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Note


This
book is the NA (New Adult) Version


There
is a Teen/YA Version suited for TV-14 Audiences as well


 


Cruel
Princes of Wyvern All-Boys Academy #1 is a Reverse Harem New Adult Bully
Romance Academy Series.


 


What does it mean to be Reverse
Harem?  It means there will be three or more love interests for the Female Main
Character, she will end up with three or more. Although this takes place at a
high school Academy, the characters are 17+ and there are consensual sex, some
language, and mature situations.
















We are The Four
Princes from The Four Kingdoms of Wyvern.






Razor is the Red
Prince from the Kingdom of RoseCliff.

Jasper is the Green Prince from the Emerald Realms.

Tar is the Black Prince from the Dark Forests.

And Flint is the Silver Prince from the Metal Lands.



We are princes one day who will rule our kingdoms in Wyvern. Right now, we are
the Kings of Wyven School for Boys, a school known for the toughest training of
rulers and heads of states to be in order to prepare them for the cruel, cruel
world we know of, in the kingdoms of Wyvern. 



On a typical day at Wyvern School for Boys, one student or another gets beaten
badly, pranked on so viciously, that they end up seriously injured or close to
death. It is the way of Wyvern. It is how kingdoms determine the next heir and
successors to thrones. 





It is a vicious game. One of survival. One of rules.





So when they let in Allotrope Free from some nowhere kingdom, we felt
affronted. Assaulted with disrespect.



First of all, Allotrope is not a boy, but this girl, who is much too pretty and
gorgeous to be in a school full of boys. 





Second, she is the last thing anyone would think could be a ruler or head of
state. She is an orphan. 





Wyvern School for Boys is letting her in as a statement from one of our
mothers, who is the ruling Queen of one of our kingdoms. Girls can grow up to
become rulers too. 





Kingdoms are at sake. Real wars are being fought. The last thing we need is a
girl like Allotrope to make everything we stand for, a whole big joke. 





So, when it comes time to eliminate a student at Wyvern School for Boys,
Allotrope should be the first to go, and we Four Princes, will make sure she
goes.





****





Call me Allotrope...Ally for short. When I received a royal decree from Queen
Jade of the Emerald Realms to attend school at Wyvern School for Boys, I
thought it was a prank pulled by my friend William who apprentices with me at
the Blacksmith. There was no way I could attend such an elite school just for
kings-to-be. 





But it was a Royal Decree, and if I don't obey the Decree, there was a threat
of death to me and to all I hold dear, which probably means William and his
parents, Bilbo and Kate, the blacksmith and his wife, the alchemist, whom had
let me stayed with them since I became an orphan.





To keep them safe. To keep me from losing my head, I packed up what little
belongings I had and enrolled at Wyvern School for Boys.





Everything at Wyvern School for Boys was meant to intimidate. Being the only
girl at a school of incredibly handsome boys, especially the Four Princes, was
intimidating. 





Not to mention the cutthroat competition that literally cuts students from the
school. 





I'm stuck in a hard place...either get killed by defying the Royal Decree and
also get everyone I cared for, killed. Or stick it out at Wyvern School for
Boys, despite all the bullying and cutthroat games Wyvern has in store for me.





Of course, there is no choice...I must survive Wyvern School for Boys, or die
trying. 



Did I mention this is a school for Dragons, too? I just have to watch out for
the fire. 



***Diamonds and Dragons is book 1 of the Cruel Princes of Wyvern Series for
mature teens and up (17+) and is a paranormal dark fantasy bully romance
reverse harem that will contain steamy and scorching scenes, dark fantasy
elements, and consensual sex. This is a high school NA series. 















Prologue


 


 


Four pairs of heavy soled boots echoed down the cold
stoned hall that led to the grand salon.  A sense of urgency sounded with every
step; a foreboding sense of doom.  At the tall wood door to the grand salon
they stopped to look at one another, reluctant and apprehensive, but determined.


“We have no choice,” one of them muttered as he raised
the heavy iron knocker and let it fall to the wood.


“Enter,” a feminine yet strong voice called out.


They filed in and lined up before the Queen.


On a high-backed wrought iron throne with a golden
cushion, she sat, her back straight, her lips in a solemn line, and her eyes
inquisitive.  “What brings you?”


“It is the border,” one said.


“There has been a breach,” the other added.


“It is The Border,” the third muttered.


She cocked a brow as her lips tightened.  Nodding her
understanding, she rose.


  “For centuries, we dragons have protected The Border. 
This land between the human lands and the
dragon lands, has been the buffer from the deadly creatures that want to descend
and destroy us. We’ve been fortunate; these wicked creatures are the natural
enemy of both the dragons and humans. We’ve worked well with humans in
controlling these creatures.  For centuries The Border has been co-governed by
the humans and the dragons.” 


“As you would imagine, this was highly unexpected.  We’ve
relied on our relations with humans for so long, we’ve never considered re-evaluating
the situation.”


“Clearly, we will need to reinforce the border.  The
threat to our kingdom, to our very way of life is at stake.”


“I realize that,” she replied as she gazed off into
the distance, her eyes focusing on nothing in particular.


“Forgive me for saying so, but you don’t seem very surprised
by the news we bring.”


“I suppose not.”


The four men looked down at their heavy boots.


“Here is what we will need to do,” Queen Jade of Rose
Cliff said calmly.  “We will send our elite patrol. The best of the best from
Wyvern Academy. But we will have a human on the team too. One who is strong
enough to stand up to, fit in with, and challenge the boys.  I propose something
unprecedented.”  She turned to them, her chin high and her eyes shining with
pride.  “We will send in a female human; our first to Wyvern.”


All eyes widened then quickly narrowed as they took in
what she’d just said.


“But…” one of the men muttered.


“A female?” another one managed.


“But, we can’t do that,” the third argued.  “They are
simply not strong enough.”


“Really?” she said, stepping down to come face him.  “Not
strong enough?”


Taking a step back, he said, “A million pardons, your
Majesty, but…”


“I stand here, a mere female, and yet you cower before
me.  What does that tell you?”


“You are an exception.  Few females could do what you
do.  Few females would want to.”


“Nonsense.  They are capable of anything they put
their minds to.”


“But…”


“We cannot afford to allow more than half of the
kingdom’s population to remain passive.  Our increasing inability to defeat the
darkness that continually presses down on us is that we don’t train our females
to fight as we do our boys.  We don’t allow them to learn the skills that we so
readily teach the boys.  Think about it; those creatures out there don’t care
if they fight a male or female.  They are ruthless and bloodthirsty and will
kill regardless of the gender of their opponent.”  She looked at them, her gaze
going from one pair of eyes to the next.


“It just seems like such a desperate move.”


“Perhaps, but if we don’t make this desperate move,
they will break down our barriers, tear down our walls and storm the border. 
Then where will we be?  No.  We need to take action now.  I will prove to you
all that training the females of Wyvern to be skilled fighters and strong
warriors is the best way of strengthening our fighting forces and empower our
entire species.”


“But where, pray tell, will we find a suitable female
for this experiment?”


“Worry not your lovely head,” she said with a chuckle. 
“Out there is an extraordinary girl from The Borders who was born to carry this
torch.”


The fourth man who had not yet spoken cleared his
throat.  “Queen Jade, as the leader of the most powerful kingdom in Wyvern, you
are a prime example of how extraordinary a strong woman can be, but you’ve set
the bar extremely high.  It will be hard, if not impossible to find a female who
will prove to be so strong.”


“You underestimate me,” Queen Jade said.  She strolled
the length of the salon and back, stopping pensively before them.  “For weeks
now I’ve heard whispers about the crumbling forces at The Border.  My people have
been walking around in fear and I’ve stayed awake night after night trying to
find solutions to the obvious problems.  And when I realized we needed to train
our females, I knew who would be the first.  I knew who had the biggest chance
of succeeding.”


A skeptical frown creased his brow.


“And she is being summoned as we speak,” she said with
finality.
















Chapter 1


 


Ally pushed a huff of warm breath against the cold metal
shield she’s just finished working on.  With a soft rag she rubbed her breath
off, leaving a shine.


It was surely her best work yet.  The magnificent
shield, light and easy to carry, yet strong and impenetrable, was embellished
with a crest featuring three dragons surrounding a jewel encrusted crown.  An iridescent
rainbow shined across the width of the shield.


She pushed another huff a breath, but almost chocked
on it as the door to the forge was suddenly flung open.


“Oh, Ally,” her foster mother cried as she clutched
her heart.  “Thank heavens you’re here.”  She rushed to Ally’s side and pulled
her into her bosom.


“Kate, what are you doing here?” Ally said when Kate
released her tight hold.  She smiled but it quickly faded when she saw her
foster father behind her, his face set in an odd expression.  “Bilbo?  What’s
going on?”


“Ally,” he said solemnly.  “You’ve received a royal
decree from the dragons beyond The Border; from Wyvern.”


Ally set the shield down as she let out a nervous
chuckle.  “The dragons?  Why would they be sending a royal decree here?”


“Oh, Ally,” Kate cried, tears of uncertainty in her
eyes.  She put her arm around the foster child she’d grown so fond of.


Ally reached out to take her other hand.  Their connection
had been so immediate after her biological parents’ death.  She’d found a soft
shoulder to cry on in Kate and a strong father figure in Bilbo.  Theirs was an
easy relationship of respect and love.  Now it pained her to see them both so
upset.


“It doesn’t make sense,” Ally persisted.  “Surely they
can’t do this.  They can’t send a royal decree all the way out here.  It’s not
within their kingdom.”


“But they can.” 


Surprised by the strong, assertive voice, Ally turned
to see William standing in the doorway.


He made his way into the forge.  “The peace pact
Wyvern formed with our lands, The Borders, allows them to co-govern our land.”


She tried to ignore how handsome he was and concentrate
on his words.  Though she’d known him forever, she still sighed whenever she
saw him, but she managed to do it in silence.


“What do they want with Ally?” he asked.


Bilbo pulled the rolled piece of paper out of his back
pocket.  With shaky hands he unrolled the decree and cleared his throat.  “Ally
of The Borders is hereby summoned by Queen Jade of Emerald Realms to attend the
Wyvern School for Boys.  She will be the first female student to attend the prestigious
Academy.  It is a great honor and Ally of The Borders should be flattered.  A refusal
to attend the Academy, however, will be viewed as treason and the penalty will
by the beheading of her legal guardians, Kate and Bilbo Blacksmith.”


Kate let out a muffled cry as Bilbo rolled the decree
back up.


“That can’t be right,” Ally whispered as she looked at
the couple she loved so much.  Shaking, she melted into Kate’s hold. “Oh, my
God.  How can they do this to me? They leave me no choice.”


 
















 


Chapter 2


 


Ally’s heart grew heavier and heavier as her horse
brought her into the gated grounds of the Academy.  Since learning of her forced
attendance to the all boys school, she’d tried to find something encouraging
about the situation; the chance for an adventure; the opportunity to better
herself; the greatest test of her life.  Yet, when she’d opened her eyes that morning,
all she saw was imminent failure.


In the distance, the main entrance came into view.  A
tall, thin figure stood flanked by four taller and more powerful figures.  Each
clop of her horse’s hooves was met with the pounding of her heart.  Pulling on the
reins, she stopped her horse in front of them and easily slid down off her
saddle.


While she didn’t need assistance, she noted how no one
made a move to help her down.


“Greetings, Miss Ally,” the tall older man said in a
deep, raspy voice.  His leathery skin spoke of years in the harsh sun and the
three clearly defined scars across his face were no doubt testimony to dozens
of battles won and lost.  He held his hand out to her.  “I am Headmaster
Jerrod.”


“Nice to meet you, Jerrod.”  She shook his hand.


She now saw that the four figures behind him were incredibly
good-looking young men who remained absolutely motionless.  Standing tall,
their shoulders broad and their tunics tight against the breadth of their
chests, they exuded a sexuality she’d never known before.


One of them finally stepped forward when Jerrod tilted
his head towards him.  “Allow me to introduce myself,” he said.  “I am Razor,
the red prince of Rose Cliff Kingdom.”


Ally nodded and tried to force a smile, but despite
the warm copper hair and big amber eyes, his arrogant and cold glare kept her lips
tight.


“I am the crown prince and will one day rule Rose
Cliff; the most powerful kingdom in Wyvern.”  He turned to the green eyed, teal
haired guy beside him.  “And this is my cousin, Jasper, the green prince of
Emerald Realms.”


While gorgeous beyond belief, Ally quickly realized
how off putting and untouchable he is.  He didn’t even bother to step forward
to greet her, but simply remained where he stood, barely looking at her.


“I’m Tar,” the third young man called out with a curt
wave.  “Black prince of the dark forest.  Second in line to the throne.”


Ally had never seen eyes so black and void of any
warmth.  A shiver ran down her back.


“Flint,” the last one said simply. “Silver prince. 
Metal Realms.”


He was more rugged than the others and the silver tattoos
that covered his arms added to that ruggedness.  His silver hair and blue eyes
made him look icy cool, while his tightly pressed lips did nothing to bring
warmth to his face.


Each young man was cooler, colder, frostier than the
last.  Great, she thought.  What a welcome wagon.  Not only did they not want
her there, they seemed to be silently challenging her, but to what, she didn’t
know.


Headmaster Jerrod smiled.  “You are, indeed, in great
company, Miss Ally.  Not only are these four princes the top students and
leaders of the Academy, they are in their third year with us and we are
infinitely proud as they will all, one day, be the kings of Wyvern Kingdoms.”


Ally tried to look impressed but was too chilled to do
so.


“You find yourself in a very enviable position.  No
female has ever had the opportunity to study so close to these eligible
princes.”


She pressed her lips together to keep from blurting
out something inappropriate.  So far, aside from the overt sensuality she
sensed in them, all she’d seen were four arrogant, and most probably narcissistic
guys who couldn’t deal with the fact that a female was entering their arena.


“I will leave you in their experienced hands as they will
show you to your quarters, as well as various portions of the school.”


Ally looked at the foursome who seemed less than
enthused by the idea of showing her around.


“All right,” Razor said as he grabbed her hand.  For a
moment he seemed poised to bring it to his lips to kiss it, but he quickly let
it fall and brushed it away.  “Stay close.  We wouldn’t want you to get lost.”


The others snorted and chuckled as they entered the
large stone building.


“I’ll show you where to eat, sleep and…” He stopped a
second to give her an up and down glance.  “Well I guess you’re expected to
learn something here also, so I’ll show you your classes.”


“I know I don’t seem like much now,” she tried to
explain, “but I’m quite strong and I’m a fast learner.”


“Really?” Jasper said with sensual undertones.  There
was something almost playful about him; almost.  “If that’s true then you will
quickly learn that you have no place here.  In fact, this should be the
scariest place in all the kingdom for a girl like you.”


While Tar remained silent, his deep, dark eyes gleamed
with mischief and his wicked smile left her legs weak.  There was something
sinfully sexy about him.


She glanced back at Flint who groaned as they reached
the large eating hall.  He hadn’t so much as cracked a smile and had said not a
word.  His eyes maintained a hard non compromising glare, and Ally sensed he’d
be the kind of man who didn’t just lay gently with a woman, but who threw her
down hard, who made love hard and who brought pain harshly.


Though still a virgin, she’d heard tales of gentle
men, rough men and loveless men.  She’d also heard Kate and Bilbo on a few
occasions.  Their love seemed gentle, if not slightly dulled by time.


As they left the dining hall and continued to the
sleeping quarters, she was pleased to see just how easily she fit in.  She’d
deliberately covered her rainbow hair with a plain brown wig and chosen cloth
that resembled the uniform the boys wore; white blazer, tan pants, a white
shirt and tie.


They reached the many smaller buildings that were the
living quarters and entered the last one.  At the last door at the end of the
hall, they stopped.


“I have no doubt you come from lesser means and that
you will appreciate your luxurious room.” Razor pushed open the door to what
would be her home for the next while.


She couldn’t help but gasp at the beauty of the large
room.  Razor was right.  Her room at the Blacksmiths was nothing like this.  In
fact, the whole of their home could almost fit it the large, airy room.


While decidedly masculine in its décor, a few attempts
had been made to soften the hard lines of black, brown and copper.  The linen
on her bed was soft and flowing and there was even a bowl of flowers on the
dresser.


“And finally,” Razor said as he closed the door, “the
most important part of the entire campus.”  He turned on his heel and led them
all back outside.  Pointing to the far left, he said proudly, “The stadium.”


As they approached the large outdoor structure, the
sounds of a large cheering crowd grew louder and louder.  Clearly something was
going on in the stadium.


Ally swallowed as a chill of true fear coursed through
her.  Through the loud cheers she also heard the most bone chilling cry of
pain.
















 


Chapter 3


 


 


“Well, well, well,” Razor said with a sardonic grin.  “What
do we have here?”


They’d entered the large open-air stadium.  Thousands
of students were seated around the grassy playing field.


“This may very well be the perfect example of what you’re
in for here at the all-boys academy.”


She noted the emphasis on ‘all boys’.


Following him down to the front row, she heard the
deadly cheers from all around her.  The crowd was hungry for blood.


“Kill the sorry excuse of a man.”  The shrill cry came
from far in the back.


“Knock his head off,” another one cried from up front.


“Go for it.  Go for it.”


Soon the entire stadium joined in the chant.


“Go for it.  Go for it.  Go for it.”


They stomped their feet and beat their chests as they
continued the chant.


Reluctantly, Ally raised her gaze to see what was
happening.  In the center of the field were two students fighting.  From a
distance it’d seem violent but fake, yet as they drew closer to the front row,
she realized that it was very real.  She noticed the blood running down the leg
of one of the students and was horrified.


“Do they not practice with dulled weapons?” she asked
Razor.


He let out a loud belly laugh.  “Oh, yes.  You have
much to learn, my fair maiden.  Dull weapons, indeed.”


The other princes joined in the laughter as they took
their seats reserved only for royals.  Ally was left to sit on the stone step
beside them.


“Just watch how dull those blades really are,” Razor
said.


At that very moment, Ally closed her eyes and wished
she could be anywhere else in the kingdom.  She wanted to run through a meadow,
to pick flowers, to pat her horse, to hug Kate and Bilbo.  She wanted to return
to her work, to the forge.  She’d give anything to feel the heat of the fire,
the cold of iron and the weight of a hammer.


She didn’t want to look at the deadly spectacle; didn’t
want to see how absolutely inhumane it all was.  But Razor nudged her with his
elbow.


“Don’t close your eyes or you’ll miss the best part.”


Swallowing the ball of bile in her throat, she opened
her eyes in time to see the larger student slice off the smaller, younger
student’s arm clean off.  With a sickly thud, the limb hit the ground, while
the hapless students cried in pain.  Blood poured from the open wound and the
poor young man visibly grew white, then green.


It was all she could do to keep from throwing up.  She
gagged three times, each time swallowing the bile that’d filled her mouth. 
This is insane, she thought.


How could such an event be permitted?


The younger student struggled to stay upright, but he grew
weaker and weaker, and his knees finally buckled under his weight.  With a final
stab to the heart, his opponent ended the battle and let out a primal roar. The
crowd cheered.


“The Diamond Trials,” Razor said proudly as he applauded
the victor.  “This is the best way to find the Diamonds in the Rough out of all
the Dragons.”


 “But that poor, young soul,” Ally muttered.


“Don’t feel bad for him.  He would have died in battle
soon enough.  Clearly, he was too weak to join the ranks.  A warrior like him
puts everyone at risk.”


“Do they always fight to the death?”


His only response was an amused snicker.  “It is the
way of the Spartans,” he called out proudly.


In her distant memory, she recalled hearing of such
trials from her human family, the Blacksmiths.  Their son William had often
been as appalled by the idea as she had been.


Of the same age, she and William had shared many views
of the world, of family, of the kingdom.  Now, she wondered what he would think
if he could see her there at the very stadium they had so often criticized.
















 


Chapter 4


 


The days at the Academy were grueling, but oddly
satisfying.  Before arriving at the school for boys, she’d underestimated
herself.  She hadn’t thought herself capable of keeping up with the guys.


But Ally rose before the sun every morning and
fortified herself with a healthy breakfast of eggs, ham, cheese and milk.  She
then studied strategic warfare for half an hour before heading out to run three
times around the entire campus before any of the other students had even opened
an eye.


It was the only time of her waking hours that could be
spent in relative silence.  But the calm that hung over the campus could be so
incredibly deceiving.  On several occasions, she’d forgotten where she was and
why.  She lost herself in the beauty of the grounds, by the grandeur of the
campus and by the ingenious architecture of every building.  Then reality set
back in.


The moment the morning bell rang, it was an endless cacophony
that at times left her ears ringing by the time she lay her head to her pillow.


“Why are the boys so loud?” she’d once asked a
professor, who’d shrugged and said it was probably their way of releasing anger
and fear.


Well, to hear them every single day, they had quite a
lot of anger and fear.


After her morning run, she attended fencing classes,
target practice and heavy sword play.  Then came the most troubling time of
every day.  Lunch.


Compared to the quiet stillness of her early
breakfasts, lunch was pure mayhem.  Worse still was that she was left to sit
alone through the mayhem every single day.  The disdain the male students
showed for her was palpable.  Though there was the occasional gaze laced with
sexual tension, they for the most part spat on her; literally and figuratively.


“Oh, there you are,” Razor said in mock surprise as he
came up to her table.  “Three weeks and you’re still alive.  Wonderful.  Bets
were you wouldn’t last three days.  You’ve just lost a lot of people a lot of
money.”


Ally kept eating.  After her morning training, she was
famished.  Besides, today’s menu was exceptionally good.


Razor pounded his fist on the table, making the peas
in her plate jump up.  “I said, you lost a lot of people a lot of money.”


Playing it cool, Ally chewed her mouthful, swallowed,
set her fork down and patted her mouth with her napkin before responding. “Then
I suggest they place their wagers elsewhere.”  She picked up her fork and
continued to eat.


“Think you’re smart?”


“You can’t say I didn’t warn you.  I told you I was
tougher than I looked.  So far, the hardest thing here has been dealing with
the male student body’s frail ego.  Imagine; all these young, strong men are
afraid of a little ole thing like me.”


“They’re not afraid,” he groaned, bringing his heated
breath to her face.  “They know that with you at their side in battle, they are
as sure as dead.”


“We’ll see,” she quipped, suddenly confident in her
ability.


“That we shall.”  Crossing his muscled arms over his broad
chest, he gazed defiantly at her.  “And sooner than you think.”


The ominous tone of his voice left a chill down her
back.  So far it had all been fun and games.  Her classes were indeed with
dulled swords, and she didn’t have so much as a scratch on her.  Was that about
to change?


“This time next week we will gather to watch you enter
the Diamond Trials.”


Frowning, she knew he had to be joking.  The Diamond
Trials were reserved exclusively for third year students.  She’d just barely
finished her third week.


“Don’t try to scare me,” she said, hiding her fear.  “You
know as well as I do that I’ve not been training long enough.”


“Ah, but you said so yourself.  You’re doing so well.
Why not put you to the test right away?  Why wait?  That’s what I always say.”


Letting out a nervous laugh, she set down her fork and
looked up at him.  “And who shall I go up against?  Another young girl forced
to attend your sexist school?”


“Ooh, are we getting testy?”  He leaned over to rest
his elbows on the table, his hands clasped together over her plate of roast pork,
spinach and rice.  “You know,” he whispered, his eyes locked on hers.  “I
really look forward to seeing what you’re capable of.”  


He ran an index finger over her cheek, and she
resisted the urge to close her eyes.  For all his harsh words, cold glares and
icy demeanor, his touch was surprisingly soft and warm.


“But it certainly will be a shame… ruining that pretty
face.”  He straightened up and scanned the crowded dining hall before returning
his gaze to her.  “Oh, and by the way; no.  You won’t be going up another young
female opponent.  You’ll be going up against a guy; a third year student… just
like everyone else.”


No, she thought.  That’s impossible.  It would be
suicide for her to entire the arena with what little training she’d had.


She looked up at him and saw that he knew that too. 
Not only did he know it, but she felt certain that he and his band of cruel
princes were behind it.

















 


Chapter 5


 


For the next week, Ally intensified every aspect of
her training.  She ran harder and longer every morning.  She lifted and threw
heavier stones.  She also fortified her body with more protein, eating an
additional portion of meat every day. 


Yet the day before the trials were set to begin, she awoke
in a panic.  Her heart raced and she couldn’t catch her breath.  Sweat seeped
out of every pore and her mouth was suddenly so dry, she could barely tear her
tongue from the roof of her mouth.


 Surely, she would die right there on that field. 
That was their plan from day one.  To kill her before she was truly ready to
prove herself.


How insecure of them.  How absolutely infantile.


Frustrated and feeling helpless, she headed out for her
run.  Every step brought a fresh wave of fear, while a part of her, from
somewhere deep inside her, felt an inexplicable degree of confidence in her
ability.


After her morning run, she returned to her room to
change out of her sweat soaked garments and to let her brown wig dry.  With her
rainbow hair flowing down her back and wearing only her under garments, she headed
into her dressing room.


On her dresser was a large basket of fruit.  She knew
better than to think it was an encouraging sign, yet she optimistically made
her way to the basket, her eye on a particularly juicy looking pear.  Her mouth
watered at the thought of such a sweet fruit, but when she reached out to take it,
her fingers dug into the soft flesh of the rotten pear.


Disgusted, she pulled her hand back then noticed how
every piece of fruit was dotted with worms and maggots.


With a determination she didn’t know she had, she
turned her back to the rotting fruit, showered and changed into fresh clothes. 
Her hands steadier than she would have imagined possible, she brushed her rainbow
hair off her face and pulled it up into a bun before securing her brown wig
back on.


Feeling suddenly mischievous, she grabbed the fruit
basket and left her room.  Down the hall and to the right she came to one of
the cruel princes’ room and left the basket at his door.  Though uncertain
which of the princes resided there, she had no doubt he was in on the persistent
bullying.


But her confident stride shifted to a sluggish walk
when she stepped outside.  The bullying intensified.  All the way to her next
class, the path was lined with signs reminding her how unwelcomed she was.


Go home.


Go to hell.


Get back to the kitchen.


Go have babies.


Go find something you’re good at.


Go far, far away.


Go.  Just go.


 


Nearing her class, she saw one of the princes leaning
against the wall just beside the door and knew he was out to torment her.  She
saw a gleam of copper hair, and the flex of a strong muscular forearm as he
clenched a huge battle ax.


“You’re still here?” Razor said when she got close
enough.  He tossed the heavy weapon from one hand to the other; an unnecessary
show of strength.


Annoyed, she glared at him with false bravado.  “Do
you really think a basket of maggots is going to scare me off?  How juvenile. 
And I thought you guys were warriors.  Geez, you’re no better than a band of
little boys pulling on little girls’ pigtails in second grade.”


His jaw tightened.  Clearly he’d never been spoken to
in such a manner, at least never from a girl.


“I’d watch my mouth if I were you.”


“And I’d wash mine if I were you.”


Pushing himself off the wall, he stepped closer to
her.  “We’ll see what you have to say tomorrow.  Or had you forgotten?  The
Diamond Trials?”


“Oh, I haven’t forgotten.”  She brazenly held his gaze,
determined to hide any evidence of fear.  “You and your caravan of clowns have
taken on the task of ensuring that, haven’t you?  It almost makes me wonder
what you would do to keep yourselves busy were I not here.”  Before he could
respond she entered her class, the door closing heavily behind her.


She knew that confrontation wouldn’t stop them.  It
was impossible to concentrate on her class.  Over and over again she saw the
disgusting fruit basket, felt the mush of the rotten pear in her fingers and
saw the anger and hatred in Razor’s eyes.  Over and over again, she imagined
the awful events of the following day.


As she walked out of the classroom an hour later, she
wondered; what next?  Out in front of her she could hear the laughter and
giggles of her classmates.  The laughter grew louder and louder, but it was an
oddly humorless laughter.  It was filled with hate and vengeance.


When she stepped out of the building, she was
devastated.  Strewn everywhere were images of her.


Some showed her impaled by a spear, while another showed
her lying dead with her head several feet away.  Most were hastily drawn, mere
stick figures, but a few of them were quite detailed with a true resemblance.  


The boys had been busy.


As her devastation diminished, she almost laughed at
the absurdity of it all.  It only proved once more how childish they were; how
utterly insecure.  


Even the one drawing of her in the nude with vile
writings over it didn’t bring her down.  It was pinned to a tree just outside
her dorm and the boys who walked past her taunted her, repeating the words that
were written on it.


“Come suck on this, whore,” a boy called out.


“Or sit on this,” another said as he grabbed his crotch.


“Why bother,” a third said.  “I wouldn’t even want to
jerk off over her inert body.  She’s just a filthy commoner.”


Smiling, Ally ignored them all and walked to the tree
to take a closer look.  It was a very artistic rendering.  Her face was
erotically aglow and satisfied, but what surprised her most was the accuracy of
her body; small waist, narrow hips, small, high breasts, and lean legs.


She carefully unpinned it from the tree.


“Can’t take the heat, bitch!”


 A satisfied grin on her face, she rolled up the
drawing and brought it to her room.  It would serve as a reminder of who they
really were, who they thought she was and of what she would ultimately show
them.


They had decided to wage a war against her instead of
taking her in as their comrade, then a war they would have.
















Chapter 6


 


 


The day had finally arrived.  Diamond Trial.  Ally
rose from a surprisingly sound sleep.  She’d expected nightmares and hours of
tossing and turning.  Instead, she’d slept through the night like never before.


A she walked to the dining hall, she questioned
whether she should have her usual breakfast or perhaps have something light. 
Something that wouldn’t make her queasy during battle.


The chef looked at her as she walked in and made her
way to the counter.  “The usual,” he called out.  He was a pleasant man who
offered her one of the only smiles she saw every day.


“Yes,” she finally decided.


“Good luck, Miss,” he said as he set her plate on the
service counter


Her plate was piled higher than usual with eggs and
ham, as if the chef considered it her last meal.  She ate every bite, reveling in
the simple pleasure of eating, of breathing, of being.


But on this special day she opted not to run after the
meal.  She wanted to conserve her energy.  So she sat in the empty dining hall and
waited; waited as the first early risers entered, quietly took their platters
of eggs and sausage, or bacon, or ham to the distant corners of the hall.


Their usual disdain, however, seemed laced with
something she was not accustomed to.  Pity, perhaps.  A certain degree of
concern?  She doubted it.  Or was it simply a thirst for blood?  Surely they
had mothers, sisters, cousins whom they would never want to see in her
position, to whom they would never speak as they had spoken to her.


Finally, the cruel princes were at the doorway,
scrutinizing the dining hall.


She remained surprisingly cool as Razor and his troop slowly
sauntered in, though when she realized Flint was not among them, she grew
slightly concerned.


Could it be?


No.  They wouldn’t.  They couldn’t.


From a distance, Razor shot her a deadly glare, while
Tar offered a slightly sympathetic glance.  Jasper didn’t bother looking her
way at all.


She half expected them to come to her for their last
chance to demean and humiliate her, but they turned away.  Surely the battle to
come would humiliate her enough, if she lived long enough to actually feel any humiliation.


“It is time to prepare for the Trial,” Headmaster
Jerrod said as he quietly came to her side.  


There was something so solemn and sad in his demeanor
that Ally was tempted to reassure him that everything would be all right.  Instead,
she rose and followed him to the stadium where she was offered a shield and an
assortment of weapons.


Many of the swords were far to heavy for her to lift,
much less wield.  Even the shield was overweight and cumbersome.  She huffed at
the poor workmanship and swore if she survived that day, she’d show the Academy’s
blacksmith a thing or two about strong yet light alloys.


“We’ll leave you to prepare mentally for the battle
ahead, Miss Ally.”  With a deep bow, Headmaster Jerrod retreated.


Left alone with her thoughts, Ally prayed.  For the
next hour she went over the few short years she’d been on this earth, in this
kingdom.  She had so much to live for, so many things she wanted to accomplish,
so many dreams to fulfill.


Fighting the darkness and the creatures within had
never been a part of those dreams, but today, it was the only dream that really
mattered; her ability to fight and get out alive.


“It is time,” Headmaster Jerrod said as he pushed the
door ajar and poked his head in.


Immediately, Ally heard the shouting from the crowd in
the stadium.  Shouts for blood.  Shouts for a good show.  She grabbed the large
dagger she’d chosen as well as the smallest and lightest shield they’d had.  As
she followed Headmaster Jerrod through the dark and dank corridor under the
stadium, the shouts grew louder and louder until they were deafening.


The glare of the sun at the end of the tunnel was
blinding, and the closer they got, the less she could see.  Outside, the field
was drenched in sunlight.  A beautiful day for a picnic, a stroll on the beach,
a walk in the park with a loved one; not a day to kill or be killed.


At the threshold, Headmaster Jerrod stopped.  “I wish
you good luck, Miss Allotrope.”


“Thank you, Headmaster Jerrod.”


Pulling in a long, deep breath, she emerged onto the
sun-drenched field and walked to the center.


Immediately, the shouts and cheers of the crowd
changed to jeers.


“What?” one student shouted as he stood to point at
her.  “A girl?”


“Ah, what a waste of time this is going to be,” another
one added.  “She’ll be dead before she can figure out how to use that dagger.”


A few of the men surrounding him chuckled, but Flint,
standing in the center of the field held his steady gaze on her.


So she’d been right.  Her opponent was indeed Flint.  How
incredibly cowardly of them all to pit her up against one of the largest, most
muscular students on campus; and one with three years of training no less.


He licked his lips as she approached, and a sensual
gleam in his eyes.  Bloodlust.


Should I lunge at him? she wondered.  Or do I wait for
him to make the first move?  He seemed completely relaxed and unprepared, bored
even.


Twenty feet away.  She clenched the dagger, while he
whistled a tune.


Fifteen feet.  She flicked the dagger over so that a
downward strike was possible, while he looked down at his fingernails.


Ten feet. The element of surprise is always the best
option, she decided.  She lunged at him, jumping high into the air and landing
both feet into his rock-solid chest.


To her amazement, he barely budged.  Instead he smiled
and waved at the already bored crowd.


“Let’s try to make this interesting,” he muttered
softly.


A chill travelled up her spine and pricked up the
little hairs at the back of her neck.  He intended to toy with her, prolong the
agony.


Bringing one hand behind his back, he smiled at her
before turning to rouse the crowd with the other hand.  They cheered.


Before she even knew what he’d done, he whipped the
shield and dagger out of her hands.  “You won’t be needing those.  This is to
be strictly hand-to-hand; something along the lines of this.”  He swiped the
back of his hand across her cheek.


Her skin immediately heated up, while the sting of his
slap affected her ego more than her face.  She swung to strike him, but her
first attempt at landing a blow fell flat.  He was too big, too tall, too
quick.


Keeping a safe distance, she assessed the situation. 
Aiming for his upper body was futile.  She had to aim lower, much lower.  Then
she spotted it. She found his weak spot.  As he strutted around like some
misguided peacock, she took a few steps closer, spun around and kicked him in
the shin.  He stopped smiling suddenly and stared down at her before looking
down at his wounded leg.


The cheering also stopped for an uncertain moment before
regaining its fervor.


Were they now on her side, or simply excited by the
prospect of a true battle of the sexes?


Not giving Flint the chance to fully understand what
had just happened, she kicked him again, this time directing her full force to
his kneecap.  She heard the crack, saw him buckle under the pain, then heard
his muffled cry of pain.


“You bitch.  Training has toughened you, hasn’t it? 
Let’s see just how tough.”  He swung and punched her in the ribs.


Stars flickered before her eyes as she doubled over,
stunned by the force of his blow, but after a few breathless moments, she
straightened up, much to the amazement of the crowd as well as Flint.


She saw the question in his eyes, the stunned
realization that she wasn’t just some helpless girl.  That blow would have
easily snapped a minotaur in two, but she was barely injured.


Striking out to hit him in the groin, she was cut
short by another blow to the gut.  This time she felt the full force of his
blow and fell to the ground.  On her knees she struggled to get up, but Flint
kicked her in the face, and she fell back to the ground.


Blood poured from her nose and the crowd cheered for
more.  She shook her head, trying desperately to shake the pain away.  Blood
splattered around her, dotting the grass and soil.  If she rose too quickly, he’d
slice her down.  Take a breath, she told herself.


“Quitter,” someone called out.


The crowd joined in the chant.  “Quitter.  Quitter. 
Quitter.”


It was enough to make Flint take down his guard. 
Proud of his accomplishment, he clasped his fists together and held them about
his head in a show of victory.


Ignoring the blood that filled her mouth and the
starts that filled her eyes, Ally reached out to grab his ankles and give them
a firm yank.  Flint fell to his back with a heavy thud, but before he could
figure out what had happened, she pounced on him.  Feeling like a rabid dog,
eager to kill whatever she could get her hands on, she struck his face
repeatedly.  Her punches landed hard, crushing his nose and blackening his
eyes.


Out of breath and exhausted, she slowed the onslaught
of blows and assessed his condition.  His eyes were sufficiently puffy and forced
closed, and blood oozed from his nose, but he was still breathing.  His hand
twitched as though ready to strike.


She didn’t want to wait for him to regain his
faculties.  Spinning around, she sat on his chest and wrapped her thighs around
his throat and squeezed with every ounce of power she had.


After a moment of stunned silence, the crowd went
wild.  They shouted her name and pounded the ground with their feet.


Still squeezing him tight, she glanced down to see his
red face and bulging eyes.


“If you’re nice and tap the ground like a proper
loser, I might let you live,” she whispered with a wink of her eye.


“Never,” he croaked.


She replied with a tightening of her hold.  Flint
grabbed a hold of her legs and tried to pull them apart.  His fingers dug into
the flesh of her thighs, but she refused to loosen her hold of him.


“You know,” she said.  “Of the four cruel princes, you’ve
been my favorite right from the start.  It would be a shame to have to say
bye-bye.”


His eyes rolled to the back of his head, and for a
moment she thought she’d killed him, but he released his hold of her thighs and
smacked the ground beside him.


In a flash, she released him and jumped to her feet, a
victorious grin on her lips.  Not trusting that he’d truly conceded, she walked
to a safe distance from him, all the while looking defiantly at the crowd who
thought they’d see her die today.


“How do you like me, now?” She cried out, her hands in
the air.


To her surprise many of them cheered.


But many of them stared dumbfounded, and the three
that interested her most sat front and center.


She came to stand right in front of them.  She wanted
to see their faces close up.  She wanted to see the surprise, the awe, the
confusion.


She was not disappointed; Razor, Jasper and Tar sat in
stunned silence.


“Maybe you guys should go help your fallen comrade.” 
She glanced back at Flint.  “He looks like he could use a friend right about now.”


They just stared.


Ally smiled as she wiped the blood coming from her
nose with the back of her sleeve.  “This was fun,” she said, gleefully adding
to the confusion.


Headmaster Jerrod came up behind her, grasped her wrist
and held her hand up in the air, confirming her victory.
















 


Chapter 7


 


 


In disbelief, Flint watched Ally as she was
congratulated by Headmaster Jerrod.  He felt a deep sense of shame and
humiliation, but it somehow melted into great fascination and respect for the
slight girl who’d nearly killed him.


True, he’d played the game to give the crowd a good
show.  He’d given her a chance to show what she’d learn since arriving at the
Academy.  But after that kick to his knee, he went at her with full force.  He
attacked her as he would any male opponent.


Yet, there she stood, bloodied, but standing upright
and smiling at the crowd.  She followed Headmaster Jerrod back into the tunnel
to the showers.


Left on his own, Flint cringed from the pain.  He
tried desperately not to limp as he headed back into the tunnel as well.  How
was he ever going to live this down?  The guys would never let him forget he’d
been beaten by a girl.


“Sissy,” a spectator called out as he threw a rotten
pear at him.


Somehow, he’d have to get used to that.  He entered
the darkness of the tunnel and followed the sound of flowing water.  Turning into
the shower room, he saw her in the distance.


Naked under the rush of water, blood seemed to pour
from every part of her body.  How could she still be standing?  Those blows should
have left her dead.


“You put up a good fight,” he called out.


“Shit.  What are you doing here?  Can’t you see I’m in
the shower?”


“No, actually.  Let me get a little closer.”


“Flint,” she lamented.


“Oh, yes. Now I see quite well.  I dare say you’re
even more impressive now that you were out on the field.”


She turned off the water and grabbed the towel from
the nearby hook.  “In addition to being a loser, are you going to prove to be a
jerk as well?”


“Hey, I just stopped in to take a shower myself.  And…” 
He hesitated as he took in the sight of her body.  She was fit, that was for
sure.  But there was also something warm and soft about the gentle curves of
her hips and the swell of her breasts.  A rush of blood reached his groin area and
he fought to remain cold in her eyes.


“Truth is, I wanted to congratulate you.  You really
did put up a good fight.  I didn’t expect that.  No one did.”


“Thank you.  That’s really big of you,” she said
sincerely.


“But it’s not over.  You may have beat me in this
battle, but there will be more.”  A part of him wanted to tell her what to
really expect; warn her of the relentless attempts there were sure to continue
to be to bring her down.  “Look at you.  You barely made it out of this battle
alive.  How much blood do you think you’ve lost?”


She cocked a silly brow at him.  “Less than you.”


He smiled briefly before regaining his cold front. 
There was something about her.  Something that made him want to hold her, help
her.  Have her.


“Look,” he said gently.  “Consider how injured you
left the field, despite winning.  Things are not going to get better.  They’re
not going to get easier.”


“Aren’t you the biggest and baddest warrior?”


“Well, yes.”


“And I beat you.  So how can it get worse.”


“It’s not that simple, believe me.  The next time
there will be weapons, or multiple opponents.  Anything and everything to…”  He
stopped and simply looked at her.


“Look,” she said as she secured the towel around her. 
“As far as I can tell, I’ve been summoned here to help.  Help with what?  I don’t
really know, and I don’t know why I was the one chosen.  I didn’t ask for this,
you know.  I didn’t ask for any of it.  The least you guys could do was show
some degree of appreciation.”


He glanced down at her bare shoulders, still
glistening from her shower.  Then his gaze slipped to the thick towel that
clung to her breasts.  Only the corner of the towel tucked in held it on.  A flick
of the wrist and she’d be naked in front of him.


It was a tempting thought.  He wanted a good look at
her.  A good long look.


“I better get going,” Ally said as she grabbed her
clothes and walked away.


“Don’t forget what I said.”


“I won’t”
















 


 


Chapter 8


 


 


Ally stayed in her suite the remainder of the day.  Not
only did she feel she deserved a quiet day to relax, but she also needed time
to recoup.  As Flint had pointed out, despite winning, she’d been seriously
injured.


Her cracked ribs kept her from taking in deep breaths
and her face was swollen and tender.  There was also the considerable loss of
blood to think about.  Though she didn’t feel weak, she certainly wasn’t bursting
with energy.


She pulled out her old, leather suitcase from under
the bed and plopped it on the mattress.  Remembering how Kate had cried as she’d
helped her pack some suitable clothes, she’d also insisted Ally bring her alchemy
book.  Even though she’d studied alchemy for years, and knew so many remedies
by heart, she lifted the thick winter jacket that lay on top and found the book.


If nothing else, going through her suitcase reminded her
of the people she’d left back home.  She missed them terribly and tried not to
think about it. Resolutely, she snapped the suitcase shut and slipped it back
under the bed.


With the book in hand she sat on the chair by the window
and opened the book to the index.  


“Chapter five,” she said aloud.  “Heavy bleeding.”  She
turned to the chapter that dealt with blood loss hoping the list of ingredients
wouldn’t be too extensive.  


“A salve to stem heavy bleeding,” she read on the
first page of the chapter.”  She examined herself and noted that all the bleeding
had stopped.  A salve wasn’t what she needed.  She turned the page.  “Replenishment
of lost blood.  That’s more like it.  Dried chokeberries, a scraping of cedar
bark and a sprig of oregano.  Shouldn’t be too hard to find.”


She took a quick walk around the dorm and found the
berries and bark, then snuck into the kitchen for some oregano.  Back in her
room once again, she placed a kettle of water on the fire and waited for it to
boil.  As the water warmed, she added the berries and as it started to boil she
threw in the cedar bark.  After a minute at full boil, she set the kettle aside
to let it sit a moment, then sprinkled in the oregano.


The soothing scent rose to her nostrils as she poured
the concoction into a cup.  She sat in the comfy lounge chair with her herbal
tea and sipped on it slowly.  It was a moment to cherish.  The cool breeze
fluttered through the curtains, bringing with it the scent of aspen and pine. 
The campus was virtually silent save for the distant sound of conversation and
the footsteps of a few passers-by.


It was a rare moment on the campus.  Since arriving
she’d barely had a moment to think.  Every minute of every day was scheduled,
either by the school, or by the rigorous tasks she’d planned for herself.


As she sipped the last of her tea, she noticed the
small blue envelope on the dresser.  Curious, she stood to get the envelope and
open the card inside.


“Competition need not always be physical,” she read
aloud.  “Be prepared to challenge Jasper in the Arts and culture.  Auditorium
at nine.”


She set the card down.  “Arts and culture.  For the past
week she’d spent almost every night at the forge, trying desperately to forget
about the Diamond Trials.  Working on an exquisite sword occupied her mind as
well fatigued her body, allowing her to fall asleep more easily.  She’d wanted
it to be the most beautiful piece she’d ever created.  The dragon head hilt had
already been made and all that remained were the diamonds she wanted to add.


Suddenly wide awake and feeling completely rejuvenated
by her magical tea, she pulled on her leather jacket and headed out to the forge
to finish the sword.  Jasper had no idea what he’d be up against.  He probably
thought she was nothing more than a commoner; an uneducated commoner.  She
would show him just how creative, talented and hard-working she really was.


The following morning. she returned to her usual
routine.  Big breakfast, three runs around the campus, a quick shower and a
change of clothes.


She reached under her bed for the long narrow case
that held her latest creation and smiled.  “I’m ready.”


With a bounce in her step, she headed tot the Arts and
Culture building, a magnificent structure of iron and glass.  Created by
innovative minds, the foundation of the building was recessed far enough as to
not be visible on approach.  It gave the impression of a building floating inches
off the ground.  


She entered the building that could almost pass for an
art gallery.  Paintings adorned the wall and numerous statues stood on
pedestals.  Some works were influenced by the masters; Gauguin, Picasso and
Rembrant, while others were the pure creation of the artists. 


As she approached the auditorium, she saw a line of
students waiting in the hall for their own class to begin.  Mocking her major
win the day before, some of the guys pasted themselves to the wall in feigned
fear.


“Funny,” Ally said dryly.  “Very funny.”


“Good luck with this one,” one of them said.  “Jasper
is a true master.”


“We’ll see.”  She pushed the door open and entered the
auditorium.  A small group of men stood on the stage with Headmaster Jerrod,
while a line of five judges sat in the front row, notepads ready.  The auditorium
was otherwise empty save for a handful of curious students.


Obviously, the appeal of an Arts and Culture competition
attracted less attention than the Diamond Trials.


“Up here, Miss Allotrope,” Headmaster Jerrod called
out.


Ally walked down the aisle, ignoring the now familiar
name-calling of the boys, and came to the steps on the left that led up to the
stage.


“I assume this is the project you wish to submit for
the sake of this competition,” Headmaster Jerrod said.


“Yes.”


“Very well.”  He took the long narrow case from her
and set it aside, then turned to the others on the stage.  “Gentlemen, if you’ll
leave the stage, we’ll begin.”


They reluctantly took the steps down to join the
judges.


“Are the judges ready to begin the Arts and Culture
Competition?”


The judges all nodded.


“Scores today will be based on creativity, style, execution
and esthetics.  In each category, you will give a note between one and ten, and
will then calculate the average of those scores.  Do we all understand?”


Again, the judges all nodded.


Headmaster Jerrod, bowed.  “Let us begin.  Jasper,” he
called out.  “Are you ready to show the judges your submission?”


Without so much as a hint of a smile, Jasper grabbed
the canvas at his feet and came to set it on the easel upstage.


“Miss Allotrope,” Headmaster Jerrod said.  “As his opponent,
you have the first word in assessing the work of your competitor.”


Ally stepped forward and looked at the painting Jasper
had rendered.  Her eyebrows rose, but not because she was impressed by his
work, but rather she was shocked by it.  “Um, it appears to be an attempt at
something resembling abstract,” she said.


Jasper huffed and shifted his weight.


“The choice of colors is… well, unusual,” she went
on.  “Clearly he attempted a certain movement with these swipes of his palette
knife, but the baby blues, magenta and burnt orange come together, here, here
and here, to make a very muddy mess.”


Jasper cocked a brow.  What had he expected? Ally
wondered.  Just because she came from The Border didn’t mean she was completely
uneducated.  Kate and Bilbo had done everything to get her the best education
they could afford.


“Then,” she continued, waving her hand around the
canvas as she spoke.  “This corner of the canvas seems to have simply been
bathed in red and is completely disconnected from the mud going on here.  There’s
no focus and no true sense of emotion or movement.”


“Is that all?” Headmaster Jerrod asked visibly
impressed.


“It’s a mess.  A disappointing mess.”


Jasper looked down at his feet.  Clearly, he’d underestimated
her.  Clearly, the childlike painting was meant to reflect her simple
background and her lack of noble blood.


“Judges,” Headmaster Jerrod said as he turned to
them.  “Have you noted your score of this artwork?”


They all nodded.


“All right, then.  Ally, you may now show us your
work.”


Ally picked up her case and set it on the small
pedestal set upstage beside the easel.  After a prolonged gaze at the judges
and a sidelong glance at Jasper, she opened the case and lifted the diamond
encrusted sword for them to see.


An audible gasp came from two of the judges, while
Jasper simply stared in stupefied silence.  Ally set the sword down on the
pedestal to allow them all the time to examine her work.


“And now, Jasper,” Headmaster Jerrod said.  “It is
your turn to assess her work before the judges give their scores.”


Clapping his hands together, Jasper licked his lips
and came to her pedestal.  Ally saw the gleam in his eyes.  Regardless of what he
really thought of her fine work, he intended to say just the opposite.


“Well,” he said.  “What do we have here?  A sword. 
The blade seems rough, and I think I see a dent here and there.”


Ally frowned.  She knew beyond any doubt there were no
dents on her sword.  The blade was flawless and he knew it.


“The pommel seems off center, the grip flimsy and the
guard insufficient.”  Despite his criticism, he ran his fingers over the length
of the blade.  “The central ridge is smooth,” he said softly, seemingly forgetting
where he was for a moment.


“Is that all?” Headmaster Jerrod said after a few
moments of silence.


“The dragon is badly executed, and the encrusted
diamonds seem to me, a little on the tacky side.  I wouldn’t be caught dead
carrying such a sword.  I’d be a laughing stock.”


“Very well.”  Once again Headmaster Jerrod turned to
the judges.  “You’ve noted your scores.


One of them held his hand up.  “If you’ll allow,
Headmaster Jerrod, we would like to see the sword up close.”


“Ally,” Headmaster Jerrod said.  “Would you mind
bringing the sword to the judges?”


“With pleasure.”  Trying not to look too cocky, Ally
proudly picked up the sword and brought it down to the judges.  Their eyes widened
and they all touched various parts of the sword.  One even muttered under his
breath how he would pay handsomely for such a piece.


After they’d all had a good look, Ally walk back onto
the stage, set the sword down on the pedestal and waited.


“Was that satisfactory?” Headmaster Jerrod said.


This time, the judges all nodded.


“Then let us not waste any more time.  Judges, what
say you for the abstract painting by Jasper.”  He turned to Jasper.  “Do you
have a name for the painting?”


Jasper suddenly seemed embarrassed by his offering.  “No,
Sir.”


“A painting without a name,” Headmaster said to the
judges.


Judge number one lifted his card to show a four, followed
by a five, a three, another four and a generous six.


“Twenty-two,” Headmaster Jerrod announced.  “And now
for the diamond encrusted sword.”


A ten followed by another ten, and another and another
and finally a nine.


“Forty-nine.”  Headmaster Jerrod smiled.  “We have a
clear winner.  Congratulations, Miss Allotrope.”
















 


Chapter 9


 


 


Sitting atop her horse, Ally closed her eyes, tilted
her head back slightly, and smiled.  The light breeze caressed her skin and
brought her an intense sense of joy and serenity.


“It’s a glorious day.”  The late morning sun, high
over the horizon, was warm and soothing, while the meadows they crossed exploded
with flowers of every color.  Birds chirped in the trees, bees buzzed busily on
the fragrant blooms, and dragonflies fluttered around on their quest for
mosquitos.


“What was that?” Jasper said, annoyed as usual.


“Oh, did I say that out loud?  I was just appreciating
the morning.”


It’d been a pleasant surprise when he’d knocked at her
door just as she prepared to go for her morning run.


He’d bowed, the first sign of anything resembling
respect that she’d seen since meeting him, and had held up a card.  


“What’s that?”


He read, “Queen Jade formally invites you to spend the
weekend at the Emerald Palace.”


“Oh?”


“And bring your…” He’d cleared his throat and reddened
slightly.  “Bring you diamond and dragon sword.”


Now, as Ally recalled his words, she swelled with
pride and patted the case secured to the back of her saddle.  The queen herself,
wanted to see her magnificent sword.  It was truly an honor.  Perhaps she’d commission
something for herself.


“I was just saying was a beautiful day it is,” she
went on.  In a good mood, she felt like simply chatting, the way she’d so often
done with Kate; talking about everything and nothing in particular.  “It’s
lovely out here.  You’re so fortunate to live in such a splendid land.”


Jasper grunted his response without looking at her.


“You know, I suspect you are actually quite a good
artist, but that you, for some reason, refused to put any effort into your
project for the Arts and Culture Competition.  Did you want to let me win?  And
if so, why?”


“Do you want to know what boot I put on first, while
you’re at it?”  Unamused, he kept his gaze straight ahead.


“My interest lies exclusively with the competition,”
she said with a giggle. “It’s just that your painting was truly beyond awful. 
As a third-year student… well.  It’s highly improbably that you would produce
something so subpar.  I mean, had your professor been in attendance, he would
have been appalled.  He would have…”


“If you must know,” Jasper cut in, “that painting, as
awful as it was, was meant to reflect my vision on you.  Muddy, messy and unwanted.” 
Each word was hard and meant to hurt her.


Ally refused to let her good mood slide.  Despite all
expectations, she’d won two competition so far and was now headed to meet with
the queen.  Life could hardly get better.


“Well, it is clear that my diamond and dragon sword
lay to rest any notion that I am muddy and messy.  Though, I supposed that you
would maintain that I am still unwanted.”


He grunted.


“Well,” she muttered under her breath.  “It’s clear
that the queen wants me.”


Jasper ignored her comment and nudged his horse into a
trot until he was just far ahead enough to not hear her.


“Fine,” she said to herself.  “I prefer to enjoy the
ride on my own anyway.”


Twenty minutes later the tall shining towers of the Emerald
Palace came into view.  Surrounded by a sea of yellow flowers, the palace stood
out in contrast.  As they got closer, she noticed the immense stained-glass
windows that lined the towers, giving them an exquisite shine.  But closer
still, it was clear the palace itself was built with polished stone and
embellished with hundreds of emeralds.


Jasper stopped his horse at the gate and waited for
her to catch up.


“I’ve never seen anything so spectacular.  Every part
of the palace glistens and shines.”


“Yep,” he groaned.  “Try not drool, please.”


Ally stuck out her tongue and made a silly face.


“And try to act grown up and ladylike.”  Jasper then nodded
his intention to the guards who quickly pulled the large heavy gates back just long
enough for them to ride through before closing them again.


The lane that led to the palace was lined with several
huge weeping willows that gave way to smaller cedars before opening up to the
front gardens, brimming with color and life.


Squirrels and chipmunks scampered by, while in the distance
a small herd of dear grazed quietly in the shade.  Several egrets stood in the
large pond to the left, while a band of tall flamingos played in the fountain
to the right.


At the front door, Ally hopped off her horse and
grabbed the sword case and her small overnight bag while Jasper simply glared
at her.


No matter, she thought.  No matter what you say or
do, you will not ruin this day.


“Queen Jade is expecting you, Prince Jasper,” the
guard said as he held the massive door open.  “She is in the solarium.”


Jasper entered the palace and Ally had to hurry to
keep up with him.  At the solarium, she was once again taken aback by the
explosion of color and life.  Green foliage filled the room and brought with it
a lovely scent.


“Jasper,” Queen Jade called out.  “Over here.”


They turned to the right to find the queen seated on a
low stone wall in front of a small bush, pruners in hand.


“Is your gardener on holiday?” Jasper said.


“Don’t underestimate the benefit of playing in the
dirt once in a while,” Queen Jade said.  She set the pruners down, took off her
gloves and rose to meet them at a large table set with tea.


Despite the down to earth activity of tending to her
plants, she wore an exquisite gown of deep blue highlighted with shimmering
emeralds.  The effect was stunning and Ally couldn’t help but stare.


Jasper nudged his elbow into her side.


“Oh,” Ally said with a start.  “Pardon me, Your
Highness… um, your Majesty… um.”  She curtsied but felt completely clumsy and
awkward as she did so.


“You can simply call me Queen Jade, Allotrope.”


“Oh, and please, call me Ally.”


“As you wish…” Queen Jade said with a warm smile. “Ally. 
You may set your things over there for and Albert will bring them to your room.”


“Um.”  Ally didn’t know quite how to brooch the
subject.  “The case is the sword.  I believe you asked that I bring it.”


“Ah, yes.  I heard that you’ve got quite a talent. 
Please, do show me before we settle down for tea.”


Ally set her overnight bag down as requested, but
brought the sword case to the table and snapped it open.


“Diamonds,” the queen said as she reached out to touch
the weapon.  “I can now see why you won.  I’ve rarely seen such expert work,
such attention to detail.”  She picked up the sword and brought the hilt up to
her face for closer inspection.  “Truly remarkable.  You must be very proud of
yourself.”


“I am.  I believe it is my best work yet.”


“I knew you had talent, but this is more than I anticipated. 
Can it be used in battle?”


“Absolutely.”


Queen Jade pumped the sword up and down.  “But it’s so
light.  It feels delicate and fragile, as though a true sword could slice right
through it.”


“This is a true sword, Queen Jade.  I assure you.  “The
light weight is due to a certain alloy I work with.  It is immensely resilient and,
as you can see, very easy to carry.”


“All right,” Jasper cut in.  “Enough about the sword
already.  Can we sit down?”


Sore loser, Ally wanted to say.  Instead, she smiled
and put the sword away.


“This is by far the grandest and most beautiful home I’ve
ever seen,” Ally said once she set the case beside her overnight bag.  “It’s
downright heavenly.”


“You are kind,” Queen Jade said as she gestured
towards a chair.  “Please, sit.”


Ally couldn’t tear her eyes off Queen Jade as she sat
down.  The woman was everything that was regal and beautiful; delicate
features, porcelain skin and green eyes that rivaled any emerald in the palace. 
Her hands were strong yet elegant, with long tapered fingers and perfectly
manicured nails.  Three rings adorned her fingers; a large oval emerald
surrounded by smaller diamonds, a square cut emerald set in gold and a chocolate
diamond surrounded by emeralds.


“You must be wondering why I’ve invited you here for
the weekend,” the queen said as a young manservant poured tea into three gold
rimmed teacups.


“As a matter of fact, yes.  I’ve been quite curious
about everything that’s happened to me over the course of the last few weeks.”


“I wanted to know how you were faring at the Academy. 
Are the boys treating you all right?”


What a loaded question.  How could she possibly answer
that?


“They keep me on my toes,” she finally said.


Queen Jade chuckled and shot a sidelong glance at
Jasper, who remained silent as usual.  “I’m sure they do.”


Another manservant entered and loudly cleared his
throat.  “Queen Mother Jasmine returned.”


“Oh,” Queen Jade said.  “Splendid timing.  Please,
have her join us.”


Moments later the same manservant arrived with an
older, yet equally regal woman.  Slightly shorter and stouter than Queen Jade,
the older woman carried an air or warmth and kindness, and Ally took an instant
liking to her.


“Mother,” Queen Jade said as she stood to embrace the
older woman.  “How was your ride out to the meadows?  Did you enjoy the fresh air?”


“Splendid, my child.  Splendid.”  She sat opposite
Ally and smiled.  “And who is this young lady?”


“Allotrope.”


“Ah yes, the girl warrior.  I hope you are showing those
boys what girls can really do.”


“I’m doing my best.”


Queen Mother Jasmine laughed which instantly brought
on a severe cough.  She reddened and pulled a handkerchief from the inside of
her gown’s sleeve.


Ally couldn’t help but notice the tiny droplets of
blood on the pristine white of the handkerchief.


“Here, Mother,” Queen Jade said when the fit was over. 
“Have a sip of tea.  I’ve stirred in a nice spoonful of honey.  It should help
clear your throat.”


Ally watched the two and was warmed by the tenderness
and affection Queen Jade showed her mother.  For some reason, she had expected
Queen Jade to be cold and calculating; heartless and cruel.


“I think it may be time to show Ally to her room,”
Jasper said, startling everyone with his sudden statement.


“I suppose you’re right,” Queen Jade said.  You both
must be exhausted after riding out here in the midday sun.”  She stood and
looked at Ally.  “I hope you’ll enjoy your room.”


Ally stood and curtsied as best she could, once again
feeling clumsy and awkward. Clearly she was better suited to fight than bow.


Jasper led the way down a long corridor and turned to
the right.  Ally admired the walls that were hung with tall tapestries
depicting various events from the past; wars, births, weddings, deaths.  A recurring
aspect in every tapestry were the tall and thin whippets who accompanied the
kings and queens throughout the ages.  The elegant and regal dogs were
constantly at their sides.


Unexpectedly, Ally bumped into Jasper with a thump
when he suddenly stopped.  He glared at her then opened the door to her suite.


“It might help if you watch where you’re going.”  With
a simple and cold gesture of his hand, her urged her inside the room, and closed
the door behind her.  And he was gone, just like that.


Not so much as a word.


“Well thank you for showing me to my room, Jasper,”
Ally said sarcastically to the door.  Then she turned to inspect the room.  As
masculine as her room at the Academy was, this one was almost too feminine. 
Everything was delicate lace, porcelain figurines and ornate furnishings.


The pink flowers, pink linens, pink curtains and lavender
cushions were definitely too much, but she enjoyed the spirit of the room all
the same.  It said, ‘Welcome.  You are wanted here.’


She made her way to the French doors that opened onto
a private balcony and gasped in awe as she took in the grandeur of the palace
grounds.  Rich forests greens, glistening emerald greens and fresh lime green
blended together for form the perfect backdrop.  Below her were more gardens,
filled with an abundance of flowers in every color of the rainbow.


A perfect place for a stroll, she thought, hoping she’d
have time to walk the grounds.  But for now, she suddenly felt sleepy.  The
ride to the palace had been longer than anticipated, and the sun that had beat
down on them had drained her.


She kicked off her shoes and lay back amidst the
countless cushions on the huge four-poster bed.  Within seconds she drifted off
to sleep and was awakened by a persistent knock on the door.


“Just a moment.”  Ally sat up, looked around the room
and suddenly remembered where she was.  Quickly readjusting her wig, she
hurried to the door and opened it.


“Dinner was served ten minutes ago.  We’ve been waiting
for you.”


She wanted to remind him that she’d not been informed
of anything regarding her stay at the palace.  No one had mentioned when dinner
was served.  Instead, she pulled her shoes on and followed him to a small
dining room.


On the way, she had noticed a large banquet hall and
had thought dinner might be served there but was pleased to see Queen Jade and
Queen Mother Jasmine seated at a table for four in the smaller dining room.


“My apologies,” Ally said.  “I must have dozed off.”


“It’s perfectly understandable,” Queen Jade said.  “Jasper,
did you forget to tell our guest when we dined.”


“I may have, Mother.”


“Mother?” Ally said, quickly looking from Jasper to
Queen Jade.  “You’re…” Gaping she once again looked from one to the other.  “You’re
her…”


“Son,” Jasper finished for her.  “Yes.  Why so
shocked?”


Why so shocked?  Ally thought.  Let’s see.  Why don’t
we start with how warm and lovely she is, while you’re colder than a glacier. 
How about she’s kind and caring, while you’re a true brute.  How about she’s
regal and refined, while you’re… you’re… well, you’re anything but regal and
refined.


“I…” she stammered.  “I just wasn’t aware.  You never
told me you were bringing me to your mother’s home.”


“I thought it quite inconsequential.”


“I suppose it is,” Ally conceded.


“Children.   Children.  Let us talk about more
pleasant things,” Queen Mother Jasmine said.  “I didn’t come down to dinner to
hear you young ones bickering.”


“Forgive me, Grandmother.  I suppose I’ve been a
little out of sorts lately.”


“Get over it, Jasper,” Queen Jade said, and while she
smiled, her tone left little room for compromise.


“I shall.”


After that snappy reprimand, Jasper seemed to become
an entirely new person.  He chatted openly about his classes, his professors
and his friends.  He thoughtfully questioned his grandmother on her activities,
and showed great interest in the small, if not mundane details, she put into
many of her stories.  Every once in a while she was overcome with a coughing
fit, but it never kept her from resuming her story right where she’d left off.


He was immensely patient and even laughed a few times,
something Ally had come to think impossible.


Had she never met him before, she might think he was a
good and caring man; the kind of man who cared for his mother, who cared for others;
who might care for her.


She bit her bottom lip at the thought as she watched
him smiling at his grandmother.  His green eyes were soft and the curl of his
lips made him incredibly alluring.


“I tell you,” Queen Mother Jasmine was saying.  “They had
everything you could want for breakfast.  They had boiled eggs, and fried eggs,
and omelets and scrambled eggs.  They had bacon, and ham, and sausage.  They
had every kind of jam you could imagine; strawberry, blueberry, blackberry, even
apple jelly and orange marmalade. And, oh, the breads; rye and pumpernickel and
onion loaf.  A true feast.”


“Did they have salt and pepper?” Jasper said, teasing
his beloved grandmother.


Unsuspecting, she nodded.  “They had salt and pepper,
and other spices, too.”


Ally smiled at the tender exchange.


When dinner was over, and dessert and coffee gone,
Ally was saddened to see the evening come to an end.  Jasper rose, nodded to
the three women and quietly left the table.


“I suppose it is getting late, Mother,” Queen Jade said.


Ally took the hint and rose from her chair.  “Thank
you so much for the lovely meal, and the exquisite company.”


Queen Mother Jasmine smiled.  “You are too kind, my
child.”


Ally nodded and left to return to her room.


The evening had been almost magical, sitting at a
table with so much noble blood. It’d gone too fast and she now realized that
she’d barely spoken a word.  In awed silence she’d listen to the everyday conversation
of royals.


Smiling, she shivered and wondered if it was due to
the darkening night sky or because of the thoughts of Jasper that constantly invaded
her thoughts.  The transformation in his demeanor had been incredible to
witness.  Could there really be a kind soul somewhere in that cold hard shell?


Shaking thoughts of him from her head, she picked up
the poker and stirred the small logs in the fireplace, bringing the flame back
to life.


Just about to change into her nightclothes, she heard
resounding footsteps in the garden below.  Inexplicably, her heart pounded as
she made her way to the balcony.


And there he was, his teal hair glistening under the
full moon of the dark emerald night.  His head hung low as he paced back and
forth, his hand intermittently clasped in front of him then behind him.  He was
clearly nervous about something.


Ignoring common logic that told her to let him be, and
return inside, she climbed down the trellis that hugged the palace walls.


 
















 


Chapter 10


 


 


At the sound of her light footsteps, he instantly
turned to her, sword in hand.  “Who’s there?”


“I’m sorry I startled you,” Ally said.  “It’s me;
Ally.”


“Great.  It’s not enough I have to ride out here with
you, sit and have tea then dinner with you, but now you invade the time I’ve
set aside for myself?”


“I saw you out here, and thought…”


“No.  That’s just it.  You didn’t think.  You didn’t
think that I might want to be alone.  You didn’t think that I might have a lot
on my mind.  You simply didn’t think at all.”


How could she have been so foolish?  The kind and
sweet man who’d taken such interest in his old grandmother had vanished just as
quickly as he’d appeared.  The Jasper she knew was back.


“All right.  I’ll leave you alone, then.”  She turned
to reenter the palace but stopped.  “Would you allow me to ask you just one
question?”


“Sure.  You’ve already ruined my peaceful stroll in
the moonlight.  Might as well make it worthwhile.”


“You weren’t strolling, you were pacing.”


“Do you want to ask me a question, or simply argue
with me?”


“Well, it’s just that if I’d seen you strolling
peacefully, I would have respected your time alone, but…” She glanced up at her
balcony.  “From up above, your pacing seemed filled with worry and concern. 
You fidgeted nervously and seemed troubled, and I thought…”


“Yeah.  Here we go again with what you thought,” he
said in an annoyed tone.  “Do you have a question or don’t you?”


“Yes.  I couldn’t help but notice your grandmother’s
persistent cough.  I didn’t want to say anything during dinner, but I couldn’t
help but wonder if it was something serious.”


Jasper looked up at her, his brow furrowed with pain. 
His eyes narrowed angrily, then closed just as tears swelled in his eyes.


Ally instant felt horrible.  Clearly it was a painful
subject.  “I’m so sorry,” she whispered as she dared take a step closer to
him.  “It is something serious, isn’t it?”


Instead of answering, he turned away.  “Go.”


“Jasper, I just want to…”


“I said go!” he shouted.


When she didn’t make a move to leave, he turned to
face her.  “Don’t you get it?  You’re just some peasant girl from the land of
nowhere.  I have nothing to say to you; nothing.  The Queen Mother’s health is
none of your concern.”


“Jasper, I can help.”


“No, you can’t.  No one can.”


Ally could have sworn she’d heard a painfilled cry
somewhere in that statement.  She stood looking at him as his anger slowly
subsided.  She knew better than to take his harsh words to heart.  He was
lashing out at her to release some of the pain.


After a long silent moment, he sat on the nearby wrought
iron bench and buried his face in his hands.  “No one can help her,” he finally
said, choking back the tears.  “No one can even figure out what’s wrong with
her.  We are royals and we have access to the best medicine in the land, and
still…”


“Perhaps traditional medicine isn’t what she needs.”


“I don’t care what kind of medicine.  I just want her
to get well.”


Ally put her hand to his shoulder and was surprised
when he didn’t move away.  “She means a lot to you, doesn’t she?”


“Everything,” he mumbled.  “Absolutely everything.” 
He raised his face out of his hands and stared straight ahead.  “I love my
mother, but she wasn’t around much when I was young.  She had a kingdom to
run.  My earliest memories are of my grandmother playing with me, laughing with
me and teaching me what I needed to know to be a man.  And then there are the
vague memories of my mother; of a beautiful and regal woman who came to say a
few words to me every day.”


He rose suddenly and walked away.  “I don’t know why I’m
telling you any of this.”


“Maybe because there’s no one else you can tell.  I
imagine your mother would be heartbroken to realize how much you missed her
presence younger in life.  And I imagine the boys at the Academy aren’t the
type to be sensitive to this type of conversation.”


Poking his tongue into his cheek and swallowing hard, he
looked at her, his head bobbing back and forth in a vague nod.


“There’s nothing wrong with showing concern for someone
you love.”


“I know that.”


“And there’s nothing wrong with shedding a tear for a
loved one who is not well.”


He glared at her.  “You’re pushing it a bit too far.”


“At the Academy, you boys are shown only how to fight,
how to battle, and how to kill.  Did no one ever teach you how to love, how to
care?”


“Yes, and she’s lying up there in her room, probably coughing
up blood as we speak.”  His face streaked with pain, he walked away into the
night, leaving Ally determined to do what she could to help.


The next morning, she asked to speak to Queen Jade in
private.


“I’ll admit, I’m not accustomed to being summoned to
meet with my guests in my own home,” Queen Jade said, though without a trace of
anger.


Though they’d met in the throne room of the palace,
Queen Jade chose to sit on a common chair and gestured for Ally to sit beside
her.


Ally sat down.  “It’s only because it is so vitally
important that I dared, Queen Jade.”


“I’m listening.”


“It was obvious last night that Queen Mother Jasmine
is quite ill.  And though her room is a considerable distance from mine, I
still could hear her coughing throughout the night.”


Queen Jade nodded.  “Yes.  She hasn’t been well lately,
but she does put on a brave face.  I’m sure you noticed her coughing spells don’t
prevent her from regaling us with stories of her youth.”  She smiled and looked
down at her hands.  “Every respectable doctor in the land has seen her; lung
specialists, throat specialists.  Each with the same conclusion; there is
nothing they can do for her.”


“I don’t know how much of my background you’re aware
of, but I have great knowledge of alchemy.”


“So did some of the doctors who saw my mother,” Queen
Jade said.


Yes, but I know more, Ally wanted to say.  “Many of
the lessons I’ve studied are new and mostly untried by doctors.  I’m sure they
would not want to risk their reputation by experimenting on the Queen Mother.”


“No.  I suppose not.”  She turned to Ally.  “And what of
your reputation.  Are you not concerned?”


Ally laughed.  “I have no reputation to protect.  If
anything, I think I have everything to prove.”


Queen Jade nodded.


“I’ve read about tonics that can help clear passageways. 
There are also various mists that can be administered directly up the nostrils
to bring vital medicine where it is needed.  There are balms, and salves and ointments.”


“You seem quite sure of yourself.”


“Give me a few days… a week at the most, to find what
will truly help her get better.”


“And what if she gets worse after your experimental
treatments.”


“She won’t,” Ally said with self-assurance.


 


 


*****


 


 


Bright and early the nest morning, Ally headed to the grounds
that surrounded the palace, hoping to find everything she needed.


She’d spent over an hour going through her small alchemy
booklet to find the best remedy and added what she’d read to what she
remembered learning about the lungs and throat.


First on her list was water hemlock.  She quickly
found the large wildflower and plucked it out, roots and all. Then deadly
nightshade.  She spotted the colorful berries in the distance and added a
handful of them to her basket.  And finally some oleander.  The striking
flowers lined the back wall of the palace grounds.  She snapped off a branch
and added to her pile.


With the toxic part of her list complete, she headed
to the herb garden outside the kitchen door.


Rosemary was her first pick, then a little thyme.  She
pinched off a bay leaf, plucked a fistful of dill weed and topped it off with a
dozen mint leaves


She knew the concoction would have a vile taste and mint
was simply to help poor Queen Mother swallow it down without gagging.


“There you are!”


Startled, Ally dropped her basket and a few of the berries
she’d picked rolled out.


“Yes, here I am,” she said.


“You should have your bags ready and be out saddling
your horse, not out here playing gardener,” Jasper bellowed.


“I’m sorry.  I assumed your mother had told you.  We’ll
be staying a few days longer.”


Glaring at her, he took a step closer.  “What the hell
are you talking about.”


Ally could smell him, he was so close.  He smelled
fresh and clean, yet masculine and so alluring.  Once again, she was taken
aback by the perfect features of his face.  His teal hair fell over his face,
adding to the sensual energy he exuded.


Damn, why did he have to look so good?


“I spoke to Queen Jade and asked if we could stay a
few more days.”


“This isn’t a holiday, Allotrope.  There’s important
business to attend to back at the Academy.”


“Jasper, I want to try to cure your grandmother.  I
think I can make…”


“There you go, thinking again.  Well here’s what I
think.  You’re going to go up to your room, grab your bag and meet me in the stable. 
You got that?”  He turned on his heel and stepped away.


“No.”


“What did you say?” He slowly turned back to face her.


“No,” she repeated.  “I have your mother’s permission
to do this.  Last time I check a queen had a little more power than a prince.”


If she wanted to get under his skin, she succeeded. 
Clenching his fists, he marched back to her and grabbed the basked out of her
hands.


“What… with this?  You’re going to work some ungodly
magic on a poor old woman.  Mother was most certainly driven by grief to allow
you such insanity.  Once she realizes how absurd you are, she’ll come to her
senses and send you on her way.”  He dropped the basket at her feet.  “And you
know what?  I won’t be around when she does, because I will not wait for you. 
I’m off.”


He turned to leave once more, but came face to face
with Queen Jade.  “What’s made you so testy this morning, Jasper?  I can hear
you shouting from clear across the gardens.  You know how I like having my
morning coffee with only the songs of the birds.”


“My sincerest apologies, Mother.”


“What has you shouting at our lovely guest so early in
the morning?”


Jasper picked up Ally’s basket and showed it to his mother. 
“Look at this.  Are you really going to let her feed this to your mother… to my
grandmother… to the Queen Mother?”


“As a matter of fact, I trust Ally, and I think you
should as well.”


He grabbed the water hemlock and waved it at his
mother.  “Just this is enough to kill her.”


“I’d wash my hand before touching any part of my body,
if I were you,” Ally cautioned.


He glared back at her and sneered before returning his
attention to his mother.


“How about this for a compromise?” Queen Jade said.  “Ally
will have access to whatever she needs to make whatever she needs to make, and
when she brings it to Queen Mother, she can decide for herself whether she
wants to ingest it or not.”


“Um.” Ally held up a finger to interject.  “I propose
a trio of remedies.  It will be part liquid to ingest, part balm to smear
across her chest and part mist to squirt up her nose.”


“Squirt up her nose?” Jasper and Queen Jade said in
unison.


Ally could have sworn Jasper was holding back a grin.


“I think if I attack this from every angle, it is sure
to work.”


“Fine,” Jasper said through gritted teeth and throwing
his hands up in defeat.  “Fine.  Do whatever you like.  I’m going to go for a
ride.”  He leaned in to peck his mother on the cheek.  “I’ll see you at dinner.”


“Have a nice ride, dear.”


“Well,” Ally said once he’d disappeared.  “I better
get to work.  These herbs have to boil in salted water for over an hour.”


“The kitchen is all yours.”


With her basket in hand, Ally took the back entrance
to the large, well-equipped kitchen.  The cook had cleared away all traces of
food.  Apparently, word that she’d be concocting remedies from toxic herbs had
gotten around.


She set her basket down on the counter and got to
work.  She filled a pot with water, added a pinch of salt and set it on the
fire.  On the counter nearby, she chopped up the herbs that needed boiling and
set them aside.


In a larger pot she dropped in a spoonful of lard and
melted it, then added the necessary herbs and let it simmer gently.


By then the water was boiling and she added her herbs,
turned the nearby hourglass over and let the water continue boiling.


Finally, she pounded the remaining herbs with a mallet
until she had a fine powder and placed it in a small bottle.


The kitchen was hot and stifling and sweat ran along
the side of her face and down her back, but her work was almost done.  Another
ten minutes and she would take the boiling water and herbs off the fire and let
it cool slightly before bringing it to Queen Mother Jasmine.


Ally wiped off the workspace with a wet cloth and tossed
the unused herbs into the fire.  Only then did she allow herself a moment to
contemplate what she was about to do.


If the dosage was wrong, if her portions were wrong…
if anything at all was wrong, she could potentially kill the Queen Mother.


No doubt she would lose her head if that happened.  While
Queen Jade hadn’t verbalized that eventuality, Ally knew it to be all the same.


The hourglass let the last grains of sand fall, and Ally
removed the heavy pot from the fire.  While she waited for the liquid to cool
somewhat, she gathered the balm from the smaller pot and dropped it into a
small crystal bowl, then set the cover atop it.  


She grabbed a large mug from the shelf and poured the
thickened liquid into it.  While the scent of mint was pleasant enough, the
underlying smell could be detected if she breathed it in long enough.


Quickly she cleaned up any trace of her having been in
the kitchen, placed her three containers on a tray and headed up to the Queen
Mother’s room.


As she approached the door to her room, Queen Jade
joined her.


“Everything is ready?”


“Everything is ready.”


They looked at one another for a long moment, both
fearful and hopeful.


Queen Jade tapped on the door with a single knuckle.  “Mother?”


“Yes.  Come in.  Come in.”


Queen Jade opened the door and gestured for Ally to
enter before her.


The foul odor in the darkened room was instantly
nauseating.  The windows were closed tight, as were the drapes.  Not a glimmer
of light entered and not a breath of air.


“Ally wants to see you, Mother,” Queen Jade said.


Queen Mother Jasmine sat up and pressed the covers
tightly and primly over her legs.


“Do you mind if I open the drapes?” Ally said as she
set her tray on the table beside the bed.


“If you must.”


Ally pushed the heavy drapes out of the way, and without
even asking for permission, opened the window.


“I went out for a bit of air,” Queen Mother protested,
“and I didn’t feel any better.  In fact, I felt worse.  The outdoor air isn’t
good for me.  That’s why I keep it closed.”


“Nonsense,” Ally said as she threw every window in the
room open.  “You need air; fresh air.  Everything in the room needs to be aired
out,” she said to Queen Jade. “All the linens, every cushion… and these drapes. 
They almost smell of death.”


Queen Jade looked quizzically at her.  “But she said
she didn’t feel better after her ride outside.  Perhaps she needs…”


The Queen Mother coughed, a thick phlegm-filled cough.


“You see,” Queen Jade said rushing to close the windows.


Ally grabbed her hands and stopped her.  “The fresh
air helps her lungs push out whatever it is that’s ailing her.”  She looked at
the Queen Mother.  “She should not be spending so much time in bed either.  She
needs to get up, to walk, or at the very least sit up.”


“How dare you?” Queen Jade whispered as she looked in
horror at Ally’s hands on her.


“Please, Queen Jade,” Ally said gently as she released
her hold of her.  “Please.”


The queen drew in a long breath and nodded slightly.  “All
right.”


“I’m going to give her the tea first.”  Ally walked to
the bedside and gave the Queen Mother the cup of medicinal mint tea.”


“Smells nice,” the Queen Mother said.  “I do love mint
tea.”


You might not love this one, Ally thought.


The Queen Mother took a sip, grimaced a bit, and drank
some more.  Smiling, she looked up at Ally.  “Has a nice kick to it.”


Ally laughed.  “That’s certainly one way of putting
it.”


“Now what?” Queen Jade said when the Queen Mother had
emptied her cup.


“We’ll wait a few minutes to let the herbs do their
work.  In the meantime, we could empty the room of everything that is fabric or
upholstered.”


Queen Jade reluctantly nodded.  “I’ll go get some help.”


“I’ll help.”  Jasper stood in the doorway, solemn and
strong.  His teal hair was damp with sweat and swept back off his face, and his
soaked shirt clung to his chest.


His gaze darted from Ally to the Queen Mother to Queen
Jade and back to Ally.


“Jasper,” Queen Jade.  “You’re back.  And just in
time.”


Ally swallowed the strange sense of arousal she
suddenly felt and pointed to the settee by the window.  “You could start with
that.”


Without hesitation, he grabbed the heavy piece of
furniture and hauled it out of the room.  Moments later he returned for more. 
And while he carried out cushions, pillows and linens, Ally struggled to get
the heavy drapes down.  For every window, she had to grab a chair and climb up,
and even then, she could just barely reach the drapery rod.


“I’ll get those,” Jasper said softly when he returned
from yet another haul.  Without need of a chair, he easily reached up and got
the remainder of the drapes down and out of the room.


Soon the room was virtually bare.  All that remained
was the bed, minus the canopy and excess cushions and pillows, and the hardwood
furniture.


Already, the air in the room had changed.  Fresh air
flowed freely into the room, unhindered by heavy fabric.  And the warm rays of
the sun brightened the once dreary room.


“How are you feeling?” Ally asked the Queen Mother.


She shrugged.  “The same way I always feel after a cup
of tea.  Like I need to pee.”


Ally giggled, while Jasper put his hand over his mouth
to hide his silent laughter.


“Oh, Mother,” Queen Jade said.  She pulled the bedsheet
off her mother and helped her out of bed.  “Come on.  I’ll help you.”


Alone in the room, Ally glanced at Jasper who still seemed
amused by his grandmother.  “She’s quite a character,” she said.


“You should have seen her ten years ago.  Always quick
witted.  Always eager to play a joke.  Yes, indeed.  She is quite a character.”


They sat in tense silence for a long moment with only
the distant sound of Queen Jade speaking softly to Queen Mother Jasmine.


“What’s your prognosis?” Jasper finally said.


“Good.  I think she’ll be fine.”


When the women returned, the Queen Mother opted to sit
in a chair by the window.  She looked at Ally and winked.  “I do love the scent
of cedar.  Don’t you?”


“It’s one of my favorite scents,” Ally said.  She
picked up the small crystal bowl with the balm and approached her.  “This is to
spread over your chest.  You’ll feel intense heat for a few moments, and then a
soothing warmth will penetrate into your lungs.”


She set the bowl down on the table.


Queen Mother Jasmine looked at the bowl, then up to
Ally.


“Um,” Ally said, “you can dip your figures in the bowl
and rub the balm over your chest.”


The Queen Mother held her hands up in front of her and
wiggled her fingers.  “But I just got a manicure.”


Ally heard Jasper chuckle behind her.


“Um.”  Ally didn’t know what to say.  She turned to
Jasper who shrugged, then to Queen Jade who simply wiggled her fingers in a
show of a fresh manicure as well.


“If you want me to…  Um.  I guess I could.”


The Queen Mother opened her dressing gown to expose
her throat and upper chest.  Ally dipped her fingers in the greasy balm and
dabbed it on the older woman’s chest.


“Ooh, that is hot,” Queen Mother Jasmine said in
surprise.


Indeed.  Ally’s fingers were burning up.  “And do you
now feel the warmth penetrate inside.”


“Ah, yes.  Very nice.  Very, very nice.”  She looked
at Ally with a teasing grin.  “It’s been quite a long time since anyone has
touched me in such a manner.”


Ally smiled and wiped her fingers with the bottom edge
of her shirt.  “That should do the trick.  And now, the one remaining remedy is
the mist.  Actually it’s more like a powder; a very fine misty powder.”


“And what do I do with it, dear.”


“You put it up your nose,” Jasper said with a smile.


Ally looked reassuringly at the Queen Mother.  “I’ll
put a small amount of it on the tip of your finger and you can just sniff it up
into one nostril and again with the other nostril.”


“You’re the boss.”


After she’d sniffed up the powder, Ally capped the
bottle and looked to Jasper and Queen Jade.  


“Now what?” Jasper said.


“Now we wait.”


 
















 


Chapter 11


 


 


Two days later, Jasper and Ally headed out to make the
long trip back to the Academy.  The blistering sun forced them to keep the
horses to a slow pace and Ally began to wonder if they would make it back in
time before sundown.


Their journey so far had been quiet, and while Ally
had become accustomed to this aspect of Jasper’s personality, she had thought
their experience with his grandmother would have opened him up.


Yet, so far, he hadn’t so much as thanked her for what
she’d done.


It had taken a while; quite a while longer than Ally
had expected.  The Queen Mother had spent that first night after the treatments
fighting a fever.  It had been a long night spent at her side with Jasper and
Queen Jade shooting accusatory glares her way.


But by morning, the fever was gone.  And so was the
cough.  Ally had insisted they stay for the day to make sure everything was
truly all right.


When they had all met together for dinner, the Queen
Mother was all smiles.  There wasn’t a sign of a cough.


“You are a child of many talents,” Queen Jade had
said.  “I look forward to seeing what else you can do.”


She’d been honored by the praise.


Now, Ally looked down at her horse’s mane as they rode
on.  Jasper had been in such a good mood the night before.  She’d thought for
certain this time that his good humor would remain.


She glanced at him.  His teal hair shined under the
glare of the sun.  The heat had prompted him to wear a sleeveless shirt,
leaving his muscular arms bare.  She followed the lines of his bicep as her
lightly held onto the reins.  He was such a gorgeous man.


A strange scent tore her attention away from Jasper’s
physique.  “What’s that awful smell?”


Before Jasper could answer, Ally’s horse suddenly came
to an abrupt stop, almost throwing her off. “Shelby, what’s wrong?”


A second later, Jasper’s horse stopped as well. 
Instantly on the alert, his hand went to his sword.  “Take out your sword, Ally,”
he said as he scanned the surrounding meadow.


“What’s going on?  What’s out there?”


“I don’t know exactly, but if the horses are stopped,
it’s something bad.”


Ally saw a strange movement from her right.  The tall
grasses of the meadow separated and moved; a movement not caused by the wind.  “Jasper,”
she said with a shaky voice.  “I think there’s something over there.”


She reached behind her, opened the sword case and
pulled the weapon out.  Though it was built to withstand the blows of battle,
she hated the idea of using it so soon.


The grasses parted, carving a path that came closer
and closer to them.  Whatever it was, it was on the move and heading towards
them.  The horses protested, neighing and whinnying as they stomped their
hooves and shuffled around in a circle.


“Jasper!” Ally cried out.


The menacing creature finally showed itself.  Resembling
a snake with tiny four legs, it snapped at Ally, scratching her leg.  As it
coiled back and prepared to attack again, she jumped off her horse and waited
for it, sword in hand.


With one easy thrust of the sharp blade, she cut off
the beast’s head.  “There,” she said, turning to Jasper.  “That wasn’t so hard.”


Instead of congratulating her for her skilled kill, he
pulled a dagger from his boot and shot it her way.  For a second, she thought she
was dead, but quickly turned around to see his dagger land between the eyes of
another four-legged serpent.


“I don’t think they are alone,” Jasper said as he
looked across the meadow.  From every side, the grasses were moving.  They were
surrounded.


“Just keep doing as you did with the first one,”
Jasper said as he jumped off his horse and headed to his kill to retrieve his
dagger.  “Watch my back and I’ll watch yours.”


There was no question that she would watch his back,
but when the cards were down, would he really watch hers?  She had no choice
but to trust that he would.  Had he not just shown with the throw of his dagger
that he would, or was that merely self preservation?


“Ready?  They’re here.”  Jasper stood straight and
strong, ready to fight.


The serpent-like creatures, some as small as the
average python while others were as big as a whale, came by the dozens.  The
larger ones were easy to spot, and easier to kill, but it was the smaller ones,
the ones that snuck up on them with quick agility that were the truly dangerous
ones.


As Ally sliced the head off her fourth serpent, a
smaller one came right up to her and wrapped itself around her leg, quickly
cutting off her circulation.  She hacked at the creature with her blade, aware
that if she struck too hard, she’d slice her own leg off.


“Jasper,” she finally cried when the beast wrapped itself
around her waist.


Jasper jumped into the air and spun in a half circle,
easily beheading three serpents with one blow, then he grabbed a smaller knife
from his belt and stabbed the smaller serpent at Ally’s leg through the nose.


It fell limp around Ally who kicked it off her.  More
continued to come.  One after the other, they killed the persistent beasts
until they were sweaty and exhausted.


“We have to get out of here!” Jasper called out.


Ally knew he was right.  It almost seemed like for
every one they killed, two more came to battle.  To her dismay, she looked
around and realized the horses had run off.


“What do you propose?” she said.


Still killing serpents left and right, Jasper looked
up to the jagged hills that bordered the meadow.  Placing his tongue against
his teeth, he let out a shrill whistle.


Despite the threat of death, Jasper’s horse came galloping
down the hill.  With his sword in one hand, Jasper grabbed Ally by the waist
and ran toward his galloping horse.  Holding her tightly against his chest, he
jumped up on the horse who didn’t slow his stride one bit.


As though conditioned to escape such threats, his
horse thundered back up the jagged hill.  Hot air burst from his flared nostrils
as he ran hard, never missing a beat.


Seated in front of Jasper, with his arm still holding
her tight against his chest, Ally knew she’d be safe.  He enveloped her in a
way that was soothing despite the threat that still slithered through the tall
grass below.


Finally, they stopped when they reached Shelby who
stood with her eyes wide and her ears back.  


For a long moment, Jasper and Ally simply remained on
the horse, catching their breaths as they looked at the meadow below.


Jasper patted his horse’s neck.  “Good job, Rocko. 
You really saved me this time.”


“Me, too,” Ally said still comfortable in Jasper’s
grasp.


“I think it’s safe for you to get down now,” he said
into her ear.


What if I don’t want to, she almost said, but when he
released his hold of her and almost pushed her off, she knew better than to
contradict him.


“What do we do now?” she said as she stood on the edge
of the cliff, her hands on her hips.  When he didn’t answer, she turned to find
him looking at her backside.


Caught in the act, he quickly averted his gaze and
scanned the horizon.  “The sun will be going down soon.  We’d better find a
place to sleep and get a fire started.  Hopefully, by morning those things will
be gone.”


Already the serpent-like creatures slithered around aimlessly. 
With no prey to kill, they were sure to lose interest soon enough.


“Maybe they’ll be gone before then,” Ally said as she
headed to her horse and spoke softly to her, trying to calm her fears. The truth
was the idea of sleeping out in the open didn’t really appeal to her.  


“We’re not going to take that chance,” Jasper said as
he hopped off his horse.  “It’ll be dark soon and it’d be insane to try to make
it back to the academy in the dark.”


He turned to the jagged rocks behind them.  “Follow
me.”  He grabbed the reins of his horse and guided him down a narrow path.


Ally looked around for a better option.  Finding none,
she followed Jasper.  Every once in a while Jasper bent down to pick up large
twigs and the occasional log.  After a while, Ally did the same.


By the time they reached the opening of a shallow
cave, they had a sizeable bundle of wood.


“This will have to do,” Jasper said.  “Do you want to
start the fire or would you rather go out to find something for dinner?”  He
dropped his bundle of wood in the center of a large flat slab.


“Something like what?” Ally said.


“Whatever you can find; rabbit, pheasant, rat.”  He
looked at her.  “You do know how to hunt, don’t you?”


“Start the fire,” she said, not wanting to get into it. 
“I’ll bring back something to eat.”  She picked out a suitable branch, fished
out a long length of rope from her saddle bag and headed back down the path.


“Don’t go too far,” Jasper called out.


Ten minutes later she returned and slammed a huge slab
of meat on the flat rock near the fire.


Jasper looked up from his fire and cocked an impressed
brow at the meat.  “What did you do?  Go all the way to a butcher?”


She shrugged. “I thought it’d be easier to carry up
here if I butchered it into smaller, easy to carry pieces.”


“Smaller?” he said with surprise.  “How big is the
rest of it?”


“Big enough to keep us fed all week, if we need it.”


“What the hell is it?  Did you shoot down an elephant?”


Ally sliced the slab of meat into cubes and slid a
series of them along a thin branch.  Placing it over the fire, she looked up at
Jasper.  “I just hope it tastes good.”


“Are you going to tell me what it is, or what?”


“I thought I’d wait until after we eat.”


The meat started to sizzle and a pleasant enough aroma
wafted up to her nostrils.  “Want a taste?” she said as she picked up the
branch and pulled a chunk of meat off.”


“You first.  If you fall dead, I’ll skip it.”


“As you wish.”  She bit into the meat that was
surprisingly tender and swallowed it down.  Glancing at Jasper, she popped the
rest of the chunk of meat into her mouth and licked her fingertips.  “Delicious.”


She pulled another chunk off the branch.  “Want to try
it now?”


“Sure.  Why not?”


She came up to him and held the piece of meat in front
of his lips.  With the hint of an odd smile on his lips, he looked up at her,
then opened his mouth to receive her offering.


“Hmmm, not bad.  So what are you feeding me, exactly?”


“The most abundant meat I could find.”


Shrugging and shaking his head, he looked at her in anticipation
of clarity.


“Those serpent creatures,” she finally said.


“No, seriously.”


“Seriously.”


After taking a moment to accept that he’d just eaten
and enjoyed a bit of serpent, he licked his lips.  “The ugly buggers taste pretty
good.  How the hell did you get it without getting yourself killed?”


“I fished it up. I fashioned a small piece of metal
from my boots into a pointed hook, tied it to that length of rope and went
fishing.”


Jasper looked bored.


“Admit it.  That was pretty ingenious.  You would
probably still be out there chasing a rabbit.”


“All right.  That was a good idea.  Why kill a rabbit
when there’s so much dead meat lying right there?”


“Right.”


“So, seeing how you have so much, I’ll have another
piece.”


She pulled another piece off the branch and once again
brought it to his lips.  He opened his mouth, but this time, he leaned in, his lips
brushing against her fingers as he took the piece.


Her lips instantly parted at the strange sensation of
the intimate touch.  Her eyelids grew heavy and her breath caught in her throat. 
She was momentarily speechless and frozen in place.


“I’ll have another.”


Ally hesitated a moment.  This wasn’t going as she’d
expected.


“I said, I’ll…”


“Yes.  I heard you.”  She picked off another piece and
hesitated before going to him.


“Are you afraid I’ll bite you?”  There was a
surprising note of playfulness in his voice.


“Of course not.”  She brought the meat to his lips
once more.


This time Jasper grasped her wrist and held her hand
still as he took the meat as well as the length of her index finger into his mouth.


A jolt of something, something she’d never felt
before, but something that was infinitely pleasurable, shot through her.


Slowly, he pulled her finger out, all while keeping
his tongue and lips on her.  Once her finger was free, he chewed on his
mouthful.


Ally swallowed and was suddenly so hungry for him.


“You know, if circumstances at Wyvern were different…” 
He let the statement hang there.


She looked longingly at him, her lips aching to touch
his.  “Things don’t have to be this way,” she said softly.


Jasper took the branch of meat out of her hand and set
it aside.  Grasping her wrists, he pulled her to him, then wrapped his arms
around her waist as he held her tight.


His lips were close, so close.  She looked into his
green eyes, trying to read his thoughts, his intentions.


“I never thanked you for what you did at the Emerald
Palace.”  His words were sincere and heartfelt.  “I’ll never forget that you
saved my grandmother’s life.  Never.”


Ally couldn’t resist bringing her hand up to run it
through his teal hair.  She swallowed the ball of nerves that was suddenly
overtaking her.


What were they doing?


“I…” she started, but Jasper pulled her in closer and
kissed the rest of her thoughts away.


His warm, wet mouth covered hers while his tongue
explored her.  Stiff and unsure, Ally remained motionless, simply letting him
kiss her, letting him take charge.  But as her arousal grew, as she felt an
unusual fire burning deep within her, she grabbed a hold of him and pulled him
into her.  She breathed him in.


She couldn’t get enough.  She wanted to get closer to
him still. She wanted him to fill her.  When his hands grabbed her buttocks,
she straddled him and was shocked by the sensation of his hard body against
hers.


Oh my God, she wanted to cry.  How could a man be so
beautiful?  How could a man be so delectable?  Her hands trailed down over his
muscular arms and she reveled in the strength she felt in them.  Pure power. 
The power to take her, to control her.


His fingers kneaded her backside before traveling up
her spine, and up to the back of her neck.


Ally was lost in his touch.  Nothing else matter but
his hands on her.


“You are incredible,” he said in a hoarse, almost
unrecognizable voice.  “I’ve never met a woman like you.  I’ve never had a
woman like you.”  He kissed her neck, and throat and collar bone.  “You’re
beautiful, and smart, and strong, and so freakin’ talented.  I want to see what
other talents you have.  I want to bathe in your talent.”


He ran his tongue down low into her cleavage and she
let out a breathy sigh.


“I knew from the moment I first saw you that I wanted
you.  My God, how I want you.”


Everything he said filled her with joy, and every part
of her that he touched sizzled with euphoria.  Damn he was hot.  Damn.  He was
just too hot.


She wanted more.  She wanted it all.  She wanted all
of him.


But when his fingers headed up to run through her
hair, Ally suddenly snapped out of her lust-filled stupor and backed away.  No
matter how badly she wanted him, she couldn’t let him discover that she wore a
wig.


For a moment Jasper kept his hold of her.  “What’s the
matter?” he said.  “Surely a beautiful girl like you is accustomed to men wanting
to touch you.”


“As a matter of fact, no.”


He released her suddenly, but still let his fingers
linger on the sides of her thighs.  “Are you still a virgin?” he asked
incredulously.


“So what if I am?”  She didn’t want to completely
leave his hold.  She didn’t want to completely put out the fire that burned
between them.  She just wanted to control the intensity a bit.  But now it
seemed as if the moment had passed.  The fire had died down.


“I’m sorry,” he said.  “I just assumed.”


She looked at him curiously.  “Assumed what?”


He hesitated a moment.  “That you’d been around.”


“Been around where?” she said as she sat on the slab
of rock beside him, suddenly feeling quite naïve.


Jasper chuckled.  “Never mind.”


They sat in tense silence for a long while.


“You know,” he finally said.  “Despite everything, my
grandmother, the sword, the attraction I might have for you, nothing has
changed where Wyvern Academy is concerned.”


“I guess I didn’t really expect it to,” Ally lied.  She
had expected just that.  She’d thought they’d return to the Academy and all
would be fine.  Jasper would convince the guys that she was really a great girl
to be around, that she deserved to be in class with them, that they should all
just let her be.


“You need to leave Wyvern,” he said with finality.  “If
not, you’ll wind up dead.”


 
















 


Chapter 12


 


 


With a headache from a horribly sleepless night, Ally
arrived at her dorm room to find the door ajar.  She closed her eyes, praying
it was just the wind that had pushed it open.


But no.


Inside, her room was a mess, and for a heartbroken
moment she wanted to crumble to the floor and cry.  She felt completely, and
utterly defeated.  The constant onslaught of bullying was wearing her down and
she was starting to think she might not have the mental strength to go on.


She had never stopped to consider just how draining it
was to be hated, to be hated for no good reason.  They all hated her because
she was a girl; not because she was mean, not because she was stupid, not
because she had ever done anything wrong, but simply and uniquely because she
was a girl.


Growing up with Kate and Bilbo, she’d never sensed
that being a girl was any different than being a boy.  She and William grew up
playing together; sometimes quietly playing chess, and at other times rough and
tumble games of sport.


They were both treated the same, given the same
chores, the same responsibilities, and the same rewards.  Never did she hear
them say that she couldn’t do a task simply because she was a girl.


The forge was proof.  Even William struggled to work
the iron so well.


Tossing her overnight bag on the one chair still
upright, she put her hands on her hips and assessed the damage.


She grunted as she looked at her bed.  The linens had
been pulled off  and bundle up on the floor, and she good have sworn it smelled
of urine.  Red paint had been poured over the center of the mattress and a box
of feminine hygiene products had been emptied on the bed.


The chair in front of her desk was overturned, the
curtains at the window were tied in knots and the flowers from her vase were
shredded.


Then she noticed that the door to her dressing room
was ajar and she caught a glimpse inside.  She didn’t know if she dared look. 
Stealing herself, she balled her slight hands into fists of growing rage and
pushed the door open.


Her clothes, what little clothes she had brought to
Wynern, was everywhere.  Most of the garments were cut to shreds while others
had been dipped in various substances; tar, oil, paint.  Virtually everything
was ruined.


“What a waste,” she muttered under her breath.  “And
all for what?”


Were she a vengeful person, she’d systematically
ransack every single dorm room, with particular attention given to the rooms of
the cruel princes.


Fingering a favorite shirt, she sighed softly.  The
soft cotton shirt had delicate embroidery along the hem; small flowers of
yellow and red.  She could still see Kate, seated by the fire with needle and thread.


Bitter tears streamed down Ally’s cheeks as she
remembered how Kate had so often tried to teach her to embroider.  But anything
having to do with needles and thread were not among Ally’s many talents.  Her
first and only attempt at embroidery had resulted in an unappealing clump of
thread.  Even William had managed better.


Ally smiled wistfully as she brought the hem of the
shirt to her cheek.  The boys had cut two large holes where her breasts were. 
Perhaps she could somehow salvage a portion of it.  If she cut the last few
inches of the shirt, she could at least keep Kate’s beautiful craftsmanship.


Thankfully she had brought more clothes than necessary
for her weekend at the Emerald Palace.  Still, that left her with only two
pairs of pants, five white shirts and a handful of undergarments for the
remainder of her semester at Wyvern.


She’d have to look into sending word to Kate, asking
for more clothes, something she was loath to do.  They’d already done so much
for her, and purchasing new clothes would strain their precarious financial
situation further.


“Never mind that,” she said aloud.  “Let’s see what we
can do about this room.”


For the next hour, she tidied up the room as best as
she could.  She brought the clothes and linens that could be salvaged to the
laundry room, threw away what was definitively ruined, then mopped the floor,
unknotted the curtains and polished the hardwood furniture.


By the time she was finished it was lunchtime and she
was famished.  She made her usual trek to the dining hall and got in line. 
With more than thirty boys in line in front of her, she wondered if she’d have
time to be served and eat, and still make it to her next class.


She gazed up at the clock.  She had twenty minutes. 
Hopefully, service wouldn’t be too slow today.  As she considered whether she
would have the lamb or fish, she heard a loud, raucous cry… a familiar cry.


As her heart filled with dread, she turned just in
time to see Razor heading straight towards her.  His lunch tray was laden with
steaming minestrone soup, hot pasta with tomato sauce and cheese, and hot
coffee topped with whipped cream.


Mere steps away, she saw it in his eyes; the hatred,
the pure venom.  The need and desire to humiliate her once more.  But she had
nowhere to go.  It all happened so fast, yet it felt as if it was all in slow
motion.  She saw him trip over his own feet, and watched him stumble in an
exaggerated clownish fashion with the menacing tray held only by his
fingertips.


She saw the tray flip on its side, saw the hot soup
leap out of its bowl, saw the pasta slide off its plate and saw the coffee take
its own trajectory as it emptied from its cup.


She barely had time to close her eyes, and only enough
time to turn slightly away.  The hot liquids sprayed the side of her face, hot
coffee poured into her ear and the pasta landed on her chest.  The heat of the
elements burned her skin, but that’s not what hurt the most.


The laughter that erupted was deafening, absolutely
deafening.  Yet above the roar of laughter, it was Razor’s snicker that she
heard the most.


“Oops,” he said with amusement.


Quiet and still as the hot liquid ran down her neck
and into her shirt, she shook inside. Every nerve in her body was coiled up,
ready to spring, ready to pounce.  She wanted to wipe the silly smirk off his
face.  She wanted to rub his face into every platter in the dining hall.


Instead, she breathed.  She sucked in air, held it a
moment and exhaled.  She listened to her heartbeat as it slowly quieted down
and resumed something resembling normal.


She couldn’t let him win.  She refused to give him the
satisfaction of breaking down and crying with rage.


“You know,” he said, swiping his finger across her
chest to retrieve a bit of pasta.  “I think you owe me a lunch.”


She looked up at him from under her brow.  Seething
with rage, she snarled.


“Ooh, I think we have a rabid bitch here,” he called
out.  “Someone call the dog pound.”


Some of the boys laughed, but many had grown bored
with the spectacle and had continued down the line in pursuit of their meal.


“What are you going to do, little girl?” Razor said as
he brought his face up close to hers.  “Bite me?”


Vigorously shaking her head, she splattered him with
coffee and soup.


He backed away, annoyed, but still amused.  Glancing
down at her soaked shirt, he smiled.  “Maybe I should have a little romp with
you before you scurry away with you tail between your legs.”


There were no words; nothing that she could say that
could possibly hurt him as much as he’d hurt her.  She simply looked at him and
waited for him to get bored with her.


It didn’t take long.  Only a few seconds of resigned
silence and he stomped his way to the front of the line to get another tray of
food.


Ally wiped the soup off her face and brushed the pasta
off her chest.  Her white shirt was ruined, but she refused to leave.  She was
hungry and wanted her lunch.  When she got to the front of the line, the chef
held her gaze for a sympathetic moment, then shook his head in dissapproval.


“Don’t let them get to you, Miss,” he muttered softly
as he set the biggest slice of lamb he had on her plate.


“Thank you,” she mouthed silently.  She turned to head
to her lone table in the corner, but stopped, frozen, when she saw Tar and
Flint joining Razor.


And what about Jasper, she wondered.  Her heart raced
at the thought of him.  If there was one person who could take her side and
sooth her, it was him.


In the distance she saw him.  With his usual calm
confidence, he walked in and spotted her.  Aside from a surprised up and down
glance at her unusual appearance, he ignored her.


Her heart sank.  Really?


She got to her table and sat down to eat, her gaze
constantly going back to where he sat with his cruel buddies.  As handsome as
ever, she tried to see in his stoic stance, the tender, caring man she’d seen
over the weekend.  She could barely believe they were one and the same.


And that passionate kiss.  Had it truly not affected
him at all?  Not even a little?


Silly girl, she scolded herself.  Silly, naïve girl. 
To think a boy like him, a prince no less, would find something of interest in
a poor, common girl like her.


Every now and then, she looked his way, and tried to
catch his gaze.  He looked away every single time, more often than not, with
disdain.


It was useless.  Whatever she’d thought of him,
whatever she’d thought of what they’d experienced together, it had all been an
illusion.


She finished her lamb, took a last mouthful of mashed
potatoes and drank down her milk before leaving her empty tray on the counter. 
Glancing at the clock she saw that she had only four minutes to hurry back to
her room and clean up before history class.


She ran to her room where she quickly changed shirt,
wiped her face off, and still with a bit of whipped cream behind her ears, she
headed off to class.


Let it go, she repeated to herself as she marched on. 
Just let it go.


The history department was housed in a smaller, but
intricately ornate building.  Hundreds of statues of all kinds lined the
walls.  Gargoyles stood watch at the edge of the roof, while armored guards
armed with various weapons, guarded the second floor.  On the main floor there
were warriors on horseback and foot soldiers, and flanking the main entrance
were the king and queen who’d reigned over the land years earlier.


Looking more closely at the queen than usual, she
tried to find a resemblance to Queen Jade, or even Queen Mother Jasmine, but
the ring of the bell quickly drew her inside.  She ran up the stairs and down
the hall to her class but stopped abruptly when she saw the group of boys gathered
outside the door to her class, all of them peering inside and laughing.


One of them noticed her and slapped his buddy on the
shoulder, pointing at her.  “There she is.”


She was accustomed to their glares, their hateful
gazes and biting words, but something was different this time.  Their eyes were
focused on her breasts, her waist and her hips.  Some of them licked their lips
while others made gross kissing noises.


Ignoring them, she pushed through the crowd and
entered the class.  Her classmates were all seated, staring in fascination at
the blackboard then at her with the same hungry gaze.


She turned to see what had held their raptured
attention and shuddered at the words scribbled on the blackboard.


Whore.


Slut.


Trollop.


Who’s the whore? Allotrope Free.


Who’ the slut? Allotrope Free.


Who’s the trollop? Allotrope Free.


Want an easy lay?  Ask Allotrope Free.


A common wench who thought she could seduce a prince.


Beware gentlemen.  The wench is on the prowl.  Just
ask Prince Jasper who had to fend her off.


“Hey, Jasper,” a student called out at Jasper came to
the doorway.  “How did you escape her clutches?”


“I wouldn’t mind those clutches,” another one said,
eyeing her.


“Did you tell her she wasn’t fit for you when she
tried to kiss you?”


“No,” Ally cut in.  “He is the one who kissed me.”


The room exploded with laughter, but Jasper said
nothing.


Ally went to the blackboard, grabbed the eraser and
wiped the board clean, then marched up to Jasper and slapped him across the
cheek.


“You’re no prince,” she snarled.  “You’re no better
than a common peasant.  In fact, a common peasant has more class than you do.” 
She looked him up and down with the same disdain he’d so often reserved for
her.  “You’re nothing more than a spoiled brat.  How petty and small minded do
you have to be to constantly be so cruel to people less fortunate than you?”


The crowd quieted down to a confused murmur.  How dare
she speak to him that way, she heard one boy whisper.


She got up into Jasper’s face, so close she could feel
his breath as he looked down at her.  But instead of feeling the tender arousal
of the night before, she felt murderous rage.


“Your grandmother would be ashamed if she saw how you
behaved here at Wyvern.  You are a disgrace.”


His jaw clenched and his nostrils flared.


She’d hit a nerve.


“Don’t bring my grandmother into this,” he warned.


“Why?  Because the truth hurts?  Do you really think
she’d be proud of her grandson now?  I doubt she would even recognize you. 
You’re a pathetic excuse of a man, and I, for one, wished I’d never laid eyes
on you.”  She turned to walk away.


“If I’m so pathetic, why were you all over me last
night?”


“Ooh,” the crowd howled.


She’d had enough.  She’d reached the boiling point. 
How she had tried to control her rage.  How she had tried to justify his
ludicrous and juvenile behavior.  But now he’d gone too far.  Where he had not
been able to break her spirit, he’d succeeded in breaking her heart.


She spun around and kicked him with the full extent of
her true strength, which she had hidden all her life.  He flew across the room,
shattering a window as he fell to the floor.


The crowd grew deathly silent.  Gaping, they looked at
Ally and at the fallen prince.  Their disbelief and horror had them leaving
their desks and cowering to the back of the class.


Fists clenched, Ally marched over to his side and
looked down at him.  Surrounded by shards of glass, he lay there with his eyes
closed.  She tapped him with the toe of her boot to rouse him.


“I don’t even know what I ever saw in you,” she
muttered when he cracked his eyes open to look at her.


She turned to face the class and saw their stunned
stares.  All of them, mesmerized and terrified.  She looked back to Jasper as
he struggled to sit up.  When he opened his eyes wide and looked at her, he,
too, had a strange expression on his face.


Then she saw it.


Her brown wig, on the floor where she’d kicked Jasper.


Her rainbow hair flowed around her shoulders, gleaming
in the sunlight that pierced through the broken window.


“What the hell…?”


 
















 


Chapter 13


 


 


“Apparently, she kicked Jasper clear across the room,”
Tar was saying as he, Flint and Razor sat in plush leather recliners in the
Dragon’s Den, the very private and exclusive lounge strictly reserved for the
Cruel Princes.


Razor listened intently.  This Allotrope girl was full
of surprises.


“And get this,” Tar went on.  “Her wig fell off.”


“Her what?” Flint said.


“Yeah.  All this time she’s been wearing a wig.”


“What the hell for?”


Tar leaned in closer.  “Under that mousy brown wig is
this incredible rainbow of hair.”


“Come again,” Razor said, not sure he’d understood.


“Her hair isn’t just yellow, or red, or blue, or green,
or purple.  It’s freakin’ all of the above.  All the way down to her ass.”


From the very beginning, Razor had felt an attraction to
her, but now… he grew increasingly impatient to see her again.


A knock at the door cut their conversation short.


“Yes,” Tar called out.


“Prince Razor,” Headmaster Jerrod said from behind the
door.  “Your sister, Princess Ruby is here.”


Razor clapped his hands together.  “Great.  Scram
guys.  I want to visit with my sister.”


“So visit.  We won’t get in the way,” Tar said.


“Get the hell out of here, you oaf.”


Groaning, Tar stood and headed to the back entrance
with Flint right behind him.


“Let her in, Headmaster Jerrod,” Razor said as he made
his way to the door.


“Razor,” his sister exclaimed when he opened the door. 
A vision of beauty in a deep green gown that contrasted perfectly with her
long, flowing copper hair, she stood almost as tall as he.


“Ruby, how wonderful to see you.”


“Oh,” she said with a giggle as she entered the dimly
lit den.  “I bet you say that to all the girls who come visit.”


She took a quick look around.  “College life is
treating you well, I see.  I dare say, there are more creature comforts here
then back at Rose Cliff.”


“I doubt it, but we do try our best.”


“Leather chairs, hardwood floor, a well-stocked
icebox.”  She continued her inspection of the den.  “It could use a woman’s
touch, though.”


“Don’t you dare,” he said with a smile.  “We like it
just the way it is.”


“Whatever you say.”


“I do have one concession.”


“Oh?”


From the icebox, he pulled out a pitcher.  “Strawberry
lemonade, made fresh just for you.”


Ruby licked her lips.  “Looks delightful.”


Razor poured her a glass and invited her to sit down. 
“I hope the boys were respectful as you made your way over.”


“Oh, they were just wonderful; so polite and
well-behaved.  Truly angels, every one of them.”


Razor smiled at his sister’s adorable naivete.  To her,
everyone was good, and kind.  She saw malice in no one.


“Brother, I do have a favor to ask of you.”


“Anything.”


“There is a rumor going around Rose Cliff that a girl
has joined the Academy.”


“Um, yes.  That is true.”


“And that she is quite strong and capable.”


“Well, the jury is still out on that one.”


“And what does that mean?”


“It means that she might see herself as strong and
capable, but I’ve seen her cry a time or two.  You know, it’s tough out here.” 
He didn’t want his sister getting any ideas about joining the Academy as well.


“But I heard that she beat Flint.”


Damn, he thought.  “That was just a fluke.  Flint wasn’t
feeling too well that day.”  It wasn’t a complete lie.  By the end of that day Flint
had not felt well.


“Well, either way, I’d like to meet her.”


“Who?”


“This girl, silly.  I believe her name is Allotrope.”


He hesitated, stalling as he looked for an excuse.  “I
doubt that would be possible.  She’s a very busy girl, what with history, art
and… well all of her classes.”


“Razor, I want to meet her,” she said with a beguiling
smile.  “You’re a prince.  A prince of princes.  Have her summoned.  Surely she
can’t refuse you.”


He pursed his lips and looked at the mahogany table in
front of him, then to his sister.  “Fine.  I’ll invite her to come have lemonade
with you.”


Ruby clapped her hands in excitement.  “Splendid.  I’ll
go freshen up.”  She stood.  “Where’s the ladies’ room?”


Razor chuckled.  “You’re at a school for boys, Ruby. 
There are no ladies’ room.  But you can go back there.  Just beyond the
billiard table, the first door to the left.”


In the meantime, he had Ally summoned.


Twenty minutes later, with Ruby on her third glass of
lemonade.  Razor grew increasingly impatient.  Not so much for his sister’s
sake, but for his own.  He longed to see her, see her true beauty.  He licked
his lips in anticipation.  Where the hell was she?


Finally, the door to the den opened and he held his
breath.  The sun flowed in from behind her, keeping her in the shadow until she
entered.


It was more than he could have imagined, almost
magical and certainly mystical.  A rainbow of hair cascaded down her shoulders,
over her back and stopped just short of tickling her ass.  Her green eyes, previously
dulled by the mousy brown of her wig, now came alive.  He stood frozen,
captivated by her beauty until Ruby slapped him in the gut.


“Well, aren’t you going to introduce us?” Ruby said.


“Thank you for coming, Ally,” Razor finally said.  “My
sister insisted on meeting you.”


Stiff and cold from the impromptu summons, Ally warmed
somewhat at the sight of his sister.


“Ally, this is Ruby.  Ruby…”


“It’s an honor,” Ruby cut in, reaching out to shake
Ally’s hand.


Unaccustomed to such adoration, Ally hesitated before
accepting the handshake.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


“I’m his twin,” Ruby blurted out.  Giggling, she grasped
a lock of Razor’s copper hair and held it up to her own.  “See.  We’re just
about as close as you can be.  In fact, when we were little, you could barely
tell us apart.  Only recently when he grew…”


“You’re rambling,” Razor cut in with a smile.  “I’m
sure Ally’s not interested in our childhood pranks.”


Ruby took a friendly hold of Ally’s forearm.  “Oh, I
do apologize.  I do tend to ramble on when I’m nervous.  It’s just that… well,
I’ve heard a lot about you; a girl at the Academy.  It’s unheard of. 
Unprecedented.  Why, you’re a true pioneer.”


Ally smiled as Ruby guided her to the long leather
sofa and pulled her down to sit beside her.


“Razor, do bring us a lemonade, please.”


With Ally’s gaze on him, he hesitated.  Unaccustomed
to receiving orders, he balked at the notion, but… after all… it was his sister. 
He nodded and reached for the pitcher on the counter and poured two glasses.


“Do they make you dress like a boy, too?” Ruby asked.


“Actually, this is the clothes that I brought from
home.  I thought it would make it easier to blend in.  However…”  She glared up
at Razor who’d remained standing.  “My wardrobe was recently diminished… quite
greatly, as a matter of fact.”


“Oh, dear.  What happened?”


Razor held Ally’s gaze, silently begging her not to
tell his sister about his childish antics.


“Rain,” Ally finally said.  “Silly me.  I’d left the
window open the night of a great storm.  Black, sooty water from the rooftop
came in and ruined everything.”


“Oh!” Ruby said as she shot out of her seat so quickly,
both Ally and Razor jumped.  “Oh, I know.  My bags are at the entrance, Razor. 
Please bring me the larger of the two trunks.”


Puzzled, he looked at his sister.


“Go, go,” she said with a wave of her hand.


He found the trunk and dragged it back to the den.


Ruby stood and opened the trunk.  Rummaging through
the large array of garments, she finally exclaimed, “Aha.  Here it is.”  She pulled
out a red bundle of silk.  Standing, she unfurled the rolled garment to show Ally
a magnificent ruby red gown embroidered with gold thread and adorned with
thousands of tiny gems.


“This would be spectacular on you, and it would be far
more flattering to your figure than those baggy trousers.  And with your
beautiful hair… Please, do try it on.”


“I…” Ally stammered.


“Please.”


Ally nodded and stood to take the garment, holding it
up in front of her.


“Back there, just beyond the billiard table,” Ruby
said, pointing her in the right direction.


Ally walked off, dragging the pretty garment behind
her.


“I don’t understand why you enjoy playing these silly
games,” Razor said once Ally was out of the room.  “There’s no need for her to
have that type of garment here.  This is an academy for warriors; tough warriors
who fight and roll in the mud.”


“Oh, I know, but every girl needs to have something
pretty and shiny, don’t you think?  Besides, you know how I’ve always enjoyed
dressing up my dolls.  It pleases me to see someone looking so pretty.”


As Ally made her way back, Ruby leaned closer to Razor
and whispered, “And I think it will please you, as well.”


Razor almost choked on his breath at the sight of Ally. 
Ruby was right; those baggy trousers did nothing to flatter her figure, but this…


The gown hugged her tiny waist while the neckline allowed
a respectable, yet pleasing view of her breasts.  Her flowing hair, as silky
smooth as the gown she wore, was vibrant and full.


He wanted to reach out and pull her into his arms, to
caress her skin and taste her mouth.


“Oh,” Ruby squealed.  “It’s even more perfect than I
thought.  You look just like a princess.”


More like a queen, Razor thought.


The door to the Dragon’s Den opened, breaking into the
magical spell Ally had weaved.


“Hey,” Jasper called out.  “What’s going…?”  When he
entered the room and saw Ally, he stopped and stared.


Behind him, Tar and Flint were also mesmerized.


“I told you guys I was visiting with my sister,” Razor
said, not bothering to hide his annoyance.


“That’s all right, Razor.  They can stay,” Ruby said.


“They could,” Razor said, “but they shouldn’t.”


He couldn’t help but notice the tension between Ally
and Jasper.  Ally’s chest suddenly rose and fell as she took deep breaths, and
her cheeks were flushed.


Instantly hating the effect Jasper had on her, it
became even more important that they all leave.


Jasper took a step closer to Ally, his eyes riveted to
her.  Unexpectedly, however, Ally’s gaze lost its lust-filled luster and narrowed
in anger.


So, she hadn’t forgiven him, after all.  Good.


But then he noticed the same look of hunger and lust
in Tar and Flint’s eyes.  He knew it was understandable.  After all, she was
stunning.  But, still…


“Um, brother of mine,” Ruby said, cutting the tense
air with her light, airy voice.  “Can I talk to you a minute?”


“Sure,” he said, neither taking his eyes off Ally, nor
moving.


“I mean, in private.  How about you come back with me
and teach me how to play billiards.”


He didn’t want to go anywhere.  He didn’t want to
leave Ally alone with any of the Cruel Princes, especially Jasper.  But he
couldn’t say no to his sister.  Hopefully, she would be quick about it and not
ramble on.


“Come on,” she said, tugging on his shirt.


He followed her to the billiard room and idly rolled
the cue ball back and forth under his palm.


“What is it?” he said.


“I know I’m not very experienced in things like this,
but I got the sense that you’re very interested in this Ally girl.”


He shrugged.  “You saw her.  She’s a very pretty girl.”


“Yes, she certainly is.  But need I remind you that you’re
a prince and…”


“And…?”


“Well, as lovely as she is, she’s not of noble blood,
is she?”


“So?”


“Look, Razor.  You know I don’t like to meddle in your
affairs, but it’s clear that Tar, Flint and especially Jasper are all infatuated
with this girl.  Let them have her.  As beautiful as she is, and I’m sure she’s
a very pleasant girl to be with on top of that, you can’t allow yourself to
become involved with her.”


“What makes you think the guys are interested in her?”
he said.  Was it that obvious that even she could tell?


“Oh, my God.  Did you see the way they all looked at
her?  It’s as plain as day.  My heavens, Razor.  A blind man could see it.”


Razor grunted.  He had to get rid of them.  He had to
have a moment alone with Ally.  Just enough time to show her she belonged with
him; that she belonged to him.


“And Razor,” Ruby went on.  “It doesn’t help that you’re
clearly jealous of Jasper.  You know that can only lead to trouble.”


“I’m not jealous of him,” Razor argued.


“Really?  I suppose you didn’t get a good look at your
face when he approached Ally.  You had daggers in your eyes, Razor.  I’ve seen
you angry like that before.  I’ve seen you lose control.  And you know that you
can’t let that happen again.  You’re the heir to the throne, even if I was born
three minutes before you.  As the male, you will rule one day.”


He chuckled.  It was funny how she could ramble on
aimlessly at times and be so frivolous, and at other times she spoke with the
true wisdom of a future queen.


“Trust me,” he said.  “I am in full control.  I am not
enraged.  I just want…”


“I know,” Ruby said softly.  “You want to be alone
with her.” She shook her head gently.  “But I’ll remind you once more; you are
the heir to the throne.  Don’t make any silly mistakes you’ll regret later.”


He shot the cue ball to the other end of the billiard
table and watched it rebound and fall into the right corner pocket.


“I won’t.”  He turned away and hurried back to the
group.  “Hey, guys,” he said, waving them over.  “Take my sister on a tour,
will you.  Show her around, you know.  Show her all the rough and tough things
we do out here.  I don’t want her getting any idea that because Ally attends
the Academy, she could too.”


“Why don’t you show her around yourself?” Tar said.


“Because, if I try to show her the hard side of life
out here, she won’t believe me.  But coming from you guys, each of you telling
her your combat stories… it should be enough to scare her for a good long
while.”


Over Tar’s shoulder he saw Ruby heading their way.


“Okay, guys?”


“Yeah, sure,” Flint droned. “Whatever.”


 
















 


Chapter 14


 


 


While Ally hated being bond up in the suffocating
gown, she did enjoy visiting with another woman for a change.  It was nice to
hear talk of flowers and fashion instead of blood and gore.


She hadn’t known what to expect when she’d been
summoned to the Dragon’s Den.  A prank had been her most probable conclusion. 
She hadn’t known Razor had a sister, much less a twin.


“Any hopes of joining the Academy?” Ally said.  The
thought of having another girl at the Academy was exciting.  If more girls came
to the school, the boys would have no choice but to accept them as strong,
competent students.


Or, at the very least, Ally wouldn’t be alone in her
misery.


Ruby didn’t have the chance to respond.  Razor, who’d
been chatting with the others, suddenly loomed over her shoulder.


“Ruby, the guys have been kind enough to offer to show
you around.  I think you might enjoy their perspective on life at the Academy.”


“Oh,” Ruby chirped.  She shot out of her chair once
more.  “Sounds like fun.”


Razor smiled lovingly at his sister as he guided her
to Tar, Flint and Jasper.


As the foursome prepared to leave the den, Ally rose
to leave as well.


Razor turned to her as he closed the door behind his
departing twin.  “And where are you off to?” he said with a smile.


“I visited with your sister, as you requested.  The
visit is over, and I have other classes to tend to.”


“The classes can wait.”


“Seeing how I am not of noble blood, I cannot simply
slide by and rely on my good name to get me through class.  I actually have to
study, and work and get good grades.”  She took a step toward the door.


“Wait,” Razor said, putting his hand to the doorframe,
blocking her path.


She didn’t trust him.  And she wasn’t about to make
the same mistake with him as she’d done with Jasper.  Though Razor had been kind
and gentle to his sister, though he’d been a gentleman and considerably patient
as Ruby had rambled on, she knew better than to think this was who he really
was.


No.  The kindly gentleman was a façade, just as Jasper’s
kindness had been a façade.  Behind it, they were both wretches; scoundrels of
the worst kind.


She followed his gaze which had dropped to the glamorous
gown she wore.  She’d almost forgotten.


“Oh,” she said.  “I’d better get out of this dress
before some clown decides to throw his lunch at me.”


“Keep it on.”


“I don’t think your sister would appreciate getting it
back covered with tomato sauce and whipped cream.”


“I’m sorry about that.  It was…”


“Please don’t try to tell me it was an accident.”


He looked down a moment.  “All right then.  How about
if I just said I regretted it.”  He ran a finger from her temple down to her
jaw, the same path his lunch had taken.  “I’m just relieved to see you didn’t
get burned.”


“It’s not because you didn’t try.”


“Look, I just thought we could have a moment together,
have something to drink and talk about something other than the Academy and our
classes.  I can’t remember the last time I was in the company of a lady, and I
want to enjoy the moment.”


“Lady?” she said.  “Since when do you consider me a
lady?”  She grabbed the skirts of her gown.  “Just because I throw on a dress
you suddenly think of me as a lady?”  She spun around and walked away, her rainbow
of hair flowing behind her.


“No,” he said as he followed her toward the back of
the den.  “It’s not just the gown. It’s you.”


“Nice try, Razor.  Remember, Jasper’s been down this
road already.  He’s already played this sort of prank.  You know what they say;
fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.”


“Okay, fine.  You’re right.  I haven’t been very
welcoming.”


She glared up at him.


“Okay.  I’ve been mean to you,” he corrected.


She nodded in acceptance of his assessment.


“Come, please.  Sit down and I’ll tell you what’s
really going on.”


She hesitated.  Sitting down seemed safe enough, but
then what.  What more did he have in mind?


“All right,” she finally said and followed him to the
leather sofa, sitting a safe distance from him.


“You look parched.  How about a cool glass of lemonade?”


“No, thank you.”


“It’s strawberry lemonade,” he added as he poured her
a glass.  


“I know.  I had some, remember?”


“I’ve added extra ice.  The day has been so warm.”


When she still refused to take the glass, he said.  “Oh,
I see.  You think I put something in the drink.  Well…”  He took a big gulp of
the lemonade.


She stared at him and refused the drink.  “I’ve had
enough, thank you.”


He took another big gulp, and when Ally tried to get
up, he pinned her down and brought his lips over hers, transferring the
lemonade to her.  It was deliciously sweet, sweeter than before, and surprisingly
cool, despite having been in his warm mouth.


Razor smiled as he kept her lips prisoner to his, his
smiling eyes focused on hers.  His tongue played in her mouth, tasting her and
bringing sensations that had her melting into him.  His fingers raked through
her hair, gripping her tightly and pulling her even closer.


In a rush of passion, he pushed her back into the
softness of the leather cushions.  With the weight of his body partially over
hers, he let his hands travel over her body.  His fingers ran along the edge of
the deep décolletage of the gown, riding over the swells of her breasts, and
bringing them a tingle they’d never experienced before.


And when he left her breasts to bring his hand to the
skirt of her gown, slowly pulling the immense amount of fabric up to her hip,
Ally bit her lip in anticipation.


Where was he going?  And what was he going to do once
he got there?


“I can’t believe how soft and silky your skin is,” he
said as he ran his hand along her inner thigh.


And I can’t believe how soft your hands are, she
thought.


Cradling her head, he looked into her eyes as his
fingers played higher and higher along her thigh.  Her breath caught in her
throat when his hand ran lightly along her thin, threadbare undergarment.


“Do you like that sensation?” he said.


She couldn’t deny how wonderful it felt, and how
desperately she wanted more.  But words escaped her.  She simply nodded.


His finger then brushed the fabric of her undergarment
aside.


Oh my, she thought as his fingers ran along the most
intimate part of her being.


With gentle motions, his fingers ran up and down her
moistening lips.


“You’re already so wet,” Razor said, his voice hoarse
and raspy with lust. “My God, what a wonderful creature you are.”


His fingers delved deeper into the folds of moist
skin, each stroke bringing with it a wave of pleasure that was so intense, Ally
found herself gripping the edge of the sofa.  What kind of magic was he
playing?


Just as she thought it couldn’t get any better, he
left her side and traveled down until his face was between her legs.  For an uncertain
moment, she stiffened.  What was he up to?


But then… oh, then…


He brought the warm moisture of his mouth against her
and she let out cry of euphoria.  His tongue played slowly and languidly in the
folds of skin, repeatedly returning to one particularly sensitive portion of
her anatomy.


“You’re as delicious as you are beautiful,” he said
between kisses to her thighs.  “You are a true delight, Ally.  A delight to
revel in night after night.  A lifetime of rapture.”  He brought his lips back
to that most tender and sensitive part of her and concentrated on it.


Through her euphoric journey, she vaguely noticed his motions
as he touched himself, his arousal just as strong, if not stronger than hers.


Her breathing was heavier and heavier and she wanted
to cry out.  She wanted to scream her joy, scream to the world how much
pleasure she felt.


“Oh, my God.  Oh my.  Oh my.”  She shuddered and her
entire body stiffened, all the way down to her curled toes.


Razor, too, shuddered as he pressed his hardness against
her leg and groaned his satisfaction.


“What spell have you put on me?” he asked when he
regained his senses.  He crawled back up to face her.


“I think the same one you’ve put on me.”


“I want you again… soon.”


She shook her head.  “You hate me.”


“No.  Never.  I never hated you.”  He looked down at
his hand that had taken to idly playing with the lace of her bodice.  “It’s
nothing personal… the attacks on you.”


“That doesn’t make them any less painful.”


“I suppose.”


“You pleasured me in a way that I will never forget,
but you’ve hurt me even more.  I don’t know that I will ever forget how badly
you’ve treated me since my arrival at the Academy.  And, as pleasurable as this
moment has been, it doesn’t even begin to erase the pain of your incessant
bullying.”


“I could keep trying,” he said softly as he leaned in
to kiss her.


With her hand to his chest, she pushed him away.


“Don’t you think it’s at least worth trying?”  Once
again he leaned in closer and lightly kissed her lips before backing away
again.  “What’s the worse that could happen?”  Another light kiss.  “We have
fun?”  Another kiss.  “I thrill you to death?”


Every kiss left her hungry for more, and she didn’t
know what she would do if he stopped.  Would she just let the moment pass, or
reach out to kiss him herself?


She didn’t have to worry.  The next kiss came in soft
and slow, lingering on her lips and tempting them apart.


“I hate you,” she mumbled into his lips.


“I know.”


“You’re a despicable man.”


“I’ll change.”


“Damn, you smell good,” she sighed.


He leaned in for a full embrace, his arms wrapping
around her and pulling her tightly to him. “Forget about the others,” he
whispered through his kiss.  “I’ll make sure things change. I’ll protect you.”


She kissed him back, her passion growing with every word
he spoke, with every play of his tongue.  And more than anything, she wanted to
feel the warm sensations her brought her just moments earlier.  More.  All she
wanted was more.
















 


Chapter 15


 


 


The next morning, Ally met up with Razor to see Ruby
off.


“I see you’re back to that unflattering boy’s uniform
again,” Ruby teased.  “Well, you are still delightfully beautiful.”


Though her rainbow hair was now free from the brown
wig, it was pulled back into a long ponytail.


“Yeah, but you could…”  He pulled the rubber band out
of her hair and let her colorful locks fall around her shoulders.  “Soften the
look up a bit,” he finished.


Ruby laughed.  “It is truly beautiful.  It would be
ashamed to keep it tucked away.”


“Thank you,” Ally said.


“Well… it was wonderful meeting you.”  Ruby shook Ally’s
hand.  “Maybe you’ll come to Rose Cliff one day.”


Ally nodded.


“Bye, brother.”  Ruby kissed Razor and got into the
waiting carriage.


“I’ve got to get to class.”


“See you later?”


“Maybe.”  She ran off, hurrying to her arts class. 
The air around her seemed fresher and smelled sweeter.  The boys oohed and aahed
instead of hissing and spitting.  Their eyes followed her everywhere she went
and she marveled at how easy it was to mellow a guy out.


The only real change was the loss of her wig, and now
they all looked at her as a girl they could bring to bed instead of a girl they
have to fight and get rid of.


Perhaps she’d had the wrong idea in trying to hide her
femininity.  Perhaps she should just embrace what she really was; a hot-blooded
woman who enjoyed the touch of a man.


For the first time since arriving at the Academy, she had
a pleasant time in class.  The boys nodded their approval and winked their interest
in her.  It was a nice change of pace.


Feeling more confident than ever, she even sensed that
her body didn’t move the same way as before.  She seemed to have a swing in her
step, a sensual sway of her hips that hadn’t been there before.


It was as if Razor had unlocked a part of her that had
been stored away and kept hidden.  But now that it’d been unleashed, there was
no way to put it back in.  Passion burned inside her and it showed.


“How about getting together tonight to study?” a
student asked as class let out.


She smiled, a sexy knowing smile.  “Maybe.”


She left him with that vague promise and headed to the
dining hall for lunch.  Despite her intimate encounter with Razor, she opted to
sit at her regular table.  In fact, she needed to sit alone.


Though Razor shot her a few inquisitive glances, she
had an important project to work on.  Between bites of her chicken sandwich,
she worked on a design she’d been perfecting in her head for the last while. 
Last night it’d finally come together, but she hadn’t had the chance to put it
down on paper.


Now, she drew up the armor that included a mechanism
to fly.  It included propellers designed to rise above her and extend to lift her
off the ground.  She added dense, but lightweight fabric that connected her
arms to her side, giving her wings when she held her arms aloft.


The metal for the actual armor would be a new alloy
she’d been working on.  It would be even more lightweight than previous armors,
but stronger still, and it would be tight and close to her skin.


Beside the main drawing, she began a smaller, more
intricate drawing of a mechanism that would use steam to help propel her
higher.


Suddenly, a shadow loomed over her drawing.  Quickly
turning her pages over, she looked over her shoulder to see Jasper.


“Can I talk to you for a minute?” he said solemnly. 
His voice was strained.


“I’m kind of busy.”  She gestured to her overturned pages.


“Just a minute.”


“I don’t think…”


“It’s my grandmother,” he cut in.


Ally looked at him with her full attention.  “What’s
wrong?  Is she all right?”


“The coughing attacks have come back.  Mother sent
word last night.  She has asked if you could return to the Emerald Palace to
try to remedy her.”


“For your mother and grandmother, I would do anything.”


He sighed his relief.  “Thank you, Ally.  Thank you.”


“Don’t thank me,” Ally said as she shoved her drawings
into a folder and stood.  “In no way am I doing this for you.  You, I would let
die in a ditch.  This is strictly because of the respect and affection I have
for the women in your life.”


“Ally.”  He tried to grasp her hand, but she swiped it
away.  “Ally, I’m truly sorry for what happened.  Things got out of hand.  I
realize that now.  I guess it just didn’t come out the way I meant it, and some
of the guys took it to mean…”


“What?” she said incredulously.  “You told other guys
about what happened between us?”


“No.  Not really.  I mean, not all.  I didn’t intend
it to turn out the way it did.  I didn’t mean for it to become a joke.”


“Well, then I guess you should have handled things
differently, shouldn’t you?”


“Ally, please believe me.  I like you.  I really do.  And
I still want you.  Forgive me for being a jerk and gloating to the guys.”


“When does your mother want me to arrive?”


Frowning in disappointment, he looked at the floor a
moment before bringing his gaze back to her. “As soon as we can.”


“We?” She said.  “No.  I’m not going out there with
you again.  I’ll go out on my own.”


“I can’t let you do that, Ally.  You saw what happened
out there.  It’s not safe for a girl…”


Ally glared at him.


“Ah, come on.  You know what I mean.  Look, I know you’re
a strong fighter and all, but it’s just plain dangerous out there, regardless
of whether you’re a guy or a girl.  And besides, my mother will expect me to be
there, too.”


“Fine.”


“Then we will leave as soon as you’re packed.”


“Fine.”  She looked up at him, her lips tight and her
eyes narrowed.  “But I swear, Jasper.  If you do anything… anything to make me
hate you even more than I do right now, I swear I won’t hesitate to kill you.


He backed away suddenly, surprised by the venom of her
words.  “You’ll see,” he said.  “You won’t regret it.  I’ll show you how sorry
I am about everything that happened.  I’ll show you the man I really am.”


For a tender moment, her heart softened.  He really
did seem sincere.  But he’d burned her once.


He ran his finger along her cheek.  “You’ll see.  I’ll
make sure you never look at me with hatred in your eyes again.”


She grabbed his fingers in her fist and a shot of
electricity shot through her.  Despite her hatred of him, there was an
undeniable spark.


“I’ll go pack,” she said.  Releasing his hand, she
walked away.


When she returned to her room, she realized that much
of her clothes was being laundered.  She would have to wait almost an hour for
everything to be ready.


Only minutes later Jasper was at her door.


“Ready?”


“Actually, no.  All I have is the clothes on my back. 
Everything else is being laundered.  It’s probably hanging out to dry as we speak.”


“We need to leave soon.”


“I know.  Wait here and I’ll go check on it.  Maybe I
can grab a few pieces from the clothesline and let them dry as we ride out.”


“I’ll come with you.”


Her garments were indeed on the line, almost dry. 
They quickly took the garments down and packed them loosely in her saddlebag.


“Let’s go,” Jasper said.  “If we hurry, we can still
make it before dark.”


They rode for a long while without trouble, but when
they arrived at the same meadow where they’d encountered the serpent-like
creatures, both horses were spooked and refused to advance.


Repeatedly, Jasper and Ally urged the horses forward,
but they turned around and stomped their hooves into the ground.


“It’s no use,” Jasper finally said.  “We’ll have to go
around.”


Ally looked at the mountains surrounding them, including
the jagged hill where they had spent the night.  Were they about to relive the
same experience?


Jasper pulled the reins and led his horse to the left where
the mountains rose and fell more gently.  The horses didn’t protest and
willingly went forth, but progress was slow on the rough path.


Too slow.


By the time they’d reach the valley beyond, the sun
had already disappeared behind the mountain ridge. 


“We’re going to have to push them hard,” Jasper said
as he patted his horse’s neck.  “Are you ready?”


“Let’s go for it.”


They pushed their horses into a quick gallop, pushing them
as hard as they could go, and while they covered a lot of ground in a short
amount of time, Ally knew they couldn’t push the horses so hard for too long. 
They slowed down to a brisk trot, but still…


 As they rode on, Ally became increasingly
apprehensive.


“This doesn’t look good,” Jasper finally said.


Ally nodded.  The dark of night was near, and the
Emerald Palace still a considerable distance away.


In the distance, in a small clearing of the sparse
forest, small fires glowed.  Jasper gestured toward the light.  “We’ll stop in
there.”


“What is it?”


“There’s an inn with a tavern.  We’ll stop for the
night.”


Relieved, Ally slowed her horse even more.  “In that
case, I’ll give Shelby a break.  She’s sweating profusely.”


Jasper also slowed his horse and nodded.


They approached the inn at a lazy pace and arrived
with time to spare. After leaving their horses at the small stable, they headed
into the tavern.


Several men sat around drinking beer, playing cards
and telling stories in the small, darkened room.  A young woman, tray at her
hips, strolled amidst them ensuring they were in need of nothing.


Jasper made his way to the bar.  “We need two rooms.”


“Please,” the bored innkeeper prompted without looking
up.


Annoyed, Jasper glanced sidelong at Ally.


“Please,” Jasper then added in exasperation.


“Only one.”


“What’s that?”


“Only one room.”


“No.  We need two rooms.”


Still looking down, the innkeeper tapped the bar with
his thick fingers.  “Only one room.”


At the end of his patience, Jasper slapped his
bejeweled hand to the counter right in front of the innkeeper’s face.


At the sight of the sizeable emerald on Jasper’s ring,
the innkeeper finally looked up and gaped, dropping the cigar that had been
tucked in the corner of his mouth.


“Ah… ah… Your…  Sir…” the innkeeper stammered before
closing his mouth entirely and swallowing in fear.


Ally stepped forward.  “Please, sir.  We need two
rooms for the night.”


The older man smiled at her while repeatedly glancing
at the royal beside her.


“Don’t fret,” she assured him.  “There’s no offense
taken.  We simply want a place to sleep.”


“My lady,” he said with an awkward bow.  “My apologies,
but we only have one room left.”


“Oh.”  Ally frowned.


Still frightened at the notion of having offended
royalty, the innkeeper leaned in closer to Ally.  “One of the rooms was rented
by an poor peasant family who wasn’t even able to pay the entire fee.  I’ll go
up right now and kick them out of the room.”


Stunned by his suggestion, Ally looked at Jasper and
shook her head.


“The one room will do just fine,” Jasper said.


The innkeeper looked from Jasper to Ally with suspicion. 
“Are ya wedded?”


Jasper grinned.  “No, we are not.  Reason for the
request for two rooms.  But if you have a cot…”


“Ah, yes.  Yes.”


Jasper pulled a fistful of coins out of his pocket to
pay the man who pushed two coins back to him.


“This is enough,” the innkeeper said pocketing the
proper amount of coins.


Jasper pushed the coins back to him again.  “To cover for
what the family didn’t pay.”


Impressed the innkeeper took the coins, grabbed the key
from a hook behind him and dropped it on the bar.  “Thank you.  Much
appreciated, sir.  Your highness.” 


As Ally and Jasper walked away, the innkeeper called
out.  “I’ll have that cot sent up right away.”


They headed up the narrow stairs and down the corridor
to the third door.  On opening the door, Ally gasped.  The room was tiny and
cramped.  The bed took up almost the entirety of the room.


Jasper set their bags on the dresser and examined the
situation just as the innkeeper arrived with the narrow cot.  Oblivious to the
lack of room, he smiled and left the cot in the doorway.


Jasper pulled the cot in and pushed it up against the
wall behind the door.


“Now what do we do,” Ally said.  “There’s not enough
room to open it.”


“I’m exhausted, and I’m sure you are as well.  We’ll
get a quick bite to eat, we’ll sleep, and bright and early tomorrow morning, we’ll
continue on our way.”


Ally had no issue with the eating part, and she looked
forward to continuing on their way, but it was the sleeping part that concerned
her.  She looked down at the bed.


“Come on,” Jasper said.  “I’m starving.”


Ally followed him back down for a savory dinner of
roast pork and an icy cold beer, then followed him back to their room.


“I’ll give you a moment to change into your nightgown.”


How thoughtful, she thought as she entered the room
alone.  Moments later she opened the door to let him in.


The crucial moment had arrived.  There was no escaping
it now.  They were alone… in a small room… with one bed.


She swallowed nervously.


Seeing her nerves, Jasper pulled off his clothes,
tossed it over the cot and hopped into bed, pulling the covers over his nearly
nude body, and closing his eyes as he lay on his back.


Oh, Ally thought, still a little stunned at the brief
sight of his muscular body.  She’d marveled in silence as he’d pulled his shirt
off to reveal a wall of muscle that constituted his chest.  His discarded pants
revealed thick muscular thighs and high, rock hard buttocks.


What a man.  A man she’d be lying right next to.


Looking as his lying form, seemingly already asleep,
she was almost disappointed.  Were they truly to lie together with not so much
as a touch?  A kiss goodnight?


She shrugged.  It was just as well.  She still hadn’t
forgiven him for his prank and a goodnight kiss was not welcomed.


Gently pulling back the covers, she slid into bed
beside him, doing her best not to touch him as she turned her back to him.  But
it was impossible.  The bed was too small, and he, too big.  Her leg pressed up
against his, and her back connected to his shoulder.


Slowly, he turned to spoon her, pulling her gently into
his arms.


“Jasper,” she protested softly.


“I just want to say goodnight,” he said, kissing her
ear.  “I just want to say how sorry I am.”


She felt his hardness press into her backside and a
whirlwind of excitement stirred her.


He ran his hand along her arm, over her hips and down
her thigh.


“There is so much I can do to make it up to you,” he
whispered.


She didn’t move as his hand snaked its way under her
nightdress and to her inner thigh.


“Pleasure can work wonders to ease pain.”  He kissed
her neck, just below her ear and pressed his body closer.  “Let me erase the
pain I’ve cause you.  Let me show you the man I truly am, and the love I’m
truly capable of.”


His fingers pried apart her legs, shifting her partially
onto her back while he draped her leg over his.


She stiffened with the anticipation of reliving her
exquisite moment with Razor, of reliving the pure pleasure a man’s touch could
bring.


With his teeth, Jasper pulled her nightdress off her
shoulder and kissed the exposed skin, while his fingers worked to make her
groan.


And groan she did.  It came from deep inside her. 
From a place almost animal in its intensity.  She pushed her pelvis up to his
hand, pushing him to delve deeper and deeper.


Waves of euphoria swept over her and she felt certain
she couldn’t ever feel more pleasure than she did in that moment.


But there was more.


He turned her a little more onto her back, the motion
tugging down on her nightdress and nearly exposing her entire breast.  His eyes
focused on the pert orb with the erect nipple.  Slowly, he brought his mouth
closer, nudging the fabric away even more.


She was certain her nipple could not bring her as much
pleasure as the working of his hand, but when he finally lay his lips to her
breast and flicked her nipple with his tongue, she let out a surprised gasp of
pleasure.


A bolt of intense sensations travelled down her body,
adding a jolt of electricity to the workings of his hand.  The connection
between her nipple and her inner thigh was acute and undeniable.  Every flick
of his tongue brought a new jolt of excitement to her inner core.


Her entire being was focused on the two complimentary
sensations, each working to elevate the other, each bringing her to new heights
of pleasure.  She reached for his hand and pushed it harder into her moistened
folds, pushing him to go further and further.


But it wasn’t enough.  She wanted more.  She wanted
all of him.  Turning completely onto her back, she tugged at him, silently
begging him to mount her.


With a teasing gleam in his eye, he remained where he
was.  “I want to see the light in your eyes when you orgasm,” he said.


“When I what?” she whispered curiously.


He smiled at her innocence.  “You are adorable, aren’t
you?  So precious and pure.”  His finger took to rubbing that tender and
sensitive part of her.  “Your clitoris is all hard and swollen.  Tell me… are
you almost there?”


Her clitoris?  Was that what that was?  That tiny part of her body that was so incredibly
and intensely pleasing.


He continued to rub circles around it.  “Are you
there?”


Feeling almost faint, she groaned, “Yes… yes… ah, yes!”


And suddenly she was flying, floating in the air, high
about the world where nothing else mattered.  Where her euphoria was all she
wanted to know, all she wanted to feel.


She tugged on him harder, urging him to fill her, to
complete her.  “I want you, Jasper.  I want all of you.”


“That’s just your lust talking,” he said quietly, his
eyes on hers.  “I want to give you all of me when you’re truly ready.  When you
are out of the clutches of passion and you still want me.”


“What does it matter?  I want you now.”


“I love the touch of your body, your skin, your mouth
and the very sweetness of your soul, but, I, too, want more.”  He gently tapped
his fingertip to the center of her forehead.  “I want everything that’s in
there.  Everything that is Allotrope.  I want your forgiveness, and I want your
trust.”


Still on a wave of ecstasy, she let his words wash over
her, adding love and affection to the already overpowering sensations she felt.


 


*****


 


After rising early and filling up and a greasy, yet
tasty breakfast of eggs, sausage, fried mushrooms and thick, crusty bread, they
headed out for the remainder of their journey.


Feeling lazy and sated, Ally smiled as she let Shelby rock
her back and forth with every step.  The Emerald Palace, still gleaming like a
huge block of green glass, soon came into view.


They crossed the gates, left their horses to the
competent hands of the stable boys and headed inside.  There was an air of
informality that hadn’t been there on the previous visit; or perhaps it was
simply Ally feeling more at ease in the noble setting.


“Where is your grandmother? Up in her room?”


Saying nothing, he guided her out to the back garden
where Queen Jade and Queen Mother Jasmine sat playing dominos.


Ally shot Jasper a curious glare.


“Jasper,” Queen Jade said on seeing him.  “What a
surprise.  Whatever are you doing out here on this lovely day?”


Queen Mother Jasmine rose to greet them.  “What a
lovely surprise, indeed.”


Ally knew better than to question the Queen Mother’s
health.  Clearly, she was feeling perfectly fine.  Her voice was clear and
bright, her cheeks rosy and smooth, and there was a spring in her step as she
approached them.  No trace whatsoever of illness; not even a faint, dry cough.


Quickly glaring at Jasper once again, she caught his
sheepish grin, and innocently arched brow.  She would reserve her reprimanding
him for such a prank for later.  Now, she just wanted to sit and chat with the
noble women of Emerald Palace.


They sat for a long while, discussing flowers, and
weather and the general pleasures of life.  They discussed history and literature
and the arts, all while sipping on tea, and, as lunchtime came around, munching
on perfectly sliced cucumber sandwiches.


All the while, Jasper sat quietly for the most part,
watching Ally as she showed him much of what she had in that head of hers.


He seemed impressed with her extensive knowledge of
the kingdom’s history, and when talk turned to politics, he leaned in closer to
hear her views.


“Men think they need to rule by fear,” she was
saying.  “But fear often leads to anger and resentment, and, ultimately, to
revolt.  Rulers who keep their people so poor that their children starve, are
forcing them to crime.”  She turned to the Queen Mother.  “Would you not steal
a loaf of bread to save your child from starvation; starvation brought on by a greedy
king who took all your earnings?”


Queen Mother Jasmine nodded.  “Of course I would,
dear.”


“But a king needs to show his power over his people,”
Jasper argued.


“His power, yes, but not his cruelty.  At least not
where his own people are concerned.  Reserve your cruelty for those that would
destroy your kingdom, kill your people and take your throne.”


Grinning, he nodded.


Queen Mother Jasmine, patted Ally’s hand as she rose. 
“This has all been quite enlightening, my child, but I must leave you to go take
my afternoon nap.  I do hope you’ll stay for dinner.”  She wagged a teasing
finger at Ally.  “I do have many questions to ask you.”


Ally rose and nodded.  “Absolutely.”


“I’ll bring you to your room, Mother,” Queen Jade said,
also rising from her seat.


“No need.  No need,” Queen Mother Jasmine said as she
waved an annoyed hand at her daughter.


“I know.  I know,” Queen Jade said, tossing an amused
grin back at Ally and Jasper.


“They are quite a pair,” Jasper said when they were
gone.


“You’re very lucky, you know.”


“Yes.  I haven’t always felt lucky, but I guess I
really am.”  He stood and straightened his trousers.  “I believe you didn’t get
a chance to see the enormity of the grounds when last you came.  I think you’ll
enjoy it.”  He offered up his arm.


Smiling, she hooked her arm in his and let him lead
the way.


“I’m sorry I underestimated you,” he said when they
reached the cool shade of the weeping willows.  “Funny.  You’d think that with
my mother as queen of the land, and my grandmother who has always been so
strong in every way, I’d have a different view of women.  Yet…  I don’t know
why, but it’s hard for me to imagine a woman on the battlefield.”


Ally looked at him, trying to understand the male psyche. 
“Perhaps it’s just that.  Your love for these women in your life make it
impossible for you to see them dying in the field, or being hurt in any way.”


“You know, you constantly surprise me.  I mean, first
with your physical abilities, then with that great sword.  You’re a great
rider, a great listener, and of course, a great healer.  You battled those
serpents like a pro.”  He chuckled as he recalled that day.  “Even butchering
one for a meal.  And you speak of politics and world views with the wisdom that
exceeds your age.”


They arrived at a large fountain overlooking the valley
below.


“Is all of this yours?” Ally said, marveling at the
serene beauty.  The rolling hills stretched out as far as the eye could see.  Dotted
with the occasional pond and striped by three rivers, the land was lush with
greenery and bursting with life.


Jasper simply nodded.  “Someday I will rule this land,
and I will share this palace and its immense grounds with children of my own,
and….”  He looked down at her but didn’t finish his sentence.  Instead, he put
his arm around her shoulder and pulled her to his side, admiring the landscape
with her.


“I’m sorry I tricked you into coming out here.”


She looked up at him and smiled.  “I’m not.”


He chuckled, a deep warm sound that warmed her heart.


The remainder of the day was lazy and relaxed, with a
delicious meal of pheasant, duck and pork all blended together in a scrumptious
broth and sprinkled with colorful vegetable.  Topping it off was a strawberry
shortcake that Ally practically drooled over.


When night fell, Jasper dutifully walked her to her room,
and with a warm, wet kiss, said goodnight.


Smiling, she prepared for bed and slept soundly until
she awoke to see him sitting on the edge of her bed.  Sitting up, she pulled
the covers to her chest in false modesty.  “Why, Prince Jasper.  This is highly
inappropriate,” she said with a teasing smile.


“I know,” he whispered.  “But Mother and Grandmother
are already down in the dining room.  They’ll never know.”  He kissed her
sweetly and, like a true gentleman, left her and waited outside her door as she
dressed for the day.


After breakfast, they took one last stroll around the
palace and finally said their goodbyes.


“Come back as often as you like,” Queen Jade offered.


Ally smiled, warmed by her gracious hospitality.


At the stable, she was surprised to see Jasper holding
Shelby’s reins, waiting to help her up.


“You know I’ve been getting up on my horse on my own
for quite some time now.”


“I know.  But can’t a man still help his lady, just
for the pure joy of it.”


His lady?


Ally smiled at the thought as she accepted his aid and
got into her saddle.


Soon they were riding out of the gate and back on the
path that was quickly becoming familiar to Ally.  This time, the horses didn’t
protest when they arrived at the ominous meadow.


Had they already forgotten?


It was early afternoon when they arrived at the
Academy, and still floating on a cloud of love and tenderness, Ally allowed
Jasper to hold her hand as they left their horses and walked to her dorm.


“Grandmother’s birthday is in a few weeks,” Jasper was
saying as they rounded the corner to the dorm.  “She’ll be disappointed if you…”


He stopped mid-sentence and Ally looked up at him, his
gaze fixed straight ahead.  She followed his gaze to see Tar and Flint looking
at them with accusations in their eyes.  But it was Razor, with his murderous
gaze on their clasped hands that sent a shiver up Ally’s back.


She’d not even realized that she and Jasper were still
holding hands.  Come to think of it, she hadn’t thought anything wrong with
holding his hand either.  But for a fraction of a second, she released Jasper’s
hand, only to quickly grasped it again.


She didn’t belong to Razor and she could hold the hand
of anyone who pleased her.


“We’ve been looking all over for you two,” Razor
said.  He made no attempt to hide his anger.


“You found us,” Jasper said with good humor.


Razor looked Ally up and down, licked his lips then
looked to Jasper.  The question was clear in his eyes; had they slept together?


It’s none of your business, Ally thought.


“Did you forget tomorrow?” Razor said.


Frowning, Jasper tilted his head quizzically to the
side.  “As a matter of fact, I have.  Care to refresh my memory?”


Razor looked at Ally and back to Jasper.


“The competition, you lovesick bozo,” Tar groaned.


“Go put your bags away and meet us at the Dragon’s Den,”
Razor ordered.


“Shit,” Jasper muttered under his breath.  He looked
to Ally as the guys walked away.  “I’d completely forgotten.”


Moments later, they entered the Dragon’s Den.  On
entering Razor immediately checked to see if they were still holding hands,
which made Ally want to laugh.


For all his tough talk, there was something preciously
childish about him.


They all sat at a table meant for four, but they
squeezed together to allow room for Ally.


“Tomorrow is the second portion of the competition,”
Razor said.  “It is the dragon flying competition.”


“This is far more dangerous than the first portion of
the competition,” Jasper added.


Flint scoffed and punched the table lightly, but said
nothing.


Razor ignored his outburst and looked at Ally sitting
at his side.  “This is a competition meant for dragon shifters, which means you’ll
be at a disadvantage.  But don’t worry.  We’ll do everything to cover for you.”


Ally nodded, but wanted to know more.


“The first portion is on horseback,” Jasper said.  “I’ve
seen her ride,” he told the others.  “There should be no issue there.  She’s as
good as any of us.”


“But,” Razor said, “the second portion is in the air. 
All five of us, up in the air, against five of them.”


Again, Ally nodded.


“One more thing you should know,” Jasper said.  “The
parents of all the students will be there to watch.”


“Queen Jade and Queen Mother Jasper, too?”


Jasper nodded.  “Initially, they weren’t supposed to
come, what with Grandmother feeling so ill, but… well, because of you, they’ll
be able to attend.”


She wasn’t sure whether she was happy about that or
not.  Somehow, she felt the added pressure to keep Jasper safe.  She hated the
thought of anything happening to him right in front of his mother and
grandmother.  She also hated the thought of letting them down.  They thought so
highly of her, and she hoped she’d be able to prove herself worthy.


“And in the end, this competition will determine who
will patrol The Border first at year’s end.”


The men all nodded.


“All right,” Razor said, slapping his hand firmly on
the table.  “I think we’ve covered everything.  If you guys don’t mind, I have
a few more instructions for Ally.”


They all looked at him with suspicion.


“I’ll see you guys later,” he repeated.


Reluctantly, they left.


Razor leaned back in his chair and scrutinized Ally.  “I
hope you appreciate what I did for you.  I used all my influence to ensure you
were on our team.”


“Thank you.  That was nice of you.”


He leaned in close to her and took her hands in his.  “I
don’t understand why you continue this charade of cozying up to Jasper. 
Surely, you’ve realized by now that I’m the top dog at this Academy.  I am the
prince of all princes.”


Pulling her hand out of his, she stood and headed for
the door, but he caught her and pinned her to the wall.


“I’ve not dismissed you yet,” he said, pressing his
body against hers in a show of his passion for her.  “I’ve missed you.  You
were gone for too long.”


“Jasper’s grandmother wasn’t feeling well.”


“I don’t care what his grandmother feels.  What about
what I feel?  What about the sleepless night I spent wondering about you?  What
about my body that ached for yours?”  He leaned in closer, his lips brushing
against her cheek.  “What about this?”  He pushed his crotch against hers,
leaving no doubt as to his level of arousal.


Ally gasped, surprised by her body’s reaction.


But when he kissed her, a long hard kiss filled with
passion, she felt the full power of his arousal.


“I can’t forget the sight of you in that dress,” he
murmured through his kisses.  “I can’t forget your long, luscious rainbow hair. 
I can’t stop thinking of you, dreaming of you.”


She turned away, and tried to push him off her.


“Ah, yes.  And you’re such a tigress.  Your defiance
only turns me on more.  I love that you’re not just a meek and mousy girl who
melts under my touch.  No.  You make me work for it.”  He leaned in to devour
her neck, his tongue working magic on her skin.  “But, damn, how you’re so
worth the work.”


He cupped her face and looked into her eyes.  “Tell me
you want me.”


“I don’t know what I want.”


“Then maybe this will help you decide.”  He pulled her
in for another passionate kiss, his hands running over her body, cupping a
breasts, grabbing a buttock.


Before she even realized what she was doing, she was kissing
him back, just as hard and passionately.


 


 
















Chapter 16


 


 


 


Ally awoke to a clear blue sky that promised a
beautiful day.  “A perfect day to fly,” she said as she looked out her window. 
Birds fluttered from one tree to the next and she watched them with envy.


Soon, I’ll be trying out my wings, as it were, she
thought.


She had asked to have breakfast sent to her room that
morning and the chef had obliged, sending a sheepish, young student to bring
her a tray laden with protein rich foods.


She ate slowly, not so much to savor every bite, but
to take the time to contemplate the day ahead.  She mentally went over her
custom designed armor, making sure she hadn’t forgotten anything.


It didn’t really matter, she thought as she finished
her last bite and set her fork down.  It was too late to make any changes now
anyway.


With her plate empty, she then took to the task of
preparing herself. She pulled on a clean pair of trousers.  They’d shrunk in
the wash and were now snug on her hips and thighs.  Then came the creamy white
shirt that she’d tediously sewn Kate’s embroidery to the hem.  It wasn’t a
perfect seam, but it would have to do.  Something about having Kate’s handywork
on her made her that much more confident.


Finally, the long leather riding boots.  With one last
look into her bag packed with her armor and sword to ensure all was there, she
made her way to the stadium.


The air was cool and crisp on her skin and she sucked
in large gulps of air, reveling in the fresh scent. She knew she’d soon be
covered in dirt and she wanted to savor this particular moment.


The stadium was unusually quiet.  Minus the cheering students,
an air of mature serenity filled the stands.  Then she saw them; the Cruel
Princes were there, waiting for her.  As soon as she joined them, they headed
to the center of the field.


As they stood there gazing out at the spectators, Razor
came up to Ally’s side and pointed to the couple seated under a rose-colored
flag.  “My parents are just there; the King and Queen of Rose Cliff.”


Ally nodded and attempted her usually clumsy curtsy.


Jasper pointed out Queen Jade and Queen Mother Jasmine,
and Ally waved at the women.  


“Over there,” Flint said, pointing to the left of
Queen Jade, “is my father, King Titan.  Those little squirts beside him are my little
brothers.”


“Aren’t they a bit young to be at such an event?” Ally
said.


“You gotta start them off young.  In fact, at eight years
old, Frederick is a little too old to be attending his first competition. 
Little Frank is right on the mark at five.”


“Five years old,” Ally said shaking her head.  “He’s
just a baby.”


Ally was dismayed to see that Tar had no one in
attendance.  He didn’t seem bothered by that fact, but Ally suspected that it
had to affect him somewhat.


The opposing team stood not too far away, all wearing
the same charcoal grey uniform.  They were a big bunch of guys, very big.


“Not to scare you,” Razor said, leaning in to speak
into her ear, “but these are some of the roughest guys at the Academy.”


Staring at them, Ally said, “Why, they are absolute brutes,
every single one of them.”


Their leader stepped forward, a tall young man with
black eyes.  “Cruel Princes,” he said nodding at the men.  Then he turned a
wicked eye to Ally.  “And Princess Ally.  What a pleasure.”  He bowed down
low.  “At last we meet.  I am Drag.”


Ally just stood there staring at him.


“You’ve been difficult to ignore lately,” he went on. 
“It’s really a shame that we have to compete against one another.  I could easily
list a number of other far more pleasant activities I would like to do with
you.”


“I’m sure,” Ally muttered under her breath.


Razor and Jasper, who’d been listening at her side,
suddenly took a menacing step forward.


“You want to settle this now?” Razor said, punching
his fist into the palm of his hand.


Flint and Tar pulled both guys back and let Drag
return to his teammates.


“Keep your energies for the competition, guys,” Tar told
Razor and Jasper.


As Drag walked away, he grabbed his crotched, turned
to face Ally and made a vile gesture that had the crowd of parents gasping in
shock.


“What a jerk,” Tar said.


“The guy never did have any class,” Flint added.


Headmaster Jerrod came to stand between the two teams
and faced the spectators.  “Our first challenge,” he called out.  “The relay
obstacle course.  Please take a seat on the backside of the stands to view the
desert run.”


Parents left the stands while the two teams met up
with the respective horses and walked their mounts to the starting line just
outside the stadium.


The dusty, dirty track was barely visible in the rough
desertic terrain.


“The track is a mile long,” Headmaster Jerrod informed
the crowd and teams, “running along the edge of the forest, around the boulders
and back here where each team’s starter will hand his baton to the next teammate,
and so on until the fifth and last participant has passed the finish line with
baton in hand.  A dropped baton will result in the participant returning to the
starting line to begin his run again, or face disqualification.”  Headmaster
Jerrod looked around.  “Are we ready to begin?”


The guys from both teams shouted their eagerness to
begin.


“Starters, mount your horses and get on your mark.”


First up for the Cruel Princes was Tar.


Headmaster Jerrod, held up his starter’s pistol, while
Tar and his competitor got down low on their horses, baton in hand.


“Ready!”  Headmaster Jerrod cried out a second before
pulling the trigger.


Tar kicked his horse into action and shot off with his
competitor just barely keeping up with him.  They rode hard along the forest’s edge
then disappeared a brief moment behind the boulders before reappearing again
for the last stretch.  They were still side by side, fighting it out, both
horses pushing to the max.


As the riders got closer, Jasper and his opponent took
their marks.  Jasper’s horse fidgeted with anticipation.  When the batons hit both
their hands at the same time, they sped off.


Next was Flint.  He had a momentary head on his opponent
who whipped his mount mercilessly.  W when they reappeared from behind the
boulders, they were neck in neck.


Ally was up next.  Her heart raced as she mounted
Shelby.  


“Come on, girl.  You can do this.”


She brought her horse to her mark and saw that she was
up against Drag.  She would have preferred any other teammate than him.


Flint and his opponent were getting closer, and closer
and…


“Eat my dust, pretty lady,” Drag called out as his
teammate landed the baton in his hand.


Two seconds later, Flint laid the baton in her hand
and she kicked Shelby into motion.  Soon she was at Drag’s backside, catching
up to him with every pound of Shelby’s hooves.  He glanced back at her,
surprised to see her so close by.


As they neared the edge of the forest, Drag called
out, “There’s no way, pretty lady.  No way I’m going to let you take the lead.” 
He brought his horse closer, almost nudging Shelby off course.  Gripping the
reins, Ally kept Shelby in line and urged her forth.


But when they arrived behind the boulders, out of view
from the spectators, Drag didn’t just push his horse to merely nudge Shelby.  He
maneuvered close and kicked out his leg to shove Ally off her horse.


For a moment, Ally lost her balance and control of Shelby
who whinnied and stomped in confusion.  Barely hanging onto the saddle, Ally’s feet
briefly hit the ground once, twice, and on the third touch to the ground, she bounded
up and jumped onto Shelby’s back and regained the saddle.  Grabbing the reins,
she soon had control of Shelby.


“Don’t worry, girl.  I’m here,” she whispered to her
mount.  “Now let’s show him what girls can really do.”


Shelby bolted forward easily overtaking Drag and his
horse and quickly leaving them in their dust.  The end was near and Razor sat on
his horse, ready.


Bursting with joy and pride, Ally slammed the baton
into Razor’s hand and watched him head off.  A full five seconds later, Drag
finally arrived and passed his baton to his frustrated teammate.


Knowing Drag would attempt to torment her, she quickly
guided Shelby to her teammate’s side to watch the end of the race


Razor held the lead the entire run, never giving his opponent
a chance to catch up, and the Cruel Princes and their parents cheered when he
brought his horse to the finish line.


“A clear winner,” Headmaster Jerrod called out when
Razor’s red-faced opponent finally crossed the line.  “The Cruel Princes.”


Ally stood with the princes and bowed as the crowd
applauded and cheered them.


“And now,” Headmaster Jerrod said.  “The aerial challenge. 
Parents, please resume your seats in the stadium.”


Members of both teams left their horses to the stable
boys and headed back to the inner stadium.


As they headed to the center, Tar leaned in close to
Ally and said, “And now the show begins,” He shifted into a large black dragon
with glowing yellow eyes.


Startled, Ally stopped in her tracks and stared in
disbelief.  Only when the dragon winked did she realize it was still Tar and
she smiled as he flew into the air.


Flint followed suit, shifting into a shimmering silver
dragon covered with dozens of armor plates.  He was fiercely beautiful and even
exuded more sexuality than in human form.


Ally smiled, fascinated by him and the effect her had
on her as he flew off.


Jasper went next, shifting into a beautiful green dragon
striped with teal.  Before taking flight, he winked and gave her a playful lick
with his hot tongue.


Ally giggled at his flirtations.


Razor came to stand beside her just as they arrived at
the center of the stadium.  “I’ll be shifting next,” he said.  “You’ll have to
ride me, Ally.”


She frowned a moment, not sure she’d understood him
correctly.


“We all have to be in the air to qualify.  If you don’t
get on my back, we’re out of the competition.”


Ally nodded her understanding.


“They’re going to do everything they can to knock you
off.  They know that if you hit the ground, we’re out.  So, you have to hold on
tight.  No matter what, don’t let go.”


She nodded again, then signaled to a waiting student
to bring her her bag.


“I’m going to do my best to protect you,” Razor went
on, “and make sure you get out of this competition alive.”  He quickly kissed
her.  “You’re one of us now, Ally, and I won’t let you go.”


He took a step back.  “Ready?”  He shifted into a
glowing red dragon and let out a small breath of red fire.


There was something more menacing about him than all
the others and she took a step back.


He leaned in close and nuzzled her with his massive
nose.  “Don’t be afraid, Ally.  It’s just me.  Come on.  Get on.”


“Okay, but…”  She reached into the bag the young
student had laid at her feet and pulled out her customized suit of armor.


The glowing red dragon tilted his head quizzically.


“I didn’t know how this was going to play out,” she
said as she got into her suit of armor.  “I made this just in case.”


“What the hell is it?”


“A flying apparatus.  I guess you could call it my own
special shifting device.”


“Hmmm,” he moaned skeptically.  “This is one hell of a
time to be trying out that contraption.”


“I know, but I didn’t have time to try it out
earlier.  Look, I’ll get on your back all the same, but I’ll have this as back
up, you know, in case.”  She clamped down the final piece of armor, slung her
diamond and dragon sword on and looked at Razor.  “Ready,” she announced.  She
climbed onto his back and hung on tight as he took flight.


“What are we supposed to do?” she called out.  “What’s
the object of the game?”


“You see that funny looking ball in the middle of the air?”


Ally found the huge ball that seemed to have a dragon’s
eye in it, an eye that saw everything.  “Yeah.”


“We’ve got to get it in that goal over there.”  He
pointed his sharp tail to the left where a big ring of fire hovered.


The four princely dragons got into place, ready to face
off with the Charcoal Dragons.


“Let the game begin,” Headmaster Jerrod called out
from down below.


The dragon’s eye dipped down until it almost touched
the ground, the quickly bounded up.  But unlike any ball Ally had ever seen,
this ball seemed to have a mind of its own.  It zipped around everyone,
avoiding them, toying with them.  It zigged one way, then zagged the other.


Finally, it was caught by a dragon who gripped it in
its mighty claws and leaned back onto his wings to toss it to a teammate.


Tar tried to intercept it, but the opposing playing
spat fire at him.  The dragon’s eye flew to the other side of the airfield, but
before being caught, it zagged in the opposite direction, avoiding a blast of
ice from another player.


The Dragon’s Eye quickly learned which dragon produced
which breath and adjusted its maneuvers to suit each, making the game that much
more difficult.


Drag swooped in from out of nowhere, hitting Ally’s
head with his claw as he flew by. She felt a light trickle of blood stream down
her temple.   On his next fly by, he rammed straight into Razor, jolting Ally who
struggled to stay on him.


“Hang on,” Razor shouted.


She tried, but when Drag swooped down once more and
hit Razor straight on, she lost her grip and fell through the air.  Drag was just
yards away, so swift and fast, and eager to snap her in two.


Ally bit down on a scream, then saw Flint push Drag
out of the way and catch her in his gently jaw.  She stared into his eyes,
amazed by his sexuality.


“Damn, woman,” he snarled.  “Even in dragon form I
want you.”


“You?  But you’ve always been absolutely cold to me,”
she said as they whizzed through the air.


“Do you really think that I don’t have eyes that can
appreciate your beauty, that I can’t see what a beautiful and desirable woman
you are?  Do you really think that Razor and Jasper are the only princes who
can’t stop thinking of you… wanting you?”


Ally felt a sudden jolt as Flint was knocked hard,
then he lost his hold of her and she fell right into Skeet’s waiting claws.


He was a slimmer and more genteel dragon, a student
who’d been more reserved with his bullying.  “Gotcha, girl,” he said with a
smile.  “Wow, what Drag wouldn’t do to hold you like I am right now?”


“I don’t get it.  Why?  Why is he so obsessed with me?”


Skeet rocketed high in the air to slam the Dragon’s
Eye with his pointed tail, sending it just outside the Cruel Princes’ goal.  “Really?”
he said, unperturbed by the missed goal.  “You don’t know?”


“Really.  I don’t know.”


“Drag heard about you and Razor.  He can’t stand
Razor.  In fact, he can’t stand humans.  So you’re the one he wants to mess up
because that would mean getting both you and Razor to fall.”


“You’re not his second, are you?  You seem so smart. 
You seem smart enough to run your own group.”


“I am his second, but I’m also the smart one,” Skeet
said.  “It’s noble blood that I don’t have.”


Ally looked up at him as they spun in the air and
raced for the ball.


“If it were up to me, I’d join the Cruel Princes, but
they won’t have me.  I’m not a royal, you see.  I’m just a guy from the guard’s
camp.  I’m not qualified to be in their ranks.  Although that didn’t keep Tar
from being accepted.  Even though he’s not the next in line to the throne, they
adopted him and treat him like a brother.  Lucky bastard.”


 


As if he’d heard Skeet, Tar came zooming down toward
them, gently tearing Ally out of Skeet’s grip and into his mouth.


“Tar,” Ally said as she hugged his fang.  “Thank you. 
For a minute there I thought I’d be the Charcoal Dragon’s dinner.”


“Hmmm, and what a tempting dinner you’d be. Can I join?” 
His hungry gaze said everything, and to show just how hungry he really was, he
flicked his tongue over the length of her body.  “Hell, you even taste as good
as you look.”


“You know, I think this is about the most I’ve ever
heard you talk.”


“That’s only because Jasper and Razor always hog the
conversation.  But just because I haven’t said anything doesn’t mean I haven’t
noticed you.  From day one I noticed.  From the very first day I knew you were
special.”


Ally had noticed him, too. Tar was one of the most
beautiful boys she had ever seen. Tall, dark, brooding and mysterious as though
he harbored all the angst and pain in the world.


“Then why did you join the other princes in trying to
force me out of the Academy?”


His eyes focused on an opponent and he strategically
whipped the Dragon’s Eye with the tip of his wing, sending it flying clear
across the airfield.


“You don’t belong here, Ally,” he said gently.  “I
know you’re strong and quick, but still… you don’t belong.  Look at you.  You
can’t even fly on your own.  And you also need us to protect you.  That’s fine
here on campus, where there’s a degree of control.” With a grunt, he hit the
ball again with his tail.  “But out there…” He gestured with his tail to outside
the campus.  “Out there no one’s in control.  Those menacing monsters out there
don’t play by any rules, and believe me, they’ll stop at nothing to destroy
you.”


“You’re not like the other princes, are you?”


“I’m not a crown prince, if that’s what you mean.  No.
My brother, Drago, is ruler of the land where I come from; ruler of the Dark
Forests.  I was exiled the day he came into power.”


“Is that why you’re here?”


“Yep.  And that’s why…”  He flicked the Dragon’s Eye
again, passing it to Jasper.  “That’s why those guys are my family.  They mean
more to me than anyone in all the land.”


“So that’s why you don’t have family here to watch you
compete today.”


“Drago is the only blood family, if you can call it
that, that I have, and he has no interest in seeing what I’m up to.” He laughed
sadly.  “Maybe if he thought I would die today, he’d come.  He’d surely applaud
that.”


Ally smiled.  “You know, you have more in common with
me than you thought.”


“How’s that?”


“You’re orphaned, like me.”


“You’re an orphan?” Tar said.  “But I thought you were
the blacksmith’s daughter.”


“He and his wife adopted me.  I was very lucky.  Aside
from my biological family, I couldn’t have asked for better parents.”


“Yeah, you really did get lucky.  I wish I’d been
adopted.  It would have been easier than having to grow up running away from
assassins who want to see you and your family dead.  Drago brought such a bad reputation
to my family.  He ruined our good name in a matter of days after taking the
throne.  All of my father’s good and honest work… gone.  Sometimes I think Drago
is the devil himself.”


Razor came into view and passed the Dragon Eye to Tar
who darted quickly toward the goal, but was intercepted and had to pass it to
Jasper.  Jasper flew in a circle, darted up and threw it back to Tar who caught
it, but was quickly sideswiped by Drag, who snatched Ally with his claws.


“Finally,” Drag snarled, a menacing glare in his ugly
eyes.  “Now that I have you in my clutches, you can bet you won’t get out of this
alive, human girl.”  He looked at her with a devilish smirk exposing his unappealing
teeth.  Though tinged with yellow, his teeth were sharp, much sharper than all
the others.  “I’ve always enjoyed the taste of a fresh human.”  


Ally struck his talon with her armored fist, but he
only tightened his hold of her.


Then he opened his mouth and brought her closer.  She
tried to scream, but only a choked up wispy sound came from her mouth.  She
caught a glimpse of his eyes, glazed over as if high on some drug.  Something
was wrong with him.


Fearing for her life, she looked into the ominous
cavern that was his mouth.  A foul odor emanating from deep within him almost
knocked the breath out of her.  Holding her breath, she cringed and grimaced.


What kind of dragon was he?


He opened his mouth wider, exposing a second set of
teeth.  Something was living inside him, Ally realized with horror.  Something horrible
was taking over him.


She didn’t understand.  In human form he looked
perfectly normal; as normal as a jerk can look.


But in dragon form.  All the others had retained a
part of who they were, the very essence of themselves, but Drag…  There was
something more going on with him.


As the strange being and Drag prepared to slice her in
two with the double set of razor sharp teeth, she reached for the hilt of her
diamond and dragon sword, and pulled it from the scabbard.  Grasping it with
both hands, she looked for the most vulnerable part of his talon.  Fearful his
scaly skin might resist the blade of her sword, she swung with all her might.


To her surprise, her mighty sword made a clean cut, severing
the digit with ease.  A samurai sword couldn’t have done a better job, she
thought with pride.


As he let go of Ally, Drag cried out, a fierce cry accompanied
with a spray of flames.  


She saw Jasper, desperately trying to come to her aid,
but hindered by a persistent opponent.  Flint was too far away to do anything,
and Razor was forcibly being held back by yet another opponent.


She was on her own.


It’s now or never, she thought as she deployed her
flying apparatus.  Falling quickly towards the ground, she prompted the propellers,
but they didn’t budge.  Drag’s tight hold had put a kink in the propeller.


She whacked it with the flat side of her blade and
tried to start it again.  The propellers spun around a few times and stopped.


The ground was closing in on her.  She could now make
out the stunned expressions on the spectators’ faces, including the sad and
hopeful expression of Queen Jade and Queen Mother Jasmine.


“Come on,” she cried out as she gave the propeller
another whack.  It sputtered, but finally spun smoothly, chopping the air with
every rotation.


But now she needed the addition thrust to propel her back
up to her teammates.  She had to warn them.  Had to tell them that there was
something strange about Drag.


She rose higher and higher, certain Drag had
contracted a parasite; a being that grew and took over his body and mind.  If
she was right, Drag wasn’t a mere student, but one of the very monsters the
Dragons of Wyvern were trained to fight.


These monsters were constantly attacking The Borders. 
Were it not for the brave warriors of Wyvern, they would surely make their way
to the Humans at the Borders.


But with this beast in their midst, studying side by
side with them, learning the very maneuvers and strategies meant to destroy the
creatures; this could greatly compromise Wyvern’s ability to control them.


“Razor,” she cried out, eager to warn him.  “Tar! 
Flint!”


A blast of fire, impeded her progress and she had to
redirect her apparatus.  Once again, she approached her teammates.


“Jasper!  Razor!” she shouted.  “Look out for Drag. 
He’s compromised.”


They looked at her, their eyes narrowed in confusion.


“Look into his mouth,” she cried.  “He’s a mons…”


Drag shot another blast of flames her way, and this
time he hit his target.  She felt the heat burn through her armor, and as she
stopped rising, she looked at her propellers.


“Damn,” she muttered as she started to fall from the
sky.  Her propellers had melted.  Worse still, she was on fire.


She screamed but tried not to panic as she slapped the
flames on her armor.  But there was nothing she could do.  She screamed again,
but her voice choked in her throat and breathing became difficult.


Jasper zoomed in.  “Don’t worry, Ally.  I’m here.”  He
grabbed her and gently ran his moist, warm tongue over the flames that engulfed
her.


Feeling faint, she looked at him.  “Jasper.  Be
careful,” she whispered hoarsely.  “Drag.  He’s a hybrid… a monster.  He’s…”


The toxic fumes, the sulfur of Drag’s breath, finally
knocked her unconscious for a few brief moments.


She quickly regained her senses to see Tar flying beside
them.


“Better yet.”  Tar looked at Jasper who looked to
Razor and Flint.  They’d caught Ally’s sword, her magnificent Diamond and
Dragon silver sword that had fallen from her grip, and with one fell swoop,
sliced Drag’s head clean off.


Shocked, Ally was suddenly alert.  “Oh, my God.  They
decapitated him.”  Her Cruel Princes had just killed a fellow student.


“Why?” she cried out.


Jasper looked into her eyes.  “Go to sleep, Human,” he
said softly.  “And forget you ever saw what Drag truly was.”


 


 


**To Be
Continued… **


 


Ally, Razor,
Jasper, Tar, and Flint’s story continues in 


Book 2 of Cruel
Princes of Wyvern All-Boys Academy Series


 


 


 


Roses and Emeralds


https://www.amazon.com/Roses-Emeralds-Reverse-Fantasy-All-Boys-ebook/dp/B07TS1BKLT/


 


Silver and Starlight


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07VXVK2KV


 


 


Thank You for reading 


Diamonds and Dragons
















 


Cruel Princes of Wyvern All-Boys
Academy 


Books
in this series are:


 


Diamonds and Dragons


 


 


https://www.amazon.com/Diamonds-Dragons-Reverse-Fantasy-All-Boys-ebook/dp/B07SFV1PRH/


 


Roses and Emeralds


 


 


https://www.amazon.com/Roses-Emeralds-Reverse-Fantasy-All-Boys-ebook/dp/B07TS1BKLT/


 


Silver and Starlight


 


 


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07VXVK2KV


 


 


 


 


OTHER REVERSE HAREM or RH BULLY ROMANCE BOOKS NOW
AVAILABLE OR FOR PRE-ORDER


 


FALLEN FAE ACADEMY


 


Series Blurb


 


"At Fallen Fae
Academy, the magic will either complete you or kill you."



My name is Harley, as in Harlequin. Plucked from my home from Las Vegas, NV,
and placed into an University on an arts scholarship, suddenly I am the girl
the four hottest and most popular boys have decided to "initiate". 



This is no ordinary "hazing" ritual, and these boys are no ordinary
boys. 



This mysterious University looks like any ivy league campus, but it isn't. Step
in and you are transported beyond your wildest imagination. I should be
ecstatic being here. Except surviving "Initiation" is going to take
everything I've got. 



Don't let the beauty of the four fae boys fool you. They are as dangerous as
they are beautiful. And underneath everything, runs a deep secret. One I need
to find out before Initiation kills me.



They think a human is weak. They think I shouldn't be at this university. I'm
about to prove them wrong. 



**Initiation Year 1 is the first book of three books in the Fallen Fae Series
with a badass heroine, four deadly, striking fae princes, heart-pounding
action, super steamy love scenes, and great romance.


 


 


Initiation:  Year 1


 


 


https://www.amazon.com/Initiation-Year-Academy-Reversed-Paranormal-ebook/dp/B07V9L8LHD


 


Transformation:  Year 2


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07WWFXVCH


 


 


Declaration: Year 3


 


Pre-order Link Coming
Soon!


 
















The Shadowlight Academy Series


 


 


The Beautiful Boys


 


https://www.amazon.com/Shadowlight-Academy.../dp/B07S92G6QZ


 


Magic Over Boys


 


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07SB6RNY1


 


Gone Rogue


 


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07S982SN6

















 


The Shadowlight Hunters Academy Series 


 


 


They were the most popular boys at Shadowlight Academy, known
as the Beautiful Boys. 

They also tormented me when I first arrived at
Shadowlight Academy.



Then they fell for me, and I fell hard for them.



I am Lux Collins, and as a demon slayer, I
couldn't afford to fall in love. It came with consequences, which I ultimately
paid.



Now I am at Shadowlight Hunters Academy, where I
have come to be re-trained. 



I will train my hardest. I will endure all
hardships. Because where I am going to save my Lost Pretty Boys, I will need to
keep all my wits, strength, and skills about me.



I am about to enter Hell to get my boys back!



**Lost Pretty Boys is book 1 of 3 the Shadowlight
Hunters Academy. It is a College RH Bully Romance which contains language, dark
humor and consensual sex. Recommended for 17 and over.


 


Lost Pretty Boys


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07WD2YXQH


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SOCIETY OF SUPERNATURAL SLEUTHS


 


A Reverse Harem New
Adult Paranormal Romance Series


 


 


My
name is Scarlet, and I live in strange times.  The year is 1890, and Queen
Victoria is our Queen.  It is a glorious time, where we have steamships,
inventions, and exploration.


 


When
I received a mysterious letter from my father's friend, Sherlock Holmes, I am
whisked into a world of magic and mystery.  A world I never knew exist, until I
was able to discover devices from this world.  The supernatural world.


 


I
am new to this world, but when I meet a handsome stranger one mysterious night,
I am soon initiated into the heart of it. Commissioned to help solve a
mystery.  Turns out I have some gifts and talents. 


 


Needed
for the Society of Supernatural Sleuths.


 


**Society
of Supernatural Sleuths is a 3-book Series, featuring Reverse Harem, mystery,
steamy scenes appropriate for mature audiences. This is the edgier, New Adult
version of Kailin Gow's YA series, Steampunk Scarlett, rewritten for mature YA
and New Adult readers and featuring Reverse Harem, as it was originally
intended


 


SCARLET’S THREE


ttps://www.amazon.com/dp/B07THY596K


 


IMMORTAL MAGIC


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07VMTGW6L


 


FAE AND FANGS


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07WT8C9HG


 


 

















 


BAD BOY ROYALS OF KINGSBURY PREP SERIES


 


A RH Bully Romance like No Other.  Intentionally
written to be a mix-genre fast-paced fast burn over-the-top action-filled steamy
series, with a movie tie-in.  Buzzed About Series that Requires a Disclaimer!


 


Blurb for the
Entire 6-book Series:




Take her down. Make her leave.

Kingsbury Prep is a 500 year old institution. 

The most elite of prep schools that almost every student has royal blood.

A commoner like Tempest Ryan does not belong.

We will break her, break her will, break her heart.

She will wish she never step foot into Kingsbury.


We
have declared war on her. The envelope has been tossed. Black.


Anyone
is game.


***


I
didn't asked to go to Kingsbury Prep. My little sister secretly sent in an
application.


I
know I am nowhere near the ideal student for Kingsbury Prep.


But
I won't be pushed out of anywhere just because three spoiled brats known as the
Royals deemed it so.


Living
on the streets, managing to go to school, work part-time at any odd job to take
care of my sister taught me how to fight.


And
dream of a better life.


I
won't let them take away that dream for my sister. I won't let them win.


They
declared war on me and the whole school is game.


Well,
boys...you're in for a ride. Because you picked on the wrong girl. I'm capable
of anything your royal butts can't even imagine. I don't play games. Life is
tough enough already. But since you started it, watch your backs because I'm
not called Tempest for nothing.


***TEMPEST
is a reverse harem/mature high school bully romance novel. This is book one of
six in the series. Contains foul language and sexual scenes; any sex featured
is consensual.


 

















 


 


Tempest


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07RN8ZDHR


 


 


Black Envelope


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07RRJ3HKN


 


 


Revenge


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07SQP3HL3


 


 


Secret Princess


https://www.amazon.com/Secret-Princess-School-Romance-Kingsbury-ebook/dp/B07TWMJ6TC/


 


 
















 


KEEP IN TOUCH 


 


 


Subscribe to Rachel
Angel’s Newsletter and get


 


https://mailchi.mp/4b45dfb9006d/rachelangelnews


 


 


Love bully romances,
bad boy romances, billionaire romances, and Reverse Harem?  Join Rachel Angel
Royal Readers to discuss:  https://www.facebook.com/groups/881277658892159
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