”

      “I know.” He kissed me and his hand disappeared inside my robe and brushed against my skin. Goosebumps formed on my skin. It felt so good.

      He rolled me on my back again and I knew it was only going to be a matter of time before he pushed him inside of me again.

      He grunted, climbed off me, and crawled to the nightstand. He opened the drawer and took out what I assumed was another condom.

      When he got back, we did it on the carpet.

      Afterward we took another shower, and I blushed, trying to keep reminding myself that he was my husband. Was this ever going to go away?

      When we got out, we both got dressed as we had to be at the castle around twelve. We have to go inside to plant bombs in the core and to get out as many flowers as possible.

      I didn’t like the feeling that was making a home inside my gut. It pulled and twirled, fixating itself on the thought of what life would be like if anything were going to happen to him.

      His arm twirled around my stomach as I brushed out my hair.

      “What is going on in your mind?”

      I shook my head, and his smile disappeared. “It’s not the right time. You have my word.” He kissed me on the side of my head, on the nape of my neck as he fisted my shirt.

      A giggle escaped my lips. “Blake, we have to get going.”

      A grunt escaped him as his lips disappeared. “This was so not how I imagined my first night with you. I thought we would have at least a few days.”

      “Don’t start. We don’t and there is nothing we can do about it. Your dad will kill us both if we are going to be late.”

      “Fine, but tonight you are mine.”

      “How?” I laughed, and the nervousness seeped through.

      “Stealth is my middle name.”

      “It’s Samuel, not Stealth.”

      “Same thing.”

      He walked out of the bathroom as I tied my hair in a pony and already felt anxious about tonight. Not that I didn’t want to be with him, but that my dad or his could easily catch us. I wasn’t ready yet to share with everyone that Blake was my husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      I phoned Dad, and he sounded normal. He wasn’t angry that I hadn’t called him last night, and I made up a bunch of stuff, lied through my teeth that would bite me in the ass someday. He loved that I had a great time with my friends and said he would see me soon.

      An hour later, Blake knocked on my door to tell me he was going to fly to Tith. He kept kissing my lips, making it more difficult to say goodbye.

      I closed the door as my gaze found Becky. “How was it?”

      “Not horrible.”

      “I told you it wouldn’t be with someone that loves you that much.”

      “I just wish I could stop blushing and being that shy.”

      “I’m sure it will pass the more time you spend with him like that.” We both laughed as we couldn’t even say the word sex.

      “My dad is going to kill me.”

      “Which one?”

      “Both, I assume.”

      “Hey, then do what I do.”

      “Which is?”

      “Take it to your grave and pretend you are a virgin until your wedding night.”

      I was one until my wedding night and I was proud of that, too.

      I could still feel the magic of the ceremony coursing through my body and the heightened emotions I felt. It was how Blake felt. It brought tears to my eyes and I would never forget that. They loved deeper and stronger than humans. I wouldn’t be able to carry those sorts of emotions. It would tear me apart.

      I packed another bag just before Lucian would knock on my door.

      When I finished packing, I put the bag at the door and waited for Lucian. Becky kept me company, speaking about her fears, and did not know what was going to happen if the war was going to reach Dragonia.

      “It’s too far from Tith. I doubt it would.”

      “Still, war is scary.”

      I nodded.

      The knock came on my door and I told her goodbye with a hug. I opened the door and found Tabitha standing behind Lucian.

      “She’s coming with us?”

      “My mother.” Lucian didn’t sound happy about that.

      Tabitha said nothing as we walked to Master Longwei’s office.

      It was silent, and I prayed Lucian wouldn’t ask a thing. Tabitha would blab it out to my father. Who knows what he would do? Tabitha knocked, and Master Longwei opened. “Come in.”

      I plopped down on the seat as Tabitha just stared at Lucian when he showed her the chair.

      Great!

      She plopped down next to me as I stared at Lucian. His lips curved as I strapped myself in, not saying a word to the ice princess next to me. The doors finally closed.

      “You and Blake had fun?”

      “My relationship with my dragon has nothing to do with you.”

      “Just remember, he was mine first.” She tried to push my buttons, but I was way too high to give in to her sulking.

      The elevator dropped and stopped. I took a deep breath, and speed pushed us forward. It was so fast, but the pain grew less each time I took an elevator ride. We came to a halt, and the doors opened. Blake smiled when he saw me, but it disappeared when he laid eyes on Tabitha. I strapped myself out and climbed out of the elevator and walked to him.

      “The queen wanted her here.”

      “It’s okay?” Blake said and kissed me on my lips as Tabitha got out.

      “Elena.” The queen walked in and touched my arms. I smiled and walked out the room with Blake. 

      “Tabitha, thanks for coming.”

      “Lucian is on his way.”

      The queen didn’t answer as we walked down the hallway. Blake took my bag to my room and closed the door behind him for a kiss. He lifted me up, and the kiss became much greedier this time.

      “Stop, we can’t, you horn dog.”

      He grunted and put me down. He opened the door and walked out of the room just as Lucian and his mom walked with Tabitha down the hall.

      “Stop looking at me like I’m a bad influence.” Blake looked at Queen Maggie.

      “Well, the verdict is not out on that one yet.”

      “I’m not.”

      I laughed with Lucian, and we walked down the hallway. Tabitha was really quiet, but something told me it was busy sinking in that Blake would not return to her. I wished she could just go through the dent process already.

      We walked to the war room, which looked completely different now. My mom came, and she rushed to my side. She pulled me into her arms and kissed me on my head.

      “Blake,” Tanya spoke.

      “Tanya. Are you going to treat me like crap, too?”

      “Only if you break her heart, but I know you won’t.”

      He smiled.

      “So, how is everything at school? And you took out so many people from Etan. I wish I could go through, but I promise Maggie to help here, if there is going to be any trouble.”

      “Like what?”

      “Wyverns. They treat him as their king. They could ambush us. There need to be a few dragons here to protect the vulnerable.”

      “Use my fire if you have to,” Blake said.

      “Blake?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      I nodded.

      “So you are not staying?” Mom looked at him.

      “No, my father wants me there.”

      “Wish I can go,” Lucian sulked.

      “I need you here, Lu,” Blake said.

      “I know. I promise she will be here when you get back.”

      “You better get back.” I pointed my finger at his chin. 

      His lips curved and wrapped his arm around me, kissing me on my head. “Remember what I said.” 

      “Jako,” Tanya said as Dad stood behind Blake with arms folded.

      “You need to make peace with this,” Blake said without turning to look at my father.

      Dad grunted and smiled at me as he pulled me away for a hug. Tanya laughed as she shook her head at Dad and grabbed Blake around the neck for a side hug. “He will never understand, as he isn’t part of a dent. Nobody will.”

      “Yeah, don’t throw that word around the ice queen,” Lucian said with a pout.

      Tabitha stared at him.

      “She is Chromatic, Lu. It’s not normal for Chromatic dragons to become your slave,” Mom said.

      Blake laughed.

      “You said it wasn’t slavery.” Tabitha looked at Lucian.

      “Joking,” Mom said to Tabitha, and looked at Lucian again. “The longer she rebels, the more she is going to love you. They feel guilty afterward.”

      “After what?” Lucian asked.

      “Not for you to know,” Mom said.

      Blake laughed. “Now her, I always liked.”

      “Yeah, Kate wasn’t such a fan after we discovered this one is a little girl. She thought it would be a boy and when there was no penis. I wish you could’ve seen her face. Bless her soul.”

      “She was worried?” I asked.

      “Like losing her head type. Even hyperventilated.”

      “Tanya,” Blake warned.

      “What? It’s the truth. Why do you think she gave you those stares?”

      “I know. It made sense after I discovered this one actually exists.”

      “She liked you, Blake. She just couldn’t tell you the reason for those glares.”

      “That is good to know. I always wondered about that one.”

      Tanya laughed.

      “Thanks for clearing it up. Enormous weight off my shoulders.” Blake rolled his shoulders.

      “Stop talking shit. When are the two of you leaving for the creepers?” Mom was so chilled.

      “Soon. We are waiting for the people that are going to help plant the bombs,” Blake said.

      “Are the bombs ready?”

      “Yes, they will come down,” Dad said.

      “So serious.” Tanya pouted at Dad, and he shook his head and walked away.

      “Still not forgiven,” she mumbled.

      “Give him time,” I said.

      “It’s fine. What I did to that man is unforgivable, Elena.”

      “Well, I’m glad you are here.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” She pulled me in for another hug and planted her lips on my head. She was freakishly tall, but I loved her in my own messed up way.
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      An hour later, I stood in front of the creepers again. Blake and I started taking in scientists and troops that were going to help us plant the bombs.

      When the group was inside the core, one scientist spoke, explaining how to attach the bomb that looked like a curled up metal spider. One push of a button unfurled the claws, and that was when you should put it against the root. The scientist showed us and the legs clamped itself around a root.

      The creeper gave a small shudder and then it went back to sleep.

      The other scientists made haste, plucking the flowers and putting it in special boxes that hung from straps around their shoulders.

      The verdict was still out on whether they had special qualities, as the time frame wasn’t enough. They had to be magical to still glow after you pluck them.

      Blake, Lucian, Dad and I stayed close to our group. Not that Blake loved it, as we couldn’t make any arrangements to meet later tonight.

      Blake plucked a flower and put it behind my ear. I chuckled as Dad’s eyes were on us again and Blake rolled his eyes as he walked to the next root to attach a bomb.

      I walked closer to Dad. “You really need to ease up on him.”

      “It’s not in a father to ease up on the other man in their daughter’s life.”

      “Yeah, well. I’m sure he is going to get it from the other father, too. There’s always one parent giving them a break, Dad.”

      “Okay, I’ll see how Albert would treat him, and if it’s like me, I’ll think about it, okay?”

      “You are still the first man in my life. Nothing will change that.” I kissed him on his cheek and took my flower from behind my ear and put it behind his.

      He fluttered his eyelashes, eliciting laughter from deep within me.

      We carried on planting bombs. The dilapidated houses with creepers growing through the house gave me the chills. The guys always rushed to see what they could find or whether there were any signs of skeletons in there.

      I stayed well clear of them.

      When our stomachs grumbled and one half of the side facing the rest of Paegeia had bombs attached to them, Dad called us to go eat. We took out the scientists and replaced it with a second group, which almost took another hour.

      I was beyond ravenous.

      A feast of a meal waited in the war room. The queen and Mom, with the staff’s help, transformed the entire area for tonight’s dinner. We sat down at the long table and dug in.

      Blake and Lucian made small talk as Tabitha sulked. Lucian was completely ignoring her. It didn’t look like it bothered her for a second.

      I prayed Lucian would be wrong about her not going to let this Blake thing go. What sort of life would he have?

      After dinner, Lucian asked if we could have the evening off. Dad said to be back at ten in order to take the scientists out of the creepers.

      I nodded.

      Tabitha didn’t come. Thank heavens for miracles. We climbed into Lucian’s Range Rover, and he slowed down near a parking area.

      “Ten o’clock, Blake.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “We are leaving him here?”

      “He has other friends too. It won’t be as if he is alone.”

      “Go, I’m fine,” Lucian said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes, I’ll tell your dad you were with me the entire evening.”

      “Thanks, Lu.” I kissed him on the cheek and Blake growled.

      “Oh, can it? It’s not like I’m sleeping with him, seriously.”

      Lucian laughed as I scooted out.

      Blake stared at me as I closed the door.

      “Stop it. He is my friend too, not just your blood-brother.”

      “Fine, I’ll pretend as if I didn’t hear that.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “For me to know and you to wait and see.”

      “Party pooper.”

      He walked with me over the street, and through the park that headed to a forest. My heart thumped as thoughts of what he was planning rushed through my head. I wasn’t nearly that adventurous yet.

      He left me on the edge of the forest and went in, getting ready to disrobe, and the trees rumbled slightly as his dragon came out.

      A gigantic figure crawled out, and I felt sorry for him as he looked comical trying not to push against trees.

      When he was out of the forest, he stood up and opened the paw where his bag hooked around one of his talons. I placed his jeans, shoes, and shirt inside the bag and hopped into his palm.

      He flew up toward a mountain, a different one this time as we were in Tith and not in Elm.

      It was the same mountain that Dad took me every night and we descended, with the moon shining behind us.

      He opened his paw for me to climb out and I hooked his bag over his talon again, thinking that he was going to go back into the woods, but he morphed back in front of me and heat rushed up my face.

      Blake’s laughter came when I looked down. “You need to get used to that. I thought at least this morning shower would’ve helped a bit.”

      “It does, but still not there.”

      “Then no woods if there aren’t other people around.”

      He zipped his jeans and I couldn’t help but to stare at his bulgy shoulders and sculpted arms. Not to mention his defined chest. No wonder Tabitha struggled to let him go. But he was more than just a beautiful guy. He was just as beautiful inside as outside, too, and he was all mine for infinity.
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      Blake took me to a natural spring nearby. There was a pond by a small waterfall and fireflies lit the way. Nature had its own way of setting up romantic atmospheres.

      “I told you before. It’s not the greatest mission that she spoke about.”

      “What if it is, and your father is just pushing it, Blake?”

      “It’s not. Whatever is going to come will be bigger.”

      “Bigger than Goran, like what?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s not this time. Trust me.”

      I nodded. Silence linger as I hugged his arm and breathed in his scent with musky tones and woody undertones. “Promise me you’ll get back to me, please. I’m too young to be a bride, but way too young to be a widow, especially if you’d promised me infinity.”

      He turned to face me and kissed me on my head. “I’m not going anywhere. You got my heart, and that is where I’ll return to.”

      He said the most romantic things.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know dragon hearts that well, or how to care for one.”

      “With the utmost care.” He almost purred the words.

      “I can try to do that.”

      His lips hovered close to mine. “You better, and no more kissing other boys on their cheeks.”

      My lips fanned out into a smile. “We are going to need his help to cover if we want to skulk off at nights.”

      “Yeah, that is his duty as a blood brother, not as your friend.”

      His lips brushed against mine, and his kisses were getting more seductive each time he kissed me.

      My head buzzed in-between his palm and the need to be closer to him washed over my being. I pushed myself on top of his lap and the kissing became hungrier. Why couldn’t time stand still for a few hours?

      I breathed like a bull through my nostrils, and he broke the kiss.

      “Stop kissing me as if it’s the last time you are going to see me,” he whispered, and I tried so hard for it not to be. It was just that stupid foretelling and this omen that kept reminding me that something was going to happen that would make me have to make that choice.

      “Sorry.”

      “Trust me. I won’t lie to you just to keep you safe. That is just stupid.”

      I stared into his peacock blues and I felt the truth deep inside. “That is what humans do.”

      “I’m not a human.”

      “That you aren’t.”

      He chuckled at how flirty it came out. “Take a swim with me.”

      “Now?” I looked at the lake. “You sure the water is safe?”

      “It’s cleaner than some of the water that we shower in.” He tapped my leg to get off him and I pushed myself up on my feet.

      He got up and pulled off his shirt and pants.

      When he aimed to pull off his underwear, I looked away. “Naked?”

      “You want to explain to your dad why our clothes are wet and not Lucian’s?”

      He got a point, as heat flushed through me, knowing that this was exactly the reason he didn’t want Lucian to come with us. He walked buck naked to the lake, and I took a deep breath. When was I going to get used to his nakedness?

      I pulled off my shirt while toeing off my sneakers. I hated undressing myself, as I know he was watching me with hawk eyes. He is your husband, Elena.

      Funny how that didn’t want to sink in, either. I put my underwear with my clothes and tied my hair into a bun.

      “Tonight still. We only have a few more hours,” Blake said.

      “A bit of patience won’t kill you.”

      I looked down as I walked to the lake and climbed into the water. It was really not that cold, and the water grew warmer as I reached Blake.

      He was like a furnace, a geyser warming up water pools and little swimming ponds like this one.

      He pulled me closer to him as I near and held me tight against him.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      I looked up, and he fought off his laugh as he kissed my cheeks. It then hit me full in the face. He had enhanced hearing. “You can see in the dark, can’t you?”

      “It’s not my fault.”

      “Blake?”

      “What? You didn’t ask, and I don’t like it if you are this shy in front of me. I’m not.”

      “I didn’t grow up in a world where being naked is like taking a breath. It’s weird—”

      “It was how it was since the beginning. It’s humans that made it weird. God didn’t intend for us to wear clothes.”

      Laughter stormed my throat at his reasoning. “How am I going to argue with that?”

      “You can’t. It’s the truth.”

      He kissed me again and the way his hands grasped my sides and legs. I knew it wasn’t just going to stay with kissing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We met Lucian again around quarter to ten, where he had dropped us off.

      I climbed into the back and Blake scooted in behind me.

      “I hate to be a chauffeur,” Lu said.

      “You’ll live,” Blake replied.

      “Do I need to ask where the hell you guys were?”

      “The less you know, the better. Where were we supposed to be?” Blake asked.

      “Jimmy’s.”

      “Oh, crap.” A sigh swoosh out of him.

      “Well, I had a great time at Jimmy’s.” I tried to make it sound believable.

      Lucian threw back his head and let his laughter filled the entire SUV. “My mom is right. You rubbed off on our sweet, innocent Elena here.”

      “Haha,” Blake said.

      I had to bite my tongue, as I wanted to tell him I wasn’t that innocent. I found Blake staring at me with a raised eyebrow and a smile.

      “What is that, Elena,” Lucian teased.

      “Keep your eyes on the road, for crying out loud.”

      Both of them burst out laughing as we almost reached the castle. I hated tomorrow. I didn’t want it to be tomorrow either.

      Blake pulled me closer to him and I took a deep breath, hoping that I would never forget his eccentric scent.

      We still had to take out the second team and when we got inside, they all waited for us.

      “All the bombs planted?” Blake asked one scientist.

      “We got everything, samples of everything, too. Thanks for giving us time to do this, Blake.”

      “No need to thank me. I hope the flowers have some magical powers.”

      We took them out, taking us about another hour, and then we called it a night.

      Blake stayed over at the castle and we watched a movie in the living room under Dad’s supervision. He was such a pain sometimes, but that was Herbert Watkins, or Jaco. It was so weird that he changed his name on my behalf.

      I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore and I said goodnight.

      Blake shared a room with Lucian, and I closed my door after I crawled into bed, willing my tears away.

      I said a small prayer, begging God to bring back my husband alive, and fell asleep during my plea, hoping that my sincerity was enough.
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      The next morning, we woke up early. I could smell that Blake sneaked into my room and him not waking me up was a shocker.

      I could’ve spent the last few hours with him.

      The breakfast was lively as King Helmut and King Caleb were there with their fleet.

      It took me hours to take the special troops that were going to start the rescue process. We had to work fast before one. That was when the bombs would go off.

      When I took in Blake, Mom came with as I still fear the monstrous snatchers.

      She gasped like all the others when we reached to core. My gaze flickered to Blake as he stared at the flowers that grew overnight.

      “How?” I asked.

      “How what?” Mom asked.

      “They plucked everything they could last night. How are there more flowers this morning?”

      “Hey, don’t read into it too much, okay? They are going to come down, Elena,” Blake said.

      I nodded as we walked to the other side. Mom kept her distance as Blake and I whispered to each other, not that it would help. She had enhanced hearing.

      “I can’t do this!” Tears glistened in my eyes and he pulled me into his chest.

      “Don’t do this, please. I’m not going anywhere. I told you that,” he said. “Why don’t you trust me?”

      “I’m human. I’m not a dragon.” The tears streamed down my face.

      He wiped my tears and planted his lips on my head. “I’ll be back. I love you, Elena.”

      “I love you more.”

      “Elena,” Mom said. “They are waiting for him.”

      I nodded in his chest, and Mom took my side. “We’ll do it together.”

      I brushed away my tears and took them both through. Mom grabbed her chest as she saw what used to be her home. “It’s been so long.”

      Sir Robert walked closer and met us halfway. Blake kissed me a few times. “I’ll see you at supper, okay?”

      I nodded.

      “Take care of her, Tanya,” Dad said, and winked at me. I ran to him and give him another hug.

      “Don’t you dare die on me now, please?”

      “I won’t. Have faith in your old man. He knows what he is doing, been through many more dangerous wars.”

      “Yeah, well, that was when he was a few hundred years younger.”

      Dad chuckled and kissed me on top of my head. “It’s going to be okay. Love you, Bear.”

      “Love you too.”

      “I’ll monitor the pup, too.”

      “That pup is your alpha, Dad, whether you like it.”

      Dad smiled, and I walked back with Mom. My lower-lip trembled as she wrapped her one arm around me. We walked back to the creepers, as I didn’t want to be anywhere near a place that was rigged with bombs.

      The palace felt so empty without their presence, Paegeia felt so empty. The rest of the fleet waited on some hill for one o’clock to enter.

      Back at the castle, we helped queen Maggie getting ready for the women and children that made their way to the palace. This was their refugee during war, not that it might reach us.

      I handed out water bottles and blankets inside the ballroom that were going to be closed off just for in case.

      Mom waited by the end of the row in the ballroom where many had come.

      She unleashed a shield. “Want to talk about what happened in the core, Elena?”

      I shook my head.

      “That was intense.”

      “I know. I just can’t lose him.”

      “Why do you even think that you would?”

      I shook my head, and she grabbed my wrist. “I know I wasn’t a great mom, and I left when I should’ve stayed, but I do care, Elena, with all of my heart. Talk to me.”

      “I got a foretelling.”

      Mom breathed through her nostrils and looked around. “What did she say?”

      I repeated the words that I could remember, and then Mom fell silent.

      “What did Blake say?”

      “That the time is wrong. Saving my dad isn’t the greatest mission. It’s something else.”

      “I’m with him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there are two dents. One of them is far from where they have to be for something as big as two dents. There were three dents during the Great War, and we didn’t even know what dents were. It was a stupid name your dad came up with when we discovered that Katie and my bond were stronger. That something else happened with certain bonds, dragons go through and enormous changed and I realized the others didn’t. Two other dragons went through that with their riders. None of us told them what we went through to make the bond stronger, and the rest after us never did either.”

      I nodded.

      “But it’s real, it’s not magical.” She placed a hair behind my ear. “Three dents during a war that lasted seven years. This is seven hours. It’s not the greatest mission.”

      “Then what is more greater than saving my dad?”

      Her lips quirked. “I’m not a Moon-bolt.”

      What was going to happen for two dents to be needed?

      “Are you being safe?”

      Heat flushed my cheeks, and my gaze flickered to Mom. “What?”

      She smiled. “I might not have given birth to you, but I’m not stupid either.”

      “That clear?”

      “You are closer than what you were the previous time I saw you. Way too fast for that to be normal.”

      “Yes, okay.” The embarrassment rolled off me, getting caught by the dragon lady.

      “Don’t tell either of your dads. They will skin him alive.”

      “It’s not like that?”

      “I know he will never leave you.”

      “No, it’s not like that.” I wanted to tell her, but I didn’t know what she would do.

      “Catherine’s spawn. What are you not telling me?”

      I laughed at the name she had for me. It was the first time she used it too. I did not know where it came from either. Mom’s lips fanned into a grin as she stared at me.

      “I know what I want. But I knew Dad would not have agreed. So we did it in secret.”

      She frowned and then her eyes grew bigger.

      I grabbed her arm and closed the little space that were between us. “You can’t tell anyone.”

      “Who performed this ceremony? It’s what you meant, right, a Vastech?”

      “Relax. I’m sure you know if you and Mom were that close.”

      “I know almost everything about your mom. Adolph?”

      I nodded.

      “What is it with him and your family?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “I can’t. I promise.”

      “No, don’t be like that.”

      “Mom, please. You can’t tell anyone, especially Dad, neither of them.”

      “I won’t. He will be dead when they discovered it. Your father would probably annul it.”

      “Sure, like grandpa did with them?”

      She sighed. “You knew about that?”

      “We learned about that in school.” My lips curved. “I thought about it hard and I asked him, not the other way around.”

      “You go, girl. I’m still scared that it might be too young.”

      “Oh, c’mon. My mom was—”

      “Seventeen, not sixteen. But you are right. She knew exactly what she wanted. The time was different too, young lady. Now women wait until they are in their thirties.”

      “Don’t tell anyone, please?”

      “I’ll take it to my grave.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Who else know?”

      “Nobody. Just you.”

      “Oh, aren’t I lucky.”

      I laughed at her tone and hugged her.

      “I wish I was there.”

      “Yeah, it was a spur-of-the-moment thing.”

      “When?”

      “Friday night.”

      “Two days? No wonder you were a blubbering mess.” Her hand brushed the side of my face.

      “I wasn’t that type of mess. I didn’t bawl my eyes out.”

      Mom raised her eyebrow.

      “Okay fine. Thanks for not tearing my head off. I’m sure if it was my real mom, things would’ve been different.”

      “She would’ve cooled off as I would’ve talked some sense into her.”

      I remembered what my lecturers said about Dents. When the dragons lose their riders, they couldn’t carry on. “How are you doing it?”

      She pushed a blonde slant behind her ear. “Doing what?”

      “Live without her.”

      She smiled. “Easy. She gave me her greatest possession to look after. Now, if something would happen to her, I might as well die myself.”

      I smiled as tears pooled in my eyes and I grabbed her around her neck.

      “It’s not that hard. I see her every time in you and sometimes so much that my heart skipped,” she said in my ear.

      “Now you are lying. I look nothing like her.”

      “That is true. You are a Malone through and through. I’m talking about in here,” she said and touched my heart. “We don’t just feel emotions different, Elena, we see different too.”
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      Annie, Constance, and Isabel came to the castle. Annie rushed over to me and I introduced her to my mom.

      “The Sun-Blast that was always with Blake?” Mom looked at me.

      “That would be me. I just wish she would make an appearance now.”

      “I heard what they did to the dragons on that side. I’m so sorry.” Mom touched Annie’s arm and rubbed it.

      She shook her head. “I feel sorry for any wyvern that is going to try their luck tonight here with you guarding the castle.”

      Mom’s cheeks reddened. “I’m afraid my war days are over, but to protect my adopted spawn, I’ll devour any wyvern that thinks otherwise.”

      The hours ticked by, and I wondered what Blake was doing now. I felt restless.

      Queen Maggie started counting off and everyone that could recite a protection spell stood in front of the windows.

      Lucian and Tabitha sat against a wall, not speaking to each other.

      When she counted to one o’clock, nothing happened. Mom had Annie and me next to her.

      Then, suddenly, the rumble came. Everyone in front of the windows kept holding their hands in the air, their lips moved fast. It shuddered like mad, but it didn’t break. The rumble grew quiet.

      “The creepers are down. Be alert,” Queen Maggie said. She looked bad ass with tight leather pants and a vest with high knee fighting boots on.

      It was so quiet, too quiet if you asked me. Annie was deep in thought, sitting next to me. I wondered maybe I should’ve let the queen put us in that ballroom, but I had all this training. I couldn’t sit this one out, either.

      I hated the silence and looked at my watch. It was almost two. The screams of guards came, and a few dragons exploded out of their skin.

      Mom stayed with us as soldiers and dragons left on Queen Maggie’s command. She walked over to us, and Lucian and Tabitha came closer, too. Something told me that the ice queen would not become a dragon tonight.

      Isabel and Constance already stood guard in their dragon forms.

      “Mom.”

      “Nothing is going to happen, Anouk. Just stay safe.” Constance’s silver scales glistened in the chandelier that the queen switched on.

      Annie nodded and I bet the one thing she wished for now was her dragon.

      The queen hugged Lucian and kissed Tabitha on top of her head. The girl looked as if she was going to run away any moment, or maybe it was because of the affectionate side of the queen that she wasn’t used to. Well, if Queen Maggie’s affection wouldn’t melt her heart, then nothing would.

      She looked at Mom. “I know Kate is not here, but I’m begging you. If need be.”

      “Just like old times,” Mom said.

      The queen smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Tanya.”

      Just like old times? I remembered Queen Maggie telling me how Mom used to take her and my birth mother up in the sky. The queen didn’t have a dragon, that was what she had meant.

      All the glass in the foyer shuddered. Then it crashed and a dragon and wyvern crashed on the marble floor. More wyverns flew through the open gaps.

      “Tabitha!” Lucian said, and she morphed into her dragon form, leaving a pile of shredded clothes scattered on the floor. He jumped on her back and they both unleashed their snow spears. Black and green wyverns with eagle looking beaks flew back in mid-air as the spikes speared through their bodies and into the walls.

      They were a great team, even if they hadn’t found each other yet.

      “Cover your ears!” Mom morphed into a gigantic Green-Vapor and mumbled Latin words filled the air. I covered my ears harder, afraid that it would influence me.

      Green magic light swirled from her mouth and her eyes glowed a bright green. The wyverns in front of her hovered in the air, flapping their wings and their eyes became green.

      My heart pounded behind my ribcage.

      The wyverns turned to each other and started ripping at each other’s wings and throats.

      Mom looked back and roared. Annie grabbed my hand, and we ran, trying to make it to the ballroom that they had sealed off, filled with women and children.

      A guy grabbed Annie, and I kneed him in the groin. He fell to his knees, grunting as we ran down the halls.

      A cry made me turn around and two wyverns followed us as they flew through the hallways, turning their bodies sideways so that they could get through the narrow spaces.

      My palm heated and pink fire danced on it. I unleashed the ball of fire against the one, and it shrieked as the fire spread like an orange and black coat, unraveling the essence of what the wyvern was and the ash flew away in the sky. The other wyvern stopped mid-air and crashed through the first window it could find.

      “Elena!” Annie sounded petrified. I looked and found a man behind her, with a knife against her throat.

      A blunt weapon connected with the back of my head, and pain vibrated through my entire skull and seared through my body.

      I willed myself to stay awake as I crashed to the floor, but the darkness was stronger. It swallowed me whole and the last thing I remembered was Annie screaming.
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      I woke up on a bed. The room was barely lit.

      “Oh, thank heavens you are okay,” Mom said and planted her lips on my head.

      “What happened? Where is Annie?” I tried to push myself up, but the pain in my head pounded.

      “Easy,” Mom said as Constance walked into the room and clutched her heart, taking a deep breath. “Thank you,” she said at the ceiling.

      “Where is Annie?”

      “Shhh, she is fine.” Mom tapped my arm.

      Constance looked at me. “When she saw you go down, she shifted. How is your head?”

      “The head is not as bad as I thought it would feel when hit with an object. Is everyone okay?”

      “A lot of dragons had lost their lives. There were too many wyverns, but some of the fleet retreated and came to help. We are all good.”

      “Tabitha isn’t good,” Mom said.

      “Tabitha, what happened?”

      “She did her duty as a dragon,” Constance said.

      “She is dead!”

      “She saved Lucian when one pillar was about to fall on him, pushed him out of the way, and crushed her.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes as my hands flung to cover my mouth.

      “She is still breathing,” Constance said. “Thank heavens you are okay. I don’t want to be the one to tell Blake that you didn’t make it.”

      My throat dried. “They are not back yet?”

      “Relax, it’s a few hours to get to Sovereign and from what the farmers told me, Goran grew in strength. Give them more time.”

      I got up, spinning head and all.

      “Take it easy, Elena. Relax.” Constance touched my head, and the buzzing from her healing ability warmed up my head. The pain washed away, and I felt normal.

      “How does that feel?”

      “Much better.”

      The door opened and Annie stopped as her eyes landed on mine. Tears filled her eyes, and she rushed over to me. Her body slammed against mine as she grabbed me around my shoulders. “You are okay.”

      “Thanks to you. I heard she came back.”

      “She took her sweet bloody time, though.”

      Amusement flushed through the air at her comment, and Annie cut free a laugh.

      “Something tells me she made it with time to spare,” I said.

      Annie smiled as she wiped a tear.

      “Where are the queen and Lucian? Isabel?” I looked at Mom and Constance.

      “With Tabitha’s dragon form,” Constance replied.

      “I’ll take you.” Annie looked at her mom. “Is she good to go?”

      “She is fine, medically.”

      We rushed out of the room. Magic sparkles danced on the walls. Putting every speck of glass and brick of the wall back in place. I couldn’t take my eyes off it, but Annie kept yanking me past the foyer toward the east wing. She opened a door and Tabitha’s figure filled half the area. Her dragon figure didn’t look that big inside the ring that time Lucian faced her or in the foyer. She wasn’t half the size of Blake, either. But she was still big.

      Lucian paced the length in thought. When I reached him I touched his arm, and the relief washed over his face as he hugged me.

      “I thought you don’t care about Tabitha,” I said.

      “I care about the dragon inside of her.”

      “It is her, Lucian.”

      His lips twitched downward and looked away.

      “You are crazy about her. Just admit it.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “She didn’t think twice about pushing me out of the way. She knew what was coming, and she didn’t flee.”

      “Because Blake isn’t the only one that rubbed off on me, Lu. She is a royal dragon now, and she might act dumb, but she isn’t. She is actually extremely smart, according to my professors.”

      Lucian’s lips curved. “I know that.”

      “She knows her duty. You are the prince of Tith. She is your dragon whether she wants it. She didn’t want to fail you and stop sulking in front of her as if you were stuck with her. You won’t die if you have a good chat with her.”

      “If she is going to wake up.”

      “She will.” I brushed my hands through my hair as I worried about my dragon and husband’s fate.

      “Elena, thank heavens.” Isabel walked over and wrapped her arms around me. “Annie told me you used your fire.”

      I nodded.

      “Good, one less wyvern to worry about.”

      “Elena!” the queen said and rushed with fast strides over to me. She grabbed me tight and kissed me everywhere on my face.

      “Mom!”

      “Oh, shush,” Isabel said and Lucian looked a bit taken aback, which made us snort behind closed lips.

      He lifted his hands with a slight curve on the corner of his lips.

      “I’m so glad that you are okay,” the queen said.

      “It was just a bump on the head.” I touched my head. “Which had disappeared, thanks to Constance. How many have lost their lives?”

      “A few dragons that Helmut stationed on the towers, but the women and children are safe. I can’t say much for the wyverns,” the queen replied.

      “They deserve it for thinking that they could come and harm us. Has anyone got in touch with Dragonia?”

      “No, thanks for reminding me. Lucian!” the queen called, and he looked at me.

      “I’ll stay with her.”

      “Thanks,” he mouthed.

      “That boy tries hard to put up an ‘I-don’t-care-front’ in front of his one,” Isabel said, pointing at Tabitha’s sleeping figure.

      Annie tsked. “Typical male.”

      “Take that back. Your cousin is quite loose with his tongue when saying what is in his heart,” I said with a quirk in my lips.

      “He wasn’t always like that.” Isabel’s smile disappeared.

      “Have you heard anything?”

      She shook her head, and the worry pulled at the corner of her lips and eyes. I felt like an idiot. I only have a husband. She has a husband and a son she could lose.

      I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her tight. Wishing time would pass faster so that we could have them back.
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      We all waited. Any day now they would come. I’ve been secretly making the marks on the wall as the day passed. Today was the seventh day. We had our shower’s yesterday, and I was grateful that I would not see my daughter smelling like a dumpster.

      It had to be today.

      The main door opened and the men all closed their eyes, pretending to be asleep. The footsteps sounded on the concrete until they stopped in front of my cell.

      “Wake him up and bring him with you,” Goran said, and my eyes flung open. He looked at all the other cells. “Wait for the sign and then kill them all.”

      “Goran, don’t do this, please!”

      His footsteps sounded down the hallway as my cell opened. Travis and Ettienne yelled my name. Where the hell were they? Why weren’t they coming?

      Hands gripped tight around my arms as they dragged me down the hallway.

      “Have faith, Ettiene,” I yelled as they dragged me past his cell.

      Through the door and down the alley, up the steps and out the door. The sunlight hit me as I squinted too late.

      Whimpering came from the gate at my home in Sovereign. Some even cried, yelling at Goran to show mercy. They were brave, trying to plead with him.

      The guards pushed me into a carriage with beams, and my body ached with every bump and jolt as a woman tried to keep up with the carriage, trying to touch me.

      “Stay strong, my king.” She cried.

      Goran knew. He knew they were coming.

      The drive was long, and I drifted away. I didn’t even feel when we stopped and only woke up when I got pulled out of the carriage.

      My feet swayed under me, and I connected with the cobblestones of the castle in Boliva.

      The revelation hit me. I would not make it, but my men could. They would know freedom again, they would hold their daughters and sons soon. Ettiene’s girl was probably with Elena at Dragonia and Brom’s son would join next year.

      I prayed they would come soon on their behalf.

      I got taken to our monthly room, and the guards shoved me down hard on the slab, tightening my hands in the clasps.

      Goran paces. I knew it wasn’t the time for the monthly meeting. This was different. He knew what was coming.

      “Leave us,” Goran said to his guard, and the man bowed, retreating to the door. They didn’t see me as a king anymore after Goran had stripped me of all of my dignity.

      “Why?”

      “You think I’m stupid, that I didn’t know about, Albert?” He walked closer. “I know they can get through the creepers. I know they are planning to save you. Robert will never have the pleasure of speaking to you again, to hear your voice saying his name.”

      Tears filled my eyes and glistened in his.

      “You will never be called Dad.”

      I closed my eyes. He knew, he knew, about Elena. How?

      “You think I didn’t know about her? How stupid of you.”

      The guy that was going to betray us knew about her all this time. “How?”

      “You have your ways. I have mine.”

      He grabbed a knife.

      “Gordy, don’t do this.”

      “Don’t call me that. It wasn’t your name.”

      “She died for crying out loud. It wasn’t my fault.”

      “No, it was. You made her sad.”

      “Because she was away from her daughter. Because of you. If Irene didn’t see that someone close to us was going to betray us, she would still be here.”

      “No, you made her unhappy.”

      “I loved her with all of my heart.” My voice faltered. “She carried my daughter and had to give her away. Do you have any idea how much that hurts? It was because of you.”

      “No, it’s because of you. You should’ve let me marry her.”

      “She didn’t love you like that.”

      A tear fell over Goran’s cheek. He refused to see the truth and wanted me to be the villain with Kate. He refused to see that he was the one that ended her life. It was because of him that the wyverns had killed her. Sure, he took revenge on those that committed the crime, but he refused to take the blame.

      “I’m done, Albert. I should’ve never let you live this long, to toy with you the way I had. You will never see the truth behind any of this.”

      The door barged opened, and all I saw was a dark robe with dark hair.

      Robert!

      He pinned Goran against the wall, and a growl escaped his lips. I gasped. It wasn’t Robert. It was Blake.

      Goran laughed. “The Rubicon is all grown up now.”

      “Shush.” He growled.

      “Are you going to kill me, Blake? You don’t have it in you.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “Blake, don’t. Show mercy, the way you showed Elena mercy.”

      Goran gasped as Blake’s eyes fluttered to mine. He had Issy’s eyes, but looked like his father. His gaze fluttered back to Goran.

      “You didn’t yield, you submitted.” He leaned closer to Blake and whispered in his ear as more men barged through the door and Emanual rushed into the room.

      A powerful jolt pushed out of Goran and Blake flew into the air and hit the wall hard.

      “Blake!” The heaviness of responsibility of that boy’s life plunged into the pit of my stomach. He was my daughter’s dragon and I had to bring him safely to her.

      Spells were being spoken with counterspells. The force threw the slab I laid on to the floor. The pain seared through my body, but I could still see what was happening. There were too many for Goran to fight against. He was on the floor and looked at the dragon’s face, Emanual’s face.

      “Emanual, don’t.” I spoke from underneath the rocks and rubble.

      Emanual squinted and spoke the sleeping spell. Bob entered and rushed to Blake’s side.

      My lips wobbled seeing my dragon, and the tears blurred my gaze.

      “He’s here,” one yelled.

      “James,” I spoke.

      “Albert, you bugger,” he spoke and lifted off rocks. Someone else was helping from the other side and as the rock lifted, Robert stood in front of me.

      He bent over me and his scent overpowered me as his laughter poured out of him. James hit Bob on his shoulder. “Get him up on his feet, Bob.”

      I looked at Goran on the floor. His hands were in magical shackles and the peace mixed with the guilt of what happened to Blake made me nauseous.

      He gave the orders to tie him with magical shackles and peace mixed with the guilt of what happened to Blake made me nauseous. Someone already attended to him and put him over their shoulder, taking him out of the room.

      “I thought you would have smelled twenty thousand time worse,” Bob said.

      “You can be glad he gave us a shower last night. He knew.”

      “Shh, we can talk about that later. Let’s get you out of here.”

      He untied the straps on my arms as Emanual hoisted Goran over his shoulder.

      “You were supposed to be with your son. Why did you let him come in here alone?”

      “He is so fast, Al. We couldn’t keep up. He just wanted to save you so that she could meet you. Don’t hold it against him, please?”

      “Never.”

      He helped me off the slab and at that moment, my legs gave in and he caught me. “Don’t let me fall in front of them, please.”

      “Never.”
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      I stood at the window in my room. Annie watched the footage over the television of any news.

      Reporters were everywhere, reporting that the outskirts of Etan were quiet now, but there were still signs of fighting close to Boliva.

      They were still busy.

      “Switch that off, please.”

      “Sorry.”

      Outside, everything looked so peaceful. All of this was for my father. I could easily lose them both and my dragon tonight. And what if Goran was free? What then?

      The hours ticked by in pacing, lying on the bed and almost drifting away when the door opened. My father’s figure stood in the doorway. His face was dirty, and he wore a robe, meaning that he was in his dragon form. My lips vibrated as I jumped from the bed and ran into his arms.

      “Shh, it’s over. It’s all over.”

      I sobbed in his chest as he tried to calm me down. He gave me a few minutes and Annie stepped out to give us some privacy.

      I finally calmed down and Dad looked down at me.

      “He’s out, Elena. Your father is safe.”

      “Where?”

      “They are treating him and his men at one of the medical stations. Why is the tv off?”

      “Because I switched it off. They didn’t share any news.”

      Dad took the remote and switched it on. Every news channel now showed reporters around one of the medical stations, trying to get a glimpse of him.

      “King Albert has come home. The doctors are taking care of him and then they will transport him to the castle of Tith. We still hadn’t heard about the fate of the Rubicon.”

      Dad switched it off.

      “What!—”

      “Elena, calm down.”

      “What happened? Why did she say that?” I didn’t even sound like myself anymore and the tears were flowing like crazy again.

      My father held me tight. “Calm down, Bear. He is okay.”

      “No, what happened?”

      “You know he is faster than all the other dragons. He heard Goran had your father, and he wanted to kill him. Blake got to him in time. That is all I know. He is in that tent with your father. He hasn’t woken up, but his vitals are strong.”

      “He came face to face with Goran!” I pushed at my father. “Why, why would you do that?”

      My father frowned. “It was his duty with his father to get to yours. His pink kiss. There is no cure. He didn’t tell you?”

      “So Goran is dead?”

      My father’s face fell.

      “He is dead, right?”

      “No, your father spared his life. We assume that was when he attacked Blake. He is fine, Bear. His vitals are strong.”

      “If he dies…” My lower lip wobbled as the tears didn’t want to stop.

      “He won’t. We won’t let him. I won’t let him. I’m sorry. He just wanted to save your father.”

      I switched on the tv again. The reporter reported how they hoisted my father into the chopper and I looked past dad at the screen. I only caught the gurney and the medical staff that put him in the chopper. They were still attending to Blake.

      “I want him here. Both of them. I don’t care what you say.”

      My dad nodded. “He’ll be here soon.”

      We left the room, and I rushed down the hallway to the foyer.

      Tanya opened her arms as she saw me and I crashed into her body. “Elena, he is going to be okay. We will not let him die. I promise.”

      “Why? Why did he spare his life?”

      “Elena?”

      “No, he tortured him for the past fifteen years. He was going to kill him. Where did they even take the asshole?”

      “To Beaufort. He won’t be able to break out of there. Justice will be served. Calm down.”

      The heaviness settled in my stomach even more. He played with my dragon’s life, even after I promised nothing would happen to his dragon.

      Why would he do that? Goran couldn’t have messed him up that much. Then again, he was for fifteen years locked up in prison, tortured and some more. He couldn’t be right in his mind.

      A chopper sound came near.

      “They are here,” Queen Maggie said, and a dragon landed. Emanual.

      I saw King Helmut sliding off his back, with King Caleb sitting behind him.

      He hugged Maggie and froze as he pushed her away. The look on his face spoke pages of what had taken place at the castle, and then he hugged her again.

      “What did she tell him?”

      “That the castle got attacked, Tabitha is not conscious, Lucian is worried. You are okay.”

      She hugged Caleb. It was the first time that I saw his affectionate side.

      “I really don’t like him.”

      “Caleb changed a lot because of that night, Elena. He’ll come back. He’s not that bad once you get to know him,” Mom said.

      The chopper came nearer and Mom hugged me tighter. “I wished it was your mother that was going to climb out of that chopper. I know you are angry at him. I’m sure he knows that, too. He must feel like crap. That I can promise you. Bury your anger. They wanted you so much.”

      She had told me how my father used to dance with me and had these long conversations with me. I loved it then, but not so much now as the chopper blades spun slower.

      “When are they bringing Blake?”

      “Soon. I promise he will be here soon.”

      “Elena,” Emanual said, and he hugged me. “He’s going to be okay.”

      “When are they going to bring him?”

      “He is in the air, okay? He’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      “What?”

      “Your father was quite adamant that he won’t leave his side. They told him that the chopper wasn’t big enough for the both of them. They load him up on a chopper behind us.”

      I closed my eyes. My father refused to leave him. That must say something. The two kings spoke to the person lying on the gurney.

      “I doubt he looked like the man you saw in your ascension. He is very skinny and scars from the explosion covered the one side of his face.”

      Tears pooled in my eyes at Emanual’s words and I nodded.

      The EMTs brought him toward the steps as Dad stepped out behind me and wrapped his arm around me.

      My heart stammered as the METs brought him closer and Caleb chuckled at something the king said. “Get better, Al. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Thanks, Caleb.” I heard his faint voice.

      “Always.”

      Caleb rushed down the steps as the METs almost reached us. I couldn’t. I wasn’t ready, and I rushed to my room.

      “Elena,” Dad yelled.

      “Let her go. I’ll go.” Mom’s footsteps ran behind me as I left for my room and into my bathroom, where I slid against the wall and cried my heart out.

      “Elena!” Mom’s voice came.

      I shook my head as fear had gripped its talons around my heart.

      She hunched down and rubbed my legs.

      “You heard what Emanual said. I can tell you he feels like crap, and knowing that you don’t want to see him, he knows it’s because of that.”

      I sniffed through my sobs, and I shook my head.

      “Then why the tears? Why ran away when he was so close?”

      “I don’t know. I fear so many things. My foretelling…”

      “It wasn’t the time. It’s not that.”

      “He could’ve killed him, Mom. I wasn’t even there.”

      She sighed. “Goran didn’t even kill your father. He wouldn’t kill the Rubicon either. Not the Rubicon.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “He always wanted a dragon like the Rubicon. He wanted to get away, and he saw his chance. That is it. It’s not time for that foretelling.”

      “How do you know?”

      “She would’ve curled up in pain if the time of that foretelling came to rise, or the minute they said you have to sit this one out. She didn’t.”

      “She what?”

      “Oh, she gets headaches from hell if one of the big ones comes close and nobody has done anything to salvage it. Irene would’ve been in a lot of pain. She is fine. You want a few minutes?”

      I nodded.

      She touched my face. “I’ll let him know you are coming.” She got up and left the bathroom.

      It wasn’t the foretelling. It wasn’t time. Blake would wake up. He had to wake up. I would not be a widower at this age.
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      I walked to where the light was coming from. They’d put him close to my room.

      “Elena,” Lucian said my name, and he popped out of another room. “He’s here.”

      “Blake?”

      He nodded, and I followed Lucian. Why didn’t I hear the chopper landing?

      I rushed into the room, and he was still in his human figure lying on the bed. I climbed on the bed and broke down in tears again.

      “Elena,” Isabel whispered as she rubbed my back. “He is fine. His vitals are fine. Listen.”

      The heartbeat on the EKG was strong, and I sniffed.

      “Your father feels horrible about this as he said you kept your word when he didn’t.”

      I closed my eyes. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Yes, he just has to wake up. Give him time to rest.”

      I nodded and kissed Blake on top of his head. “You better wake up.”

      I climbed off the bed and Isabel walked with me toward my father’s room.

      Dad’s voice, and Mom’s voice, were the loudest.

      “Albert, stop,” Dad said.

      “No,” a faint voice replied. “I owe both of you.”

      “Stop it. Stop.” Dad sounded annoyed. “It was my pleasure to raise her and to enjoy every minute, knowing that you would never. I thought you were dead, but you get what I’m trying to say.”

      A tired laugh reached my ears.

      “Al, you need to get better. For her. She needs you more than she needs me, as she is just like you and Kate. You knew how to handle Kate. I’m a bit on the wrong end of that one. Not to speak about the Rubicon.”

      Silence.

      “Don’t smile like that. We will speak again when you are stronger. You are going to wish he didn’t wake up.”

      “They are a dent, Jako. I knew it since I saw there wasn’t a pair of gahoonies and I made peace. Nobody would love her…” silence grew.

      “It’s not on you,” Sir Robert spoke.

      “No, if he doesn’t wake up, that is on me. Trying to save his life. What is wrong with me?”

      “I agree on that part,” Mom quipped.

      “Tanya,” Sir Robert and Dad said.

      “I’m just saying, if it was Kate, she would’ve killed him.”

      “Elena,” Isabel said as we listened.

      “Bear,” Dad called. “Come.”

      I walked into the room, followed by Blake’s mom.

      King Helmut sat on a chair near the bed next to a chair Sir Robert took. Dad stood right next to the bed on the other side and Mom blocked the front view with folded arms.

      I walked closer and Dad reached out for me. I gasped as I saw my father laying on the bed. The one side of his face was all scarred with burns. His eyes were the same green as mine. His cheekbones protruded from his skin and his eyes laid deeper in their sockets.

      “I’m with Mom. How could you spare his life?”

      Tears pooled in my father’s eyes.

      “Bear.” My other dad voiced.

      “No, Dad, look at him. Goran did that to him. And you put him in some magical cell! Hoping it’s going to hold him?”

      “It will hold him,” Dad said as he pulled me to his side. He planted his lips on top of my head.

      It better hold him.

      “I know it’s not what you saw during the ascension, sweet pea.” My dad on the bed said as my lips wobbled.

      I let go of the dad hugging me and looked at the one on the bed. I sat on the bed next to him and grabbed his hand. He squeezed softly, and I knew he had little strength. Goran barely kept him alive. “It’s not that. Of course I’m happy that you are here, and that I got to see you face to face. I don’t understand. Why? Blake was ready, Dad. He could’ve killed him and all your worries and Paegeia’s worries would’ve been over.”

      Tears glistened in his eyes, and he grunted.

      Tanya chuckled. It wasn’t funny.

      “You look just like your mom.”

      More chuckles came as my lips curved. “Now that is a lie. Answer my question?”

      “Because nobody showed him mercy before, sweetheart.”

      The minute he said that, I remembered what King Helmut had told me.

      “He’s not that Goran anymore, Al,” King Helmut said.

      “We can’t give up, Helmut.”

      Mom grunted. “Who do you think was responsible for Kate’s death, Al?”

      “It wasn’t him, it was a wyvern.”

      “It’s because of him. This is the side of you I’ll never understand.” Mom made a claw in Dad’s direction, grunted, and stormed out.

      “Tanya,” Sir Robert yelled.

      “Leave her. She had lost so much more than us, Bob. She was part of a Dent. I don’t want that for your son or my daughter. She is right. I have to change.”

      “No, no. You don’t change a damn thing, maybe enhance it a bit, but you will not change your beliefs. I get it now. But if he hurts one more person who I love, I will kill him. I don’t care whose twin he is or what a great friend he was to you. You do not show him mercy again, you hear?” I said.

      Dad stared at me.

      “It’s his last chance. He has taken enough from this family. No more.”

      I bent over and hugged him. Moth balls mixed with an old person’s scent reached my nose. It must have been from a poor diet for the last fifteen years.

      “Just fight to get better, please.”

      “I promise,” he whispered, and gave me a trembling kiss against the cheek.

      I broke the hug. “You need your rest, too.” My gaze skidded to King Helmut. “So whatever you have to discuss with him can wait.”

      Sir Robert’s lips grew thinner, as if he tried to suppress his smile as King Helmut’s eyes grew. I looked at Sir Robert. “You too.”

      His smile disappeared. “Elena.”

      “He is a room away. He will not disappear. We did it in a bloody month. Now give him rest.”

      “Thank you, Elena.” Constance stormed in as both my dads laughed. One harder than the other one.

      “You heard her,” Constance said, “Go.”

      They got up and walked out of the room, including Dad.

      I looked down at the one who fathered me. “I only learned about you in school and from the media. It’s time I see it for myself. So please, be the father that I need, the royal one, cause none of this is easy.”

      He closed his eyes as tears lingered on his eyelids.

      I wiped it away, and he opened his eyes. “Blake will wake up. He has no bloody choice.” I sniffed. “But you got to do your part. Become the king that they taught me about. I need you.”

      Constance sniffed.

      “I’ll go now.”

      “I don’t have a problem with you. The dragon and King I have an enormous problem with at the moment.”

      “It was on my orders,” Dad said.

      “You are not a dragon. I know deep down you want to be one, but you are not. You need your rest, you need sustenance. I would’ve killed him for doing this to you, too.”

      “I already got scolded for that.”

      We both laugh.

      “Rest,” I said and bent over, kissed him on the head, got up and left.

      I looked back as Constance was still busy fiddling with his drip and saw my father’s eyes already closed. He was dead tired.
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      The next week wasn’t easy. The first time I woke up to my father’s screams, I almost got a heart attack. What the hell did Goran do to him? How could Dad just want to lock him up?

      Constance and Isabel were always near, even Sir Robert.

      I would slip in Blake’s room and crawl into bed with him, just laying close to him, begging him to wake up.

      They got a Night Seeker who reminded me of a vampire. He was as pale as one, fast as one and had the fangs, but they were blind as bats. He walked with a cane tapping against the floor and saw my father three times a day.

      Lucian told me what they could do. They were creepy as hell and Blake had a bad run in with one when he was a kid. She was dark and evil and had put thoughts in his head. His mom had caught her in the act and she killed her.

      I gaped at Lucian, not imagining Isabel crazy enough to kill someone, but then again, it was for her son. I would probably too.

      They were what our kind called psychiatrists. They were just a thousand times enhanced, using magic to work through your problems faster. If the Night Seeker couldn’t get Dad back to where he should be, nobody could help him.

      Leo was funny too. That was the Night Seekers’ name. Leo.

      He would make jokes about someone following him, or how beautiful the garden was, or warn us about dragon poop. We fell for it every single time, as he was so believable.

      Dad thought it was hilarious.

      The snow queen was still sleeping. Her vitals were strong, but Lucian did not know why she took so long to wake up.

      “A pillar fell onto her. Jeez, we might be dragons but we feel too,” Sammy said one day, and I had to suppress the laughter that threatened to spurt from my lips. “I thought you don’t care about her.”

      “She is my dragon.”

      “Yeah, whatever. I saw you sneaking out of her room at night.”

      “Give me a break.” Lucian got up and left.

      “Say hi to Tabitha,” Sammy yelled, making me snort.

      “Sammy?”

      “What? I hate it when guys can’t own up to what they are feeling. He clearly cares more than he is admitting. Will probably treat her like crap again after she wakes up.”

      “You don’t know that?” I said, and she stared at me with raised eyebrows.

      “I’m not a fan of the girl. She jumped high whenever my brother clicked his fingers and she was as pathetic as they come, but I never wanted her dead. Hopefully Lucian will rub off on her and she would get some personality that I could relate with.”

      “Yeah, I pray for that one, too.”

      Sammy chuckled and stared at her brother. “I wonder what they go through when they Dent. I mean, you would’ve not liked my brother one bit. He was a real dickhead, but after he found you, part of his old self came back every day. I can’t imagine my life without him.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Sorry, I’m being insensitive. Thank you for existing,” she said with a pout and wiped a tear away.

      “Hey, he is going to wake up. He has to. I’m so livid with him for not telling me what his duty was.”

      “I didn’t know either. I would’ve told him how stupid it was. Just because he has a fire that there is no cure for. That is my dad. I love him to bits but for a long time he didn’t give a crap about us. We had lost him after your father got trapped behind the creepers, and now he is coming back every day too. The old Sir Robert was scary, but I knew he loved us.”

      “Hey, your dad loves you a lot, Sammy.”

      She shook her head.

      “I guess we all have our stupid problems.”

      She huffed. “I’m just glad he won’t get those beatings anymore. It was so hard the days after.”

      “Your brother?”

      She nodded. “It was one reason he never came home when he started Dragonia. Whenever the darkness became too much, my dad beat him to a pulp. It would take weeks for the cuts to heal.”

      I swallowed hard. He never told me about that.

      “Who beat your dad? I mean, he isn’t a dent or anything.”

      “Your father, after a while, they could go longer without it. I think the last time Emanual got a beating was before I was born.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, they are horrible when the darkness returns. But it takes longer each time. King Helmut did it, but it was about twice in my lifetime.”

      “It’s so barbaric.”

      “It’s the way it is, Elena. Like the good book says, nothing works like a beating.”

      “That is not what the good book meant, Sammy.”

      “Dragons, remember.”

      I giggled as I got what she was saying. They enhanced everything with dragons.

      “How is Vicky doing with her foretelling?”

      “Still trying to figure out what it means. We’ve been searching the library with her, missed a few classes too, to go on these crazy hunches with her.”

      “You did that for her?”

      “She is our roomie. Of course we did that.”

      I smiled.

      “We will do it for you, too. Just don’t become as crazy as she does, please?”

      I laughed, imagining it. Vicky was so eccentric.
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      The days sped up after that. Dad still woke up at night, but it wasn’t as intense as it used to be. He sort of lulled him back. Guess the Night Seeker really knew his shit. He came to the castle less and less too.

      My father was picking up weight and resembled the man that I saw during my ascension. Constance couldn’t even heal his scar as Sir Robert gave Dad his essence. He was like a dragon now. The public was hungry for news about his wellbeing and every day Gerard van Eck had to give a press conference.

      We took walks every day too and mostly spoke about nothing. Just bantering and playing around. He was easy to love, easy to be crazy about. To care for. He was the king of everyone’s hearts and the stories he told about mom, how fierce she was and how crazy she made him at the same time. They differed from Tanya’s stories.

      “I’m sorry that she had left you, Elena.”

      “Don’t. Dad 1 or 2, stayed.”

      He laughed. “1 or 2?”

      “I don’t know. Jako is terrified that if I call him dad in front of you, you would not feel like a father, and he is terrified that I’m going to stop calling him dad.”

      He tapped my leg with a broad smile on his lips. He still walked with his cane, but there were rumors he wanted to train again. It scared me, as he wasn’t a dragon. It has only been two weeks.

      “Dad, just rest a bit more, please. You are not a dragon.”

      “You sound like Constance now.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “I’m half a dragon?”

      I froze as I stared at him. “What?”

      He laughed. “My mother wasn’t my mother, sweetheart. The one you learned was your grandmother is not your real grandmother.”

      “Then who is?”

      “My mom was a Swallow Annex. She was beautiful and my father loved her dearly. I didn’t know that myself until he confessed it to me one day. Did you think a normal spell could conjure the creepers? Heck no. You need dragon magic for those sorts of monsters.”

      “They were just like you.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Scary on the outside when you need to be, but breathtaking on the inside.” I told him about the core and how beautiful it was compared to the outside.

      He hung on my words this time. “I wish I could have seen them.”

      “No, you don’t. Besides, they have them in the records. I’m sure you can have a look. So what, are you going to stay with the king and queen of Tith for the rest of your life?”

      He smiled. “No, but I love being waited on like this.”

      I laughed. “You are just as spoiled as they are. Admit it?”

      “No, Elena. I’ll eat rocks and socks, and hay if I could have one more day with your mother and you together.”

      My heart twinges at the thought. “I probably would too. The records of her made her this icon.”

      “She was.” He sighed. “She was so upset with me because I did not know who was going to betray us. I bet if someone told me, I would still not have believed it. I’m sorry, Elena. My choices were not smart concerning you.”

      “Dad, don’t.”

      “No, if anything had happened to Jako on the other side, nobody would’ve known who you were.”

      I sighed as I looked at the willows touching the water. “How much did he tell you?”

      “Not a lot. I read between the lines. I knew him longer than you do. The guy practically raised me. He is more your grandfather than my father would’ve ever been.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I can call him pops.”

      Dad laughed. “Call him what you want to call him. I don’t mind sharing. He was your first dad that you knew, but you are mine, through and through.” Dad grabbed me around my shoulder and pulled me into him. He didn’t smell like an old person anymore, either.

      “Albert!” King Caleb’s voice spoke behind us and I growled.

      Dad looked at me and back at King Caleb. “What is going on between the two of you?”

      I looked at Dad. “Nothing.”

      “No, don’t give me that, young lady. Speak up. Why don’t you like one of my favorite people in the entire world?”

      Caleb laughed. “It’s my fault. Sorry, Al.”

      “Oh, what did you do?”

      I laughed at Dad’s tone as King Caleb sighed. “We all changed, Al. I lost you, Yvonne. It wasn’t easy.”

      “Buck up, man. Tanya had lost her dent, and she doesn’t sulk half as much as you do.”

      More laughter erupted. “I lost you too. I lost my way. The light. It was just as dark on this side as it was in Etan.”

      “I doubt that. So what did he do? No, let me guess. He didn’t believe a word you said.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I’m right. Caleb?”

      “You didn’t tell anyone. What were you thinking? I would’ve raised her, Helmut would’ve raised her. Heck, even Bob would’ve raised her. We would never betray you.”

      “Oh, so when did you realize it was Goran?” Dad asked.

      Caleb’s face fell.

      “Just as I thought. None of us did. This was my child, Caleb, everyone was a suspect. It wasn’t just my choice. Kate only trusted Tanya. It didn’t mean that I didn’t want to tell you. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to tell you just to get rid of those ridiculous rumors.”

      “What rumors?”

      Dad looked at him. “I’m not stupid. I know that you all thought I grabbed Tanya in some nook in the palace.”

      “You knew about that?”

      “I have enhanced hearing. I just couldn’t tell any of you why she was so sad. It should’ve made sense when this one appeared on the scene. You know how much we wanted a child.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “So what did you do, so that I know how long I have to be displeased with you?”

      King Caleb grunted as I tried to suppress a bubble of a laugh.

      “I’m listening.”

      “I tried to take the title away from her,” King Caleb mumbled.

      “What?” Dad asked.

      “You have enhanced hearing. And when she told all of us you are alive, I didn’t believe her because of the explosion.”

      Dad nodded and looked very disappointed, but he winked at me when King Caleb looked down.

      “And I annulled her and Blake’s claim.”

      No, that was the ancients.

      “Duclin, still?”

      “You know Helmut and I are not the same. They practically rule Paegeia.”

      “Caleb!”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Two months.”

      “Two months, what?”

      “Two months for all the crap that you did. I’m going to ignore you for two months.”

      I laughed, and then Caleb laughed. “Al?”

      “I still haven’t decided on the crap you unleashed on my cub, but I’ll think hard about that.”

      “Dad, stop. Admitting fault, not lying about it, should be taken into consideration.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yes, besides, I think you need all of your friends, even the crappy ones, if you want to get better.”

      “He’s not a crappy friend, actually one of the best ones I have. But I’ll take that into consideration right after he helps me up.”

      More laughter followed and King Caleb walked toward Dad and helped him up.

      “Tomorrow at the same time?” he asked, and I nodded. He kissed me on top of my head and I was ready to get up too when Lucian flew out with the speed of light, yelling my name.

      My heart raised, hoping it was Blake.

      “Oh, crap,” Dad whispered to Caleb who laughed and Lucian neared us.

      “She woke up.”

      “Your dragon?” I growled.

      “Young boy,” Dad said and Lucian looked at Dad. “Tone down the excitement. You are not supposed to like her.”

      I laughed as Lucian blushed.

      They walked away as Lucian and I watched. “What are you still doing here?”

      He shook his head.

      “Oh my word, Sammy is right. You are  not going to tell her a thing, are you?”

      “How can I trust it?”

      “The same way I trust Blake.”

      “It’s not the same. He wasn’t crazy about Tabitha the way she was about him.”

      “She is your dent. According to my mother and father, that is special. According to you, it’s special.”

      He stared at me.

      “Fine, I’ll go check up on her. Boys.” I shook my head and walked with huge strides to the castle. I marched up the steps as Lucian sauntered into the castle. Constance was checking up on her as I entered.

      “Hey,” I said, and she looked at me with those ice-blue eyes. Shit, she was beautiful. Even after two weeks of sleep, a mess, she is still beautiful.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like a pillar fell on me.”

      “I’m glad you woke up. You want to go for a shower?”

      “I was just going to offer her that. They are busy with your food, so I’m sure once you have finished your shower, you can eat,” Constance said.

      She nodded with a small smile. Constance smiled and got up. Tabitha grabbed her hand. “How is he?”

      My heart fell.

      “Hasn’t woken up yet, but you know him. He always wakes up.”

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “He got face to face with Goran and…”

      “Goran was here?”

      I frowned, and so did Constance. “No, he is in jail. Who are you speaking about?”

      “Lucian,” she whispered.

      “He is fine. You saved his life, sweetheart. A true royal dragon.”

      “Blake is still sleeping?”

      She nodded.

      “He will wake up. He always does,” she said and swung her legs off the bed. I rushed to her side and helped her.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Stop, you need help.”

      “Elena?” She closed her eyes. “After everything I did to you?”

      “Clean slate, okay? I’ll try if you will.”

      “I don’t deserve it.”

      “I don’t care. I’m tired of being angry at you.”

      “That makes two of us. For your information, it wasn’t the pillar that caused this.”

      I looked at her. “It’s not?”

      She shook her head. “He’s never going to trust me. Not after…” her voice broke.

      She dented.

      “Hey, have hope, okay? It’s more complicated than you know.”

      She stared at me with glistening eyes.

      “Time will sort it out.”

      She closed her eyes as I helped her to the bathroom and into the shower.
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      Lucian didn’t come, and I made him wait. He was such an idiot. She would give anything to see him and I couldn’t help but wonder what the dent was. What made her affection changed? I would not tell Lucian either that she had dented.

      He needed to treat her like the protector she was. I don’t care how hard it was for him. If I could trust Blake after everything I thought happened, he could learn to trust her as well.

      I found Lucian sitting with Blake as I entered.

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “What does she say?”

      “Like a pillar fell on her. Are you going to see her, say thank you, or is it just a dragon’s duty to save your life and wait for the next time?”

      “Elena?”

      “Don’t Elena me, Lu. She saved your life. Go thank her.”

      He mumbled and got up. “Thanks for nothing.”

      “And tell her how you feel. Give that a try.”

      He mumbled more, but without enhanced hearing, I did not know what he said.

      “Okay, Sleeping Beauty, enough. It’s time for you to wake up too. It’s boring without you.” I fiddled with my hands.

      “Even my dad is getting fatter while you are sleeping. You always sleep.” A gentle huff of air passed through my lips. “Tabitha dented, but I will not tell Lucian. It’s so hilarious how he sulks. He likes her too much, if you ask me. I don’t think it would be that long.” I told him everything that had happened today, and that she was a nice person underneath all that snow. She was beautiful too, and I complained a bit about how perfect she looked when she transformed back and I found her in a bed.

      “I hope he went and said thank you and not went to his room. See why I need you? I don’t have enhanced hearing,” I whispered.

      I spoke to him until his mom came to check up on him and I left to go say goodnight to my real dad.

      He told me a story about how he met my mother. It sounded like a real Cinderella story of a commoner stealing the heart of a prince.

      “She had me when she waltzed up to the imposter to tell him just what she was thinking?”

      “She did not know it was you?”

      “No, the masks of that time were over the top, and to be just a normal noble for the night, I had to choose an extravagant one to hide who I was. I fell in love so fast, and I never got my heart back after that night. Well, she left me with you,” he said and kissed me on my head. “Tomorrow night, I’ll tell you part two, as I only saw her two years later.”

      “What?”

      He bubbled with laughter. “It’s a brilliant story.”

      “You are such a party pooper.”

      “That is a dad’s speciality,” he spoke in a tight mouth, sounding British.

      He was hilarious. I bid him goodnight and traipsed to Dad’s room. He was reading on his tablet, laying on his bed.

      His lips quirked as I entered. “You are wonderful with him, Bear.”

      “He calls me cub.”

      “Cause I call you bear.”

      “I don’t mind the least. It’s easy to love him. He has a way—”

      “You don’t have to tell me. He is a real joker. You should’ve seen the pranks he used to have as a child, and it never stopped.”

      I laughed.

      “He has changed little.”

      “He still gets nightmares,” I said.

      “It will pass. I just don’t know if he is ready for tomorrow.”

      I looked at my dad. “What is happening tomorrow?”

      “He has to go in front of the ancients.”

      “Why? What reason?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I thought they only come if the kings don’t get along.”

      “Yeah, well, that is not the case this time. Caleb would never go behind his back.”

      “You know, he and Duclin have some sort of arrangement.”

      “What?”

      “Dad mentioned something like that when he chastised Caleb for his faults, not believing me and so forth. Caleb tried to annul Blake and I, not Duclin.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore, Elena. Your father is back now. Caleb would never go behind his back to the ancients.”

      I sighed. “I want to go with them.”

      “Elena?”

      “No, he is my father. I want to go with him.”

      “He is going to kill me for telling you.”

      “You didn’t know that I knew. If Sir Robert is going with him, I’m going with too.”

      “Fine, just give me breakfast to break it to him, please?”

      “Okay, love you.” I kissed him on the head and said goodnight before walking back to my Sleeping Beauty and crawled into bed with him. I didn’t care what my dad or the other one was going to say. One seemed to be fine. Blake was my dent. The other one was still a grouch, but I knew deep down inside he was begging Blake to wake up through some sort of special dragon call, or I hoped.
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      The next morning, Dad wasn’t happy that I knew.

      “I thought she knew,” Dad H said.

      “I don’t have a wife who bust my gahoonies anymore. You want to tell me I’m going to co-parent with you now? Run everything by you and come up with what is best for her?”

      Everyone sniggered around the table as Dad H’s lips curved. “I’m sorry, Albert.”

      “You are supposed to be the grandfather, not the other dad, Jako.”

      “I love you both. That should be enough.”

      Dad A looked at me. “You want to go.”

      “Yes, I will not leave you to them.”

      “Not all of them are supposed to be that bad.”

      My lips quirked.

      “I knew he would not stay away.”

      A fit of laughter broke out at the look on Dad’s face.

      “Who is he to Kate?” the queen asked.

      “My lips are sealed. But it seems like the affection only lies with the Malone women and not the men,” Dad said. “Okay, fine, but I don’t want to hear anything about why I didn’t tell you.”

      I crossed my heart and sat down to eat a plate of breakfast, too.

      After, we went to the city hall in Tith.

      My father and Sir Robert were muttering. His recovery was going exceptional, but the cane was still at his side.

      “The Council and Ancients have changed. I can’t prepare you for what you are about to find,” Sir Robert said, sitting across from Dad in the carriage.

      “We’ve all changed.”

      Sir Robert then went into detail about the changes and he mentioned the Dragon Law a lot. My father’s face slacked from all emotion and then the slight pulse on his jaw line came.

      “They disrespected the Dragon Law?”

      “They use it however they see fit.”

      “Robert, how could you just let them do that?” All the jokes were gone.

      “How, you really want me to answer that?”

      My father stared at him. I knew now what they meant about my father and Sir Robert sharing their own different bond. They lifted each other’s spirits. He bent over and leaned with his forehead against Sir Robert’s. “Even if I was dead. You had responsibilities to all dragons.”

      “They tortured me because they thought I was the one that betrayed you. If it wasn’t for Helmut...”

      My flesh erupted with goosebumps.

      My father took a deep breath and sat back in his seat.

      “Even if I wanted to, they wouldn’t have listened to me. If Blake wasn’t the Rubicon, believe me, my family wouldn’t be here today.”

      My father turned his head and stared out the window, thinking. Maybe it had sunk in how much everything had changed.

      The carriage landed in front of the city hall, and reporters rushed toward us. My heartbeat picked up, but my father, even if he felt the way I did, didn’t show it.

      Sir Robert climbed out first and cameras went off. I huffed when they addressed him as Sir Robert again, asking him many questions.

      My father closed the door. “What is that about?”

      “Didn’t you hear what they did to him, Dad? They’ve only addressed him as Sir Robert again the day everyone found out you were still alive. Actually, not even then. It was the day they reunited you with him.”

      He frowned first, then closed his eyes as his jaw muscles pumped.

      “You don’t have to be here today. Wait, see what they’ve become like first. Prepare yourself, please?”

      He smiled and touched my face. “It’s good to have someone that cares again. I’ll be fine.” He took a deep breath and opened the door.

      I feared he wasn’t ready for any of this, but to be honest, I wasn’t ready for what followed, either.

      My father smiled, waved and even stopped to shake hands with some reporters. He spoke to them as if they were humans, not cockroaches. He answered so many questions as he walked to the entrance of City Hall. They all laughed at his responses. It was as if he was a different type of dragon breed himself, one that charmed everyone, that made them forget what they were, and about their job.

      I smiled.

      Sir Robert caught the admiration on my face. “Now you know why everyone called him the Greatest King.”

      “Because of the way he spoke to reporters?”

      A chuckle bubbled from Sir Robert’s throat as my father wrapped his arms around an older lady to take a picture. “No, because your father treated everyone as if they were someone important.”

      I looked at my father again. He sure was amazing with all of them.

      When we reached the stairs, my father turned around, waved at everyone, and held out his hand for mine. I took it and we went up the steps to the entrance.

      Everyone on the Council bowed as my father entered. He also bowed and went over to one of the two chairs that were in front of the Ancients, who weren’t on their thrones yet.

      I sat next to him.

      Sir Robert was not standing behind my father. It bothered him, and he looked at me through narrowed eyes.

      “Told you,” I said in a hush tone and my father’s face turned emotionless, as if my reply just didn’t bother him anymore.

      He looked at me again as the Ancients walked through the doors and took their seats.

      Papi smiled as he saw me, and nodded toward my father, who nodded back.

      They all addressed my father like they did with everyone, nothing special, like he deserved.

      “This hearing is to verify if we are sitting with the actual king of Paegeia or an imposter,” Duclin said.

      My mouth gaped as Dad looked at them as if they were speaking about a football match and not whether he was the real King Albert or an imposter.

      The allegations sounded preposterous, making Dad sound as if he was a spy for Goran. Dad let them speak as gasps and heads shaking, staring at the Ancients in shock.

      “It’s our duty to question these things. The false prophecies that we got during the years that the Malone bloodline is not extinct were more than you can imagine.”

      “Let me guess. Goran put you up to this?”

      “We had a hearing, and he mentioned something like this.”

      “As he knows, I have no records on this side, and whatever records we had, he made sure that it got destroyed.”

      “We have to choose what is best for Paegeia. And if, in fact, there is any truth to Goran’s claim, I’m afraid it’s the end of the Malone reign. All in favor?” Duclin asked.

      A few members of the council lifted their hands. The scientist that refused to believe that I was who I said sat among them.

      Dad huffed. I knew what this meant, but he lifted his hand. “Not so fast. If I prove that I’m the king of Paegeia, that my bloodline is Malone, you would stop this ludicrous.”

      “It’s not ludicrous if we want what is best for Paegeia. It has to be correct, and we both know there are no records on this side that can prove who you say you are.”

      “I missed the times when your word was enough, but we knew this time would come, where your word would not be enough, so we prepared. A vault that Goran doesn’t know about. On this side of Paegeia. We put it this side so that one day my daughter doesn’t have to fend for herself and begged the other royals for wealth or to look after her.”

      Duclin’s lips thinned.

      “We created the vault not just for her, but to prove that she is who she claimed she is, as we can only open it with our blood. Something you can’t fake. The vault would not open if we weren't Malone. I’ve signed the deed over with my bank manager and he would bring you the original documents that both Kate and I had signed years ago. Would something like that be efficient enough for you?”

      “If something like that exists. I don’t see why not,” Papi spoke before Duclin could say a thing.

      My dad bowed his head and got up. “I’ll plan for that to happen as soon as possible. Until then, I will keep you posted.”

      “It has to be in the next forty-eight hours, Albert.” Duclin spoke and Dad bowed again as I stared at Duclin. He would do anything to prove that dad wasn’t the king of Paegeia.

      We walked out, and then all the council members walked out behind us.

      Nobody said a word until we get to the carriage.

      When we were in the air, Sir Robert spoke. “What do you need me to do?”

      “I need you to go to the other side of the wall and find Craven Haultser. It’s strange why he hadn’t made contact yet. The last time he was in Florida. Let’s hope he didn’t relocate. His firm holds the deed.”

      Sir Robert nodded and the minute we landed, he parted ways and took to the sky and I hoped he could get to this man in the next forty-eight hours.
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      I told Blake everything when I got home. I couldn’t believe that they insinuated my dad was an imposter and wanted to strip his title. Dad obviously had something to prove that he was who he said he was. The look on Duclin’s face spoke a lot of words when it slacked.

      “He has a vault on this side. Did you know about that?”

      As always, I expected a reply from him, but none came from his silent lips.

      “When are you planning to grace us with your presence? You are driving me crazy while sleeping. It’s almost two weeks, Blake. Please, just wake up.” I got up and planted my lips on his head.

      None of my kisses had worked. It only reminded me that this wasn’t a fairytale. This world was as real as the one I grew up in.

      If I could reach into his dreams, I would. I would drag him back and get him to wake up. I wondered constantly what he was doing, what he was seeing. Was I with him? Was he happy?

      The next morning, the newspaper and tabloids were all about my dad’s vault on this side and that it would prove that he was the king.

      They had done a lot of interviews with the banks and none could comment that Dad actually owned a vault with their bank. There wasn’t a single one out there.

      It made me worried. “Dad, where is the vault?”

      “Relax, sweet pea. It’s a secret vault, which makes me worried my keeper didn’t come forward.”

      “Your keeper?”

      “Someone that knew about the vault.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Living on the other side.”

      “He is a dragon?”

      He nodded.

      “So you told someone about the vault, but you couldn’t tell someone other than Tanya and my other dad about me?”

      “Sweet pea, it wasn’t like that. You were not in possession. You are my flesh and blood and I know things went horribly wrong with sticking to the plan, but they know the truth. I don’t need him to prove who I am or to open the vault. Our bloodline is the key. But I will need him to provide the deed to this vault that me and your mother had signed fifteen years ago. That's why I sent Robert to the other side yesterday.”

      I nodded.

      “So whenever they return, I’d show everyone who I am and then I will address the Ancients again.”
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      Later that afternoon, Sir Robert came back with a Crown Tail. Dad’s brows twitched together as he looked at them. They transformed back and one of the staff gave them robes. I would never get used to their naked human forms.

      “Where is Craven Haulster?” Dad asked.

      The man behind Sir Robert bowed, and my father told him to get up. He had a bag around his shoulder and shook my father’s hand.

      “Your majesty, Borgen Haulster. It’s such an honor to meet you. Craven Haulster was my father. He’s not with us anymore, but he explained to me on his deathbed about the vault and the deed that belonged to your family.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your loss, Borgen. Your father was a great and honorable man.”

      “That he was. I’m proud to be his son, and I try every day to walk in his footsteps.”

      Dad smiled, and the guy handed him the files. Dad opened it and teeth shone pearly through his grin.

      “Sir Robert, can you please arrange the meeting for the council for tonight? I want to present them with the papers so that Mr. Haulster can go back to his normal life as soon as possible.”

      Sir Robert nodded. It was amazing how Dad addressed him in front of others as Sir, but when it was only us, he called him Bob.

      We waited for a verdict and finally the call came. My dad had to go back to the city hall and every council member had to be there.

      We all left and walked in like usual. There were three chairs this time, and the Ancients walked in one by one and took their chairs.

      Borgen got up, bowed in front of the ancients, and gave them each a copy of the original deed to the vault. They inspected it.

      “It’s signed by the queen and king,” Papi said. “So when the vault opens, it’s a done deal.”

      My father nodded and got up. “I would like to open my vault now.”

      They consented, and we all left, taking carriages toward a theme park.

      “Dad?”

      “I had to hide it, Elena. It’s quite clever if you think about it.”

      “A theme park?”

      He grunted a laugh. “I love a treasure hunt and thought you might appreciate this one.”

      I shook my head as the carriage landed.

      The people that still walked the grounds of the theme park all grabbed their Cammys and recorded Dad. Some even asked for a picture and my father never showed them away. He even made a joke or two about the imposter allegations.

      I waited with Sir Robert at an old creepy tree that looked like a face and had a mouth.

      There was a kids’ play park nearby.

      Borgen went to the tree and touched it. The tree kept him occupied as he looked around. “Marvelous.”

      “What is?” Sir Robert asked.

      “It’s the opening to the vault.”

      “What?” we both asked.

      The Ancients finally arrived with their guards and Micha bowed her head as she passed us and smiled at Dad. He smiled back, but I doubt he knew who she was.

      Borgen spoke again and explained the opening that was in the tree’s mouth. A feature that became part of the theme park and only the brave stuck their hands inside, but only a true royal will open the mystery.

      The ancients studied the tree and four of them put their hands inside.

      Papi was the only one that didn’t. I guess he was afraid that the vault would open as the Squire’s bloodline flew through him.

      Nothing had happened, and Duclin showed dad to go ahead.

      “It’s old, so it might take some time.” He put his hand in and took it out. A small drop of blood pooled on his finger.

      He winked. A few seconds passed, and then a slight rumble vibrated against the soles of our feet.

      Everyone took a knee in front of Dad.

      Dad lowered his head at his subjects and showed them to raise as the play equipment folded into each other and became one with the ground. The floor shifted open and people closest to the opening took a few steps back.

      It carried on for a few seconds until a staircase became visible and Dad walked toward the entrance. He climbed down the steps with the help of Sir Robert. The Ancients followed by a couple of reporters. Some of them spoke in hushed tones into the camera, telling their viewers what had happened as Dad opened the wheel that was on the door. The seal door unlocked, and the door shifted open.

      The lights flicked up. Cages and cages filled with gold, and stacks of money lined both sides. None of us uttered a word. I walked to the end, and another door slid open. Mom and Dad had filled it with jewels. My father and mother’s crowns were both on cushions right at the end. A third cushion held the most beautiful tiara I’d ever seen. Beautiful ball gowns hung inside glass cases and jewels lay open on the velvet shelves, with glass covering it. I was too scared to touch it.

      “Elena,” Dad said, and I found him at the entrance we’d just come through. He held a huge envelope. He handed it to me, and I struggled to open it.

      I removed a thick envelope with my name on it. A few more envelopes were inside of it, with some journals. I took out all the envelopes and Dad grabbed the one with Sir Robert’s name on. “We don’t need that one.” He winked and removed the envelopes that had the same handwriting.

      He left me with a couple of envelopes and the journals.

      “Your mother’s journals. She thought you might like them one day.”

      I flung my arms around my dad, and he hugged me back.

      When his arms fell to his side, he gave me time to open my letter as Dad and Sir Robert moved away to another part of the vault.

      “My dearest Elena.”

      “I knew first love the minute I met your father, but I only knew what unconditional love was when I held you in my arms. You were so tiny and so fragile, I can’t imagine what life will be without you and I hope with all of my heart that you never get to read this letter, because it will mean that I never got the chance to meet you again. I love you so much and I miss you like crazy. You were the only thing, besides your father, I ever wanted.

      “To give you up in order to save your life was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I’d fight twenty more wars if it meant that I could’ve kept you, but it’s not how life works.

      “I’m writing this letter with deep sorrow, but knowing that one day you might read it is the only pleasure I have.

      “We left you everything we have, and hope that it will be enough for you to find it in your heart to forgive me.

      “I tried everything to keep you, but the odds were against us the minute you were born. If only I was a Moon-Bolt and I could see into the future of who was going to betray us, I would slit them open from chin to navel to have you in my arms again. But again, the Malones don’t have the luxury of knowing what is to happen.

      “I love you more than words can say, and I’ve written my stories down, hoping that one day you will read them.

      “I wish I knew the type of woman you will turn into, that Elena I would give anything to meet. And remember, I will always be with you until we meet again.

      “Love, Mom.”

      “No.” Sir Robert’s voice came from the end of the vault and my father’s soft tone spoke to him. “It’s too much!”

      I walked toward them as the Ancients just stared at everything that was inside the vault as if they tried to claim it for themselves.

      Dad and Sir Robert hugged each other in a room that had a door. The insides had golden bars stacked against each other and black velvet coin sashes, which I assume carried diamonds.

      There were files stacked in a corner. Sir Robert’s shoulders shook in Dad’s embrace.

      “Stop crying, you big oaf. What don’t you understand? We are linked forever, even if I wasn’t here. You suffered enough and if it wasn’t for you that found Elena, I wouldn’t have been standing here. We both know that.”

      He sniffed and wiped his tears.

      “The past is gone. We need to rebuild.”

      Sir Robert nodded.

      “Now, go tell the ancients the king of Paegeia wants a hearing.”

      Sir Robert sniffed, recomposed himself, and wiped his tears before walking out with huge strides.

      “Why the tears?” I asked Dad.

      “I told him this vault is his.”

      I gaped. “Dad?”

      “Elena, he is my dragon. If I wasn’t here, my letter would’ve instructed you to give it to him. He deserves everything in this vault.”

      “I don’t question that, but you can’t sprawl that on him.”

      He smiled. “Let’s go. We have another meeting to attend.”

      I nodded, and we went back to the city hall.
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      The meeting started as if the ancients had arranged it. Dad gave them time to say what they wanted to say. There wasn’t once an apology coming from Duclin’s mouth to what he insinuated. He did it in the name of Paegeia’s best interest. It was a joke.

      My blood boiled when he changed tactic and sounded as if he wanted to bump us from the throne.

      Sir Robert was the only one from the council members who objected, and Duclin ordered him to sit down.

      Sir Robert sat down against his will and I wondered if the ancients had that sort of power that I only witnessed once from Blake.

      The council members kept quiet and Dad just sat there again, making me angry. It was as if our name wasn’t that important to him. Blake could sleep for years for this.

      “What is your reply, Albert?” Duclin finally asked.

      “Let me get this straight. You want to disown millennia of bloodlines from the throne of Paegeia? Is that it?”

      “Not in those precise words, but it is time a stronger bloodline takes on this responsibility.”

      “Let me guess, a dragon bloodline, like your own bloodline perhaps, your honor?” My father sounded calm, as if he were really thinking about giving up his birthright.

      “I don’t see why not. This is the dragons’ world.”

      “And yet you order your will on your subjects?” my father said and Duclin eyebrows knitted. “What will I do to my people if you can’t even listen to what dragons have to say? What voice will humans and shifters have?”

      “There are other elite dragon families.”

      “Other dragons?” My father smiled. “And who is going to follow these other dragons?”

      “Your family has had this world for a long time. It’s time to stand down.”

      “And when danger comes again, who will this world turn to, those dragons that will rule Paegeia?” My father was still calm.

      “Remember who you are talking to,” Duclin said through gritted teeth.

      My father smiled at him. “Precisely. Because of that, I will not stand down. If you don’t like it, then we can sort it out like they used to in the old days.” Everyone gasped. How did they sort it out in the old days? “But just remember what runs through my veins, and I will bring my sword and shield to defend my right and my people’s right.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “I don’t need to make threats. I’m the King of Paegeia, and so was my father, and his father before him. The greater power chose us to rule this world. When the greater power chooses you, or any other bloodline, I promise you He will let me know, and I will step down, but there is no dragon in this world that will run this country the way I will. Not yet.” The way he said I knew he was referring to Blake, as if he believed with all his heart he was going to wake up. It gave me hope.

      “I’m what my people need to heal and to have peace, and whoever is going to stand in my way will cause another war. I’m not afraid of those, as I have one of the most noble and strongest dragons fighting at my side.”

      Sir Robert’s chest rose slightly, and a smile appeared at the corner of his lips. “I will not make you pay for all the unkindness you’ve given to him and his family, but I think it’s time.”

      “Time for what?” Duclin spat.

      “Time to take that vote. Our forefathers put you five up there. I think it’s time to rethink who our next Ancient team is going to be, as some of you are clouded about what is best for Paegeia and all its inhabitants here.”

      “You cannot do that. Like you said, only your forefathers could do that.”

      “They are dead and no longer have a say in this world.” My father’s tone was slightly stronger, but still calm. “Aye, for a new Council.” My father lifted his hand. I looked at Papi, and his lips turned into a huge grin. He closed his eyes and lay back as if he’d been waiting for this for a long time.

      I lifted my hand, too. “Aye.”

      One by one, all the Council members lifted their hands, even King Caleb.

      My Papi opened his eyes and lifted his hand.

      Duclin looked at him. “You fool. You are on this council. Lower your hand.”

      “King Albert is right. He is the best for this world and his people. I thought you had learned by now that you cannot strip this family line of their title. It’s who they are, and it’s who they will always be for millennia to come. Aye.”

      The others just stared at the floor and three more lifted their hands.

      “You can’t do this!”

      “It is done, and if anyone mistreats the Dragon Law again, I’ll bring them for a hearing and I will speak the sentence. From now on, no dragon will ever not have a say with hearings. We fought years for them to have a voice, we killed our kind for them to have a voice, and we lost a lot of good men for them to have a voice, and lost really brave dragons too. My dragon belongs at my side, and no hearing or meeting will ever tell him otherwise. You will address them as they deserve. To gain that title, it’s something no one can buy, only something you have to earn and nothing can take it away. Now, if you’ll be so kind as to excuse me, I have a world to run.”

      My father stood, grabbed my hand, and bowed again.

      The entire hall burst into applause.

      Goosebumps flushed my skin as everyone got up, everyone except Duclin. It was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen. I didn’t regret letting Blake go to save my father from Etan.

      A smile appeared on his face before we walked out.

      I’d finally witnessed why they called my father the greatest king that ever ruled Paegeia.
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      The bank took three days to move the money in the vault to one of the safest banks inside Paegeia.

      That evening, Dad entered Blake’s room, and he tapped him with his cane. “Enough now. You need to wake up.”

      My throat resonated with low laughing as Sleeping Beauty refused to open his eyes.

      I hated that.

      “I have a proposition? We own more than a couple of properties in Areeth and Tith, not half as many as I had in Etan, but enough. We can try to make one of them our home, or we can rebuild the castle in Etan and then stay there.”

      My eyebrows melted together. “Etan?”

      “It’s our home. It wasn’t the place’s fault what happened there, Elena. Besides, Leo thinks it’s a great idea to face my fears by taking the throne in Etan again.”

      It was scary to think Dad had to live in Etan.

      “There are still a lot of trials that have to take place. They are setting them up where the actual deeds have taken place. I have to be close, but I will understand if you do not want to live there.”

      “No, Dad, if that is our home, I don’t care. If it’s Etan, then it needs us.”

      A trifle of a smile came to him. “I’ll get everything set up. I want you to go back to school and learn as much as you can.”

      “I’m not leaving Blake, Dad.”

      “When he wakes up. But until then, you will get tutors as you are falling behind, Sweet Pea.”

      I nodded.

      “Okay.” He winked and got up. He looked at Blake before he walked out.

      I stared at Dad and sighed.

      “Etan?” Blake asked, and air skidded down my throat as my head flung to his. “After everything, you want to go back and live there?”

      I shrieked and crawled onto the bed next to him and planted kisses everywhere on his face.

      Laughter drifted from his throat as he touched the sides of my face. I couldn’t help the tears that rolled down my cheeks.

      “Stop crying. I’m okay.”

      I sniffed. “You almost slept for two weeks, Blake. What is it with you and two weeks?”

      “Sorry.” His blue eyes stared at me. “I’m so tired.”

      “Yeah, well, you slept enough.”

      He huffed. “I missed the reunion.”

      “Yeah, I couldn’t wait for you. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Is he everything you ever dreamed of?”

      “He is. You missed one hell of an ancient meeting. He told them it’s time for a new council.”

      “Say whaaat?”

      A quiet laugh shivered out of me. “I need to go get your mom and dad.”

      “Just promise you’d come back.”

      “Of course.” I got up from the bed and rushed to my father’s room. Sir Robert was still with him, speaking in soft tones about planning to move back to Etan.

      “He's awake,” I said, and Sir Robert rushed out the door followed by my father.

      Dad kissed me on top of the head as we walked back to Blake’s room. “If I knew he needed a scolding, I would’ve done it a long time ago.”

      I snickered under my breath, knowing my father was going to take the credit for waking Blake up.

      Voices came from his room as Sir Robert spoke to him and I rushed to Isabel and Sammy’s room. I knocked on the door and Sammy opened up.

      “Your brother is awake.”

      She shrieked and stormed out of the room. Isabel’s soft crying came from the bed and I went to her. I wrapped my arms around her. “I know the feeling.”

      “I’m so happy. Finally.”

      I walked with her and a laughter barked from her mouth as we heard my father giving Blake the speech.

      “Are you done?” Blake asked.

      “No, I can’t remember everything I want to say,” Dad said.

      “Save it. She is my dent.”

      “Yeah, something I wish I could forget.”

      Laughter came in waves.

      “I need a word with you alone. Later on tonight,” Dad said.

      “Okay.”

      Isabel rushed in and hugged her son, speaking to his chest.

      “Mom, I always come back.”

      “Still, you scared me.”

      “I’m fine, just tired.”

      “You’re tired? That is not normal.”

      I looked worried, and my gaze flickered to Dad standing there, staring at him with knitted eyebrows.

      “I need your aunt to do some tests, find out what is the cause. You’ll be okay.”

      “Mom, I’m fine. Just let me rest.”

      She nodded.

      I stayed as everyone left and he pulled me onto the bed.

      “I thought you were tired.”

      “Yeah, well. I missed you. Are you really thinking of going back to Etan?”

      “No, he wants me to go back to Dragonia. But I told him not until you woke up.”

      Contentment hooked his smile with closed eyes.

      “I’m with your mother. It’s not normal to be this tired, Blake.”

      “I’ll be fine.” He kissed me on my lips. Even the buzz faded and it scared me shitless. Tears welled up in my eyes as his eyes opened.

      “Don’t cry, I’m fine.”

      I stayed with him as he slumbered in and woke up again while I watched a movie. We spoke. He didn’t dream about anything and it sounded so sad. He missed all this time, and he didn’t even spend it in a nice place.

      A knock sounded at the door, and it was Dad. He wanted a private word with Blake, and I left.
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      The tiredness refused to leave as King Albert stood in front of me. He had put on some weight. His cheekbones weren’t so defined anymore and the old king seeped through again.

      “I’m so sorry, Blake.”

      I shook my head. “I’m just glad they got to you in time.”

      King Albert frowned. “They? What is the last thing you remembered?”

      “Goran, my back hitting a wall hard, then nothing.”

      His Adam's apple bobbed. “What did Goran say to you?”

      “Goran?” I shook my head. “You were there. You heard what he said when I wanted to kill him.”

      Elena’s father came closer and touched my head, closed his eyes and opened it again. “I begged you to show him mercy the way you showed Elena mercy in that ring.”

      I nodded.

      “What did he whisper to you, son?”

      My eyebrows knitted, trying to remember if he’d said something. “Nothing. He saw his chance and blasted me away with a spell.”

      “No, he said something to you and then he blasted you away.”

      I shook my head. The king was delusional. I would’ve remembered if Goran had said something to me.

      He sighed.

      “When Goran voiced it, I knew it was a mistake, as he discovered you didn’t yield, you submitted.”

      “I still yield.”

      “There is a difference, Blake. An enormous difference. What did he tell you?”

      “He didn’t tell me anything.”

      The king closed his eyes and swallowed hard. “I’m not delusional. What did you dream about?”

      “Nothing.”

      He got up from my bed and paced with his hand cupping his chin, staring at the floor. I knew that look, too well. He rubbed his neck and kept staring at the carpet as if it was going to reveal the answers to our debate.

      “Don’t tell, Elena, please? She is already so worried about me. We can figure this out by ourselves.”

      “If I don’t know what he told you, I won’t know what to do.”

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      “She won’t like it.”

      “Please, she can’t know about this.”

      He nodded. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m awake. I’m back now and that's all that matters.”

      The king smiled and came toward me. He cupped my neck and pressed his head against mine. “You are just as noble as your father. But keeping secrets takes a toll on the ones you love. Haven’t you seen that with your own eyes?”

      “Fine, I’ll tell her when I’m better.”

      He tapped my cheek. “Much better.”
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      Elena slept next to me that night. She sneaked in and I wished I had the strength to make love to her, but I had none.

      I fell into a deep sleep and dreamt for the first time in a long time. The dream was so vivid. I flew through the clouds as if Elena was in danger. Etan’s castle appeared gigantic in front of me as her screams reached my ears. I opened my mouth and rained fire on the walls. My tail struck with meaning against each brick and it felt real, too. The structure vibrated through my being. I kept on hitting the wall until parts of the wall finally caved.

      Dragons that were trapped flew out first, followed by more dragons. Dragons that I knew. Jeff and George were among them. Lucian was on Tabitha, followed by Jaco in his dragon form. Last was my father, with King Albert on top of him. He looked skinny again.

      “I always knew you wouldn’t let me down. I’ll see you soon.” Dad flew with the king to freedom, but there was no sign of Elena. Her screams rushed through my scales, and I jumped awake in my bed. The tiredness lifted off me. It was as if someone pulled a concrete slab from me and I could breathe.

      What did any of it mean? Was it my sight that was busy waking up? No, Jaco wouldn’t leave her and neither would her father.

      Elena walked into the room and gasped. She rushed to me and climbed on to the bed, crawling into my arms and sobbed.

      “Hey, I told you I’m not going anywhere.” I pressed my lips on top of her head.

      “A month! You slept an entire month!.”

      “No, I was awake yesterday, remember? We spoke.”

      She shook her head. “You woke up a month ago after you fell asleep for two weeks and you didn’t wake up the next day, or the day after. It’s been a month! What is going on?”

      She sounded deranged, but I got what she was saying. I fell asleep and woke up a month later.

      “I was tired, but I’m not anymore. I’m fine. Look.” I got out of bed and a needle was in my arm. Invitro feeding? What the hell was happening to me?

      I tried to will it away for Elena’s sake and grabbed her arm and pulled her into me.

      I stood in front of the window with her, just holding her tight. “I’m okay, love, and I’m not going anywhere. Whatever that was, it’s gone. I don’t feel it anymore. I promise.”

      Elena grew too still in my arms. Something was wrong. “What is it?”

      She pulled away from me and wiped her tears. “My father addressed the people this morning. Goran escaped last night. Someone broke them out of jail and they are gone. No trail of them.”

      I froze as the dream in my head of destroying a building and freeing king Albert and his men jumped into my head. I wanted to go to her when she screamed.

      No, it was just a dream. It wasn’t real. It was just a coincidence. I was here, sleeping, getting better.

      “I’m awake now. Nothing will ever harm you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Adrienne Woods

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ONCE UPON A DRAGON SERIES

      

        

      
        ONCE UPON A DRAGON WISH

        ONCE UPON A DRAGON HEART

        ONCE UPON A DRAGON SOUL (COMING)

        ONCE UPON A DRAGON BOND (COMING)

      

        

      
        THE DRAGONIAN SERIES

      

        

      
        FIREBOLT

        THUNDERLIGHT

        FROSTBITE

        MOONBREEZE

        STARLIGHT

      

        

      
        NOVELLAS

        VENOM (1.5)

        POISON(3.5)

      

        

      
        SPIN-OFF’S

        MOONBEAM

        DARKBEAM PART I-IV

        STARBEAM

        FIREBEAM

        THE FORGOTTEN QUEEN

      

        

      
        DREAM CASTER SERIES

        LIGHT

        SHADOW

        MILLUE

      

        

      
        Writing with Kristin Ping in the Guardian of Monsters Series

      

        

      
        FORBIDDEN

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne Woods is a USA Today Bestselling author, living in South Africa.

      She’s been in love with books all her life and knew at the age of 13 that she is going to be a writer one day.

      That dream happened in 2009 and she started to pen her stories down on paper. Firebolt, her debut novel, were released 4 years after that, and she hasn’t stop since.

      Now she has more than twenty novels under her belt, and still writing up a storm.

      To find out more about Adrienne and her books, please visit her website at

      
        
        www.adriennewoodsbooks.com.

      

      

      
        
        SUBSCRIBE TO NEWSLETTER

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Patreon icon] Patreon

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
ONCE [ JroN A
DracoN HEaRT
usa today bestselling author

ADRIENNE WOODS





images/00011.gif





images/00010.gif





images/00012.gif





images/00004.jpeg
ONCE Uron A
DracoN HEarT

usa today bestselling author

ADRIENNE WOODS





images/00006.jpeg
N S F |
Legacy~- |
Born - "

Series-: |52






images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.gif





images/00007.gif





images/00009.gif





